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PART ONE: SALEM’S REVENGE
 
    
 
    
 
   In the black of night, 
 
   ’Midst shattered dreams,
 
   Come darkest terrors, once unseen.
 
    
 
   Hidden amongst us,
 
   Wielding ancient power,
 
   ’Til the wraiths step forward, for the witching hour.
 
    
 
   Salem’s Revenge, Rhett Carter
 
   
  
 



Chapter One
 
    
 
   The witches don’t deserve to die. 
 
   As I chuck my football cleats in my duffel and zip it shut, my foster mom’s words ring in my head. For months she’s been focused on the whole Salem’s Return debacle. The new laws, the hunt for real, live witches, the executions. And, after the news today, she’s up in arms all over again. 
 
   Number of Witches May Stretch into the Thousands, the headline read. 
 
   It almost made me laugh, but I held it in because of the grave expression on my mom’s face. Witches? Come on. There’s no such thing, not in real life anyway. Between the pages of the books I love to read, however, that’s a different story. And that’s where they should stay. All the rest is nothing more than fear, just like it was during the original Salem Witch Trials. 
 
   “Bye, Mom!” I shout as I push through the front door, shouldering my backpack and football gear. 
 
   “Have a good day, Rhett!” Trudy Smith calls back, but her head never turns, her eyes glued to the continued Salem’s Return news coverage. 
 
   The world is a scary place. One big hot mess. While we should be focused on our real problems, like the thousands of homeless living—and starving—on the streets, the ever-rising cost of healthcare, and the ticking time bomb that is the social security system, the lawmakers are focused on…drumroll please…witches. Really?
 
   I weave my way along the familiar path through the Atlanta suburbs, making my way to meet my friends, Beth and Xavier. Well, Xave’s a friend, and Beth—she’s more than a friend. The thought brings a smile to my face, instantly erasing the negative energy from this morning’s news. 
 
   On the opposite side of the street, I see a couple of my teammates getting into their car. They glance in my direction, pausing to smirk at me. I’d wave, but I don’t really like them very much—like, at all. Unfortunately, the “mates” part of “teammates” is used loosely in my case. Maybe if I partied more and read fewer books I’d be more popular on the team. But alas, the star quarterback, Todd Logue, has decided to make me the target of ninety-nine percent of his jokes. And these two punks are two of his besties. 
 
   So I look away from them and just keep walking, breathing a sigh of relief when they don’t do more than honk obnoxiously at me as they roar past, filling the air with a foul-smelling cloud of fumes. 
 
   “This week I decided the school newspaper should discuss Salem’s Return,” Beth says when I meet her and Xavier in front of their neighboring houses. 
 
   “Good morning to you, too,” I say, leaning down to sneak in a quick kiss. To my delight, Beth returns it, her lips lingering on mine for three awesome beats of my heart. 
 
   “They should outlaw kissing in front of friends,” Xave says, turning away from us and shielding his eyes. My best friend, as usual, looks like he’s heading to some private prep school. Wearing a red and blue sweater vest that perfectly matches his brightly colored belt, he could be the son of a politician or a CEO. Beneath the vest is a spotless white button-down shirt.
 
   “You might not be saying that if you had a boyfriend,” I say, pulling away from Beth.
 
   “Yes, I would,” Xave says, starting down the sidewalk. A carpool full of students zooms past, radio blasting.
 
   “I guess you saw this morning’s news then,” I say, returning to Beth’s initial topic of choice. “So you’re going to write about the revival of the Salem Witch Trials?”
 
   Her big, brown eyes light up the way they always do when she talks about her latest project as editor of the school paper. “Yes,” she says. “I’ve been doing some initial research, and something about it all just doesn’t add up. I don’t think the government is telling us everything.”
 
   “Do they ever?” I say.
 
   “You mean, like a conspiracy?” Xave says, leaning in. He’s always liked a good conspiracy to start the day. I smile, because why not? The sun is shining, I’m with my two best friends, and no one has tried to pick a fight with me today. All in all, it’s a good start to a Wednesday.
 
   “Exactly,” Beth says. “It’s still early on, but I’ll let you know what I find out.”
 
   “Correction. You’ll let the whole school know what you find out,” I say.
 
   “No. The whole world!” Xave says, laughing. I try to disguise my own laugh as a cough, but Beth hits me anyway. Although Beth’s articles are only published in print in the school newspaper, she also shares them with the respectable following she’s managed to amass on her collection of favorite social networking sites. 
 
   “Laugh all you want, boys, but when I’m running a real paper you’ll learn the true power of the press.” I don’t doubt her words, not for one second.
 
   I rub my shoulder even though her whack was the equivalent of getting hit by a raindrop. “So what do you think they’re holding back?” I ask. “Everyone already knows the witches aren’t really witches.”
 
   “How do you know?” Beth says, firing me a frown. “You read books about witches all the time, and yet you don’t even think they could be real?”
 
   “That’s fiction,” I say.
 
   “Seems like half of what’s in old science fiction books has been coming true for years.”
 
   “Yeah, but that’s grounded in reality. In science. Now we’re talking fantasy. Magic. Not. Real.” We make another turn, which seems to prove my point. More nondescript cookie-cutter houses line another cookie-cutter street in suburbia. One of a million such neighborhoods across the country that have many things in common—including no real witches.
 
   “Anyway,” Beth says, “it doesn’t matter whether they’re real witches or not, they’re being murdered for nothing other than existing. It’s not right.”
 
   “Now that I agree with,” I say. “I can’t wait to read everything you find out.”
 
   My comment draws a smile from my girlfriend, which I much prefer to the glares she’s been giving me for the last few minutes. She wraps an arm around my waist and pulls me into her side.
 
   “Well, I know one thing,” Xave says, “if I ever come across a male witch, I won’t turn him in—I’ll ask for his number. Witches are hot.”
 
   “There’s no such thing as male witches,” I say.
 
   “Always gotta be a know-it-all,” Xave says. “I meant warlocks, or wizards, or whatever Harry Potter is.”
 
   “You’ve got a crush on Harry Potter?” Beth says, raising her eyebrows. 
 
   “Not Harry specifically, although when he fires a curse it definitely gets my heart pumping. More like Draco Malfoy. Now he’s a stud.”
 
   “You always preferred the bad boys,” I note. 
 
   Beth chuckles, and Xave says, “True. At least I’d know what to do if I came face to face with a witch. You two would be hopeless. Beth would probably ask for an interview, and Rhett here would either freeze up or run away screaming.”
 
   Ever since I met Xavier in the foster system when we were five, he’s been like a brother to me. And, like a brother, he knows me all too well. He’s fought for me at least a dozen times, while it’s always been my preference to use words—rather than fists—as my weapon of choice. I owe him more than I can ever repay.
 
   So I don’t even mind the insult, not when I can feel the warmth of Beth’s body seeping through our clothes. The school comes into view and I let out a silent groan. I squeeze Beth one more time and then head toward the opposite end of campus, to the athletic locker rooms. I have to stow my football gear before I make my way to class. 
 
   “See you guys later,” I say, still thinking about what Beth said about witches being real. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Football practice. Although I don’t mind sports, I’d rather be hanging with Xave and Beth than smashing into sweaty guys. However, according to my foster father, my height, build, and athletic abilities make football my best shot at a college scholarship. I’m taller than most guys on the team, and when I wear contacts Beth says I almost look like a football player. But I know she prefers me with glasses—we’re two nerds in a pod. Xave says we’re a cute couple because we’re opposites in so many ways. Her brown eyes are light; mine are dark. She’s petite; I’m, well, not. Her nose is small, like a button; according to Xave, mine is too big, although Beth says it’s cute. 
 
   So here I am, on the sidelines, waiting for Coach to arrive, thankful that my dark skin isn’t particularly sensitive to the hot Georgia sun.
 
   “Jacob’s search for true love is something every teenage boy can relate to,” a voice says from behind. I sigh, hating the way my own written words sound so pathetic and stupid when spoken by the human gorilla.
 
   I finish tying my cleats and turn around to find Todd Logue and three of his football buddies laughing at me. “Do you need something?” I say, unwilling to rise to the bait.
 
   “Me?” Todd says, feigning surprise. “All I need are more of your blog posts. They touch me in ways I never knew were possible.” He makes a vigorous and exceptionally lewd gesture with his hand. His goons laugh louder.
 
   Knowing that people like him are able to read my posts almost make me want to give up book blogging. Almost. 
 
   “I’m so glad,” I say, offering the fakest, broadest smile I can muster. I grab my helmet and head left toward the field.
 
   The foursome move in tandem, blocking my path. Determined to avoid them, I turn toward the right. Again, they block my escape.
 
   “We’ll let you by if you recite something from your last blog post,” Todd says. “You know, the one I printed two hundred copies of and posted around the school.”
 
   He didn’t. I want to believe myself, but I know it’s exactly the kind of thing he would do. A crowd starts to gather as some of the students who were there to watch the football practice realize something’s about to go down. 
 
   “Screw you,” I say, moving back to the left to try to get past. I refuse to let him goad me into a fight. One of his goons pushes me back. 
 
   Someone in the crowd yells, “Fight!”
 
   “Leave him the hell alone,” a familiar voice says. Crap. I glance over where Xavier has just emerged to stand beside me. His pudgy face is pulled into a frown. 
 
   “Xave, I’m fine,” I hiss. “Get out of here.” When he looks up at me with those fiercely loyal brown eyes of his, I know he’s not going anywhere. When did he get so much smaller than me? While I’ve grown up, he’s grown out, his plump belly making him as big a target of bullies as me.
 
   “Oooh, has your fat boyfriend come to save you?” Todd taunts. 
 
   Although a few chuckles dance through the crowd, I see plenty of kids shaking their heads, not amused by Todd in the least. And yet none of them step forward to help. I don’t blame them. Why make yourself a target when staying under the radar is so much easier? 
 
   Xave doesn’t understand the meaning of “flying under the radar.”
 
   “At least Rhett’s ancestors didn’t swing from trees,” Xave says, not backing down. He rummages through his bag and finds a banana, which he tosses over Todd’s head. “Fetch!”
 
   There are a lot of laughs from the crowd, which only seems to infuriate Todd, his eyebrows pinching together. “You’ll pay for that, homo,” he says, stepping forward.
 
   He swings at Xave’s head, but I step in front of him, taking the punch in the chest. It hurts like hell, but I stand my ground, ushering Xave, who’s trying to get around me, further back. The next punch catches me in the face and twists my head around, blood exploding from my nose. 
 
   The four huge guys surround us, all smiles and wisecracks. 
 
   “Bring it, losers,” Xave says as they close in. Sometimes I wish my best friend was a little more scared of pain. 
 
   I tense up, ready to take the worst beating I’ve had since my second foster father, Big Hank, used to regularly use Xave and me as punching bags, when a flat, hard voice says, “I’d stop while you’re ahead, Todd.”
 
   Todd stops mid-punch, whirling to glare at the girl who would dare threaten him. Soft brown skin. Intriguing brown eyes, flashing with anger. Glasses that give her a trendy, intelligent look. Her hands are on her hips, a look of utter contempt screwing up her otherwise pretty features. 
 
   Not again, I think. Beth. She wasn’t supposed to make it to watch practice today, her duties as editor of the school newspaper consuming her afternoon.
 
   “I won’t hit a girl,” Todd says.
 
   “How chivalrous,” Beth says.
 
   “But you’re awfully tempting,” Todd says.
 
   “Like a guppy to a shark.”
 
   “So why don’t you get out of here so we can finish with these two?” Todd says.
 
   “I’ve got a better idea,” Beth says, a somewhat vicious smile forming on her pink lips. “Why don’t you go back to what you do best—throwing a ball—and we’ll pretend this never happened.”
 
   Silence. I can tell Todd’s confused, his face switching between laughing and frowning. Evidently he doesn’t know what to make of the spitfire standing before him. I’m equally dumbfounded, wondering how the hell Beth is planning to get Todd to back down. But there’s one thing I know about Beth: She always has a plan.
 
   “And why should I do that?” Todd asks.
 
   Beth motions for him to come closer. He stands stock-still, then shrugs and saunters over to her. The kids in the crowd are whispering to each other, their hands over their mouths. Our little scene is better entertainment than reality TV. 
 
   When Todd gets close to her, she motions him even closer, toward her mouth. The tall quarterback has to bend to get to her level. She whispers something in his ear and he stiffens, pulling back. His eyes are wide and white for a moment, and then he sneers, “C’mon, boys. These losers aren’t even worth our time.”
 
   Although the other players don’t look like they want to leave, one by one they follow their leader as he jogs back onto the field. 
 
   “Break it up! There’s nothing to see here!” Beth shouts, motioning for the audience to go back to whatever they were doing before. 
 
   “Wow!” Xave says, watching the crowd dissipate. “That was incredible. I didn’t even have to get all bloody and bruised, like I usually do when I defend Rhett.”
 
   I cringe, hating how I always feel when my friends have to come to my rescue. 
 
   Like a big wimp.
 
   “Those idiots deserve more than a free pass,” Beth mutters, but flashes a real smile. “A swift kick in the groin would’ve been more satisfying.”
 
   “Ooh,” Xave groans. “Remind me never to get on your bad side.” 
 
   “Sorry,” I say, feeling about half my six-foot, four-inch height.
 
   “About what?” Beth says, wrapping an arm around my waist. 
 
   “Involving you guys in my problems yet again.”
 
   “We involved ourselves,” Xave says, beaming. “It’s part of our job description. Personally it’s not my favorite part of the job, but I’m pretty used to it by now. Like, remember when Big Hank came home drunk and decided you needed ‘toughening up’?”
 
   “Not this story again,” I say, wishing Xave had a shorter memory. 
 
   “Oh, have I told this one before?” Xave says, raising his eyebrows theatrically. “Let’s just say that I took the licks for you. It’s the only time I’ve had two black eyes and a bloody nose all at the same time.” 
 
   I chew my lip, remembering that night. After all, it was only eight short years earlier that Xave and I met when we were both sent to live with Big Hank and his wife, Cindi. For almost a year it was a nightly ritual for him to come home drunk, driving a beat-up pickup proudly flying a Confederate flag, unleashing a barrage of obscenities at Cindi, who would spew all sorts of vile threats right back. 
 
   Big Hank would stomp up the steps and, with his alcohol-breath hitting us in a nauseating blast, he’d pick one of us and then proceed to “beat the black out of us,” as he liked to say. On more than one occasion, Xave, who was bigger than me back then, would volunteer to take the beating for me. I cried most of those nights, listening to Xave’s screams. 
 
   Two days after the final beating Xave took from Big Hank, Cindi shot and killed her husband when he tried to touch her.
 
   Xave, who was still recovering in the hospital from his “bad bike accident,” and I were split up and moved to different foster homes. 
 
   Neither of them was as bad as staying with Big Hank and Cindi. But neither of them was much better either. 
 
   “Ooh, wait, I’ve got one,” Beth says, raising a finger in the air.
 
   “Not you, too,” I say. “You know, you two would make really good bullies. You’ve mastered the art of ganging up.”
 
   Ignoring me, Beth says, “Remember how we met?” Ugh. Why can’t we be a normal couple with a cute story of how we got together? Like someone knocks her books out of her arms and I pick them up. Or she sees me catch a game-winning touchdown pass and interviews me for a school article. No such luck.
 
   “No,” I lie.
 
   “Then let me remind you. Much like today, you and Xave were surrounded by thugs.”
 
   “I was throwing punches like a tornado,” Xave says, chiming in. 
 
   “None of them connecting,” I mutter.
 
   “And Rhett was just standing there letting his face get tenderized,” Xave continues.
 
   “I shouted, ‘Cops!’ and the bullies and crowd took off running,” Beth concludes. 
 
   “See,” I say, “if not for my knack for attracting attention, we might not even know each other.” 
 
   “I still don’t get why you don’t stand up for yourself,” Beth says. 
 
   “Rhett wouldn’t hurt a fly,” Xave says. “It’s just not in him.”
 
   “What should we do after practice?” I say, changing the subject.
 
   “You’re a freaking giant, Rhett,” Beth says, continuing on as if I hadn’t spoken.
 
   “A real Big Foot…” Xave adds.
 
   “I barely come up to your waist,” Beth says.
 
   “…with fists the size of meat cleavers,” Xave says.
 
   I throw my hands up. “Okay, okay, I get it. I should be doing the hitting, not getting hit. I should be book blogger turned Superman, right? Defender of the weak, protector of the bullied. Look, I just don’t like violence. The thought of hitting someone’s”—I make a face—“nose or chin or cheek grosses me out.” Even talking about violence is making me queasy. I can’t help it—I’ve always been this way. When the other boys were wrestling and playing “Cops and Robbers” I was more interested in books, happy to get lost in someone else’s adventure.
 
   “Then aim for their stomachs,” Beth says.
 
   “Or their kidneys,” Xave says, waggling his eyebrows encouragingly. “Or if you want to act like a little girl, a good shot to the nuts will drop ’em like the sacks of feces that they are.”
 
   I swallow the lump in my throat. None of those options are any more appealing to me. “Pass,” I say.
 
   “You’re hopeless,” Beth says, but from her smile and the way she squeezes my waist, I can tell she won’t hold it against me. “Well, I’d love to stay and talk strategies for inflicting pain on jerks like Todd Logue, but I’ve got to run. Our issue spotlighting the inequality of Salem’s Return won’t get written and edited by itself.”
 
   She gives me a quick peck on the lips and skates away, adjusting her glasses when they slip down her nose. 
 
   “Hey, Beth!” I say, stopping her. 
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “What did you say to Todd?”
 
   Smiling, she strolls back over and stands on her tiptoes to whisper in my ear. “I told him I had a source that told me he used to wet the bed, and that I’d run the story in next week’s newspaper if he didn’t leave you alone.”
 
   I snort out a laugh. “Whoever told you that about Todd has a death wish,” I say.
 
   “I made it up,” she says.
 
   “But…how’d you know it would work?”
 
   She offers a sly grin. “Because bullies like Todd are always overcompensating for their own insecurities,” she says.
 
   Shaking my head, I grab my helmet off the ground, reacting to Coach Bronson’s whistle. After kissing Beth on the cheek, I run onto the field. 
 
   “What? No smooch for me?” Xave calls after me. He has a knack for embarrassing me in front of my teammates, as if they need any more reason to make fun of me. 
 
   Beth hoots and hollers and claps. “Superstar!” she shouts.
 
   My face warming, I turn and look at the bleachers so I won’t have to see the rest of the players—whose stares I can feel on the back of my neck—but Beth and Xavier are already huddled over his tablet, immersed in homework or a funny video or my latest blog, which they never fail to give me a hard time about. 
 
   A burst of energy plumes in my chest as I watch them. My embarrassment vanishes like a ship in the Bermuda Triangle. Beth and Xave and me. Inseparable.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Two
 
    
 
   “How’s the Salem’s Return issue coming?” I say to Beth when she and Xave meet me to walk home.
 
   Beth frowns. “The more research we do, the more the whole thing stinks,” she says. 
 
   “Like Rhett’s football cleats?” Xave says.
 
   “Worse,” she says. “Do you know how it all started?”
 
   Of course. Everyone does. A woman who could breathe fire. A circus performer. But not just her—there were three of them. Sisters, calling themselves The Pyros. Only it wasn’t just that they could breathe fire, but that they could seemingly create it from thin air. Snap their fingers and a flame would appear. Of course, it was all just an illusion. Magic isn’t real. However, the Pyros were so good that people started to think they were real witches. A couple of religious groups accused them of being devil-worshippers. Of course, it didn’t help that a national media organization had a slow news week and grabbed onto the story, broadcasting snippets from the sermons condemning the witches. Like every other snowball that gets a big push down a hill, the story got bigger and bigger, until the story became an issue, and the issue became a problem.
 
   Enter the politicians, who only made things worse. Because of the potential for panic, a law was signed preventing “real” magic from being performed—whatever that meant. The media coined it Salem’s Return. I can still remember the first trial. My mom was obsessed with it. She said it would redefine the type of country we’d be for the next century, that it was the most important event since the Civil War. When the Pyros were sentenced to burn, she wouldn’t leave the house for three days. Said we’d become monsters. 
 
   According to the judge, death by burning was justified because of the unique circumstances surrounding the guilty. They were witches. Burning them was “the only way to destroy their evil.” Of course it didn’t help that when they tried to burn the sisters, they supposedly wouldn’t burn. 
 
   “Yeah,” I say. “But the whole thing was a trick. Someone wanted to incite fear so they made it look like the so-called witches wouldn’t burn.” 
 
   “They showed it live on TV,” Xave says. 
 
   “Yeah, so they could prove to the world that the sisters were REAL witches,” Beth says. “I think it was all staged. Another illusion, just like the tricks the Pyros did with fire. Whatever the case, it worked. When they couldn’t burn them, they—”
 
   “Drowned them,” I say. I remember my mother’s face after it happened. After months of protesting she looked defeated. She didn’t say a word that day. Since then they’ve used burning as the primary method of execution, with drowning used only if burning doesn’t work. 
 
   “Sometimes the government makes me want to move to Switzerland,” Xave says. 
 
   “Why Switzerland?” I ask, raising an eyebrow. 
 
   “Mostly the chocolate and the cheese,” Xave says, not missing a beat.
 
   “That was a decade ago,” Beth says, bringing the conversation back to her favorite topic. “The fires haven’t stopped burning since.” Although there have been many groups protesting the anti-witch laws, in which my mom is a proud member, their efforts have been unsuccessful. More than a hundred witches have been executed so far, although it’s hard to keep count with the death toll rising by the month. The executions barely even get any news coverage anymore; they’re as normal as car accidents in L.A. and murders in Detroit. 
 
   “No one even cares about the death count anymore,” I point out.
 
   “That’s where the conspiracy gets a little interesting and a lot disturbing,” Beth says. “There are all kinds of theories out there, most of which contradict each other, but one thing everyone seems to agree on is that the reported witch death count is but a fraction of reality.”
 
   “You mean, like, it’s closer to two hundred witches?” Xave asks, huddling closer to Beth’s side as we walk. 
 
   “No,” Beth says. “Try a thousand.”
 
   My mouth drops open. “A thousand?”
 
   “And that’s on the low end of the estimates. Some sites say they have sources that peg the number of executions at more than five thousand witches.”
 
   “But that’s…” The word I want to say leaves a bad taste in my mouth as it rolls around on my tongue.
 
   “Genocide,” Beth says, reading my mind. 
 
   “It makes the Salem Witch Trials look like a child’s birthday party and lethal injection appear as boring and humane as giving a child a timeout,” Xave says. 
 
   “It’s just not right, and that’s what I’m going to say in the newspaper,” Beth says. 
 
   With at least half the students’ parents likely in support of the anti-witch laws, her article will mean even more bullying for the three of us. But that’s Beth—she’ll never back down from something she believes in. And that’s just the way I like her. 
 
   “We’re behind you all the way,” I say.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   When I get home, I leave my dirty cleats on the front porch and push through the door. My mom is folding laundry on our beat-up brown couch in front of the TV. 
 
   “Hi, Mom,” I say, the word not even sticking in the back of my throat the way it used to. 
 
   “Hey, Rhett,” she says, her gaze fixed on a news program. “How was practice?”
 
   “Not terrible,” I say.
 
   “How’s Xave?”
 
   “He’s Xave,” I say.
 
   “How’s Beth?” She pulls her stare from the TV for just long enough to waggle her eyebrows. Yep, she’s the closest thing to a real mom I’ve had in a long time. 
 
   “She’s great,” I say.
 
   “There’s fruit on the table if you’re hungry,” she calls after me as I head to the kitchen. I dump my sports duffel and backpack on a couple of chairs and grab a banana, peeling it as I move back into the TV room. 
 
   There’s a rattle of footsteps scurrying down the stairs as Hurricane Jasmine approaches from upstairs. “Rhett!” my seven-year-old foster sister cries. “I thought you’d been kidnapped.” She throws her arms around me and I almost drop the banana. 
 
   “Um, why?” I ask.
 
   “The witches,” Jasmine says, looking up, her chocolaty skin vibrant in the late-afternoon light. 
 
   “Jaz, I already told you,” my mother says, turning to face us with a swirl of blond hair. “The witches aren’t dangerous. They’re not even real witches. They’re just people, like you or me. They’re not the ones to blame for all of this. We’re to blame. Our fear and hate.” Finally I realize what my mom’s watching on TV—what had her so engrossed.
 
   “A curfew?” I say, reading the headline at the bottom of the screen. A newswoman is jabbering on about how the witch threat level has just been raised. How there are more of them than we first thought when Salem’s Return began years earlier. 
 
   “The witches are starting to fight back,” Jaz says, her voice no more than a whisper. “They say no one should be out after dark.”
 
   “Seriously?” I say in disbelief.
 
   “Seriously,” my mom says. “It’s utterly ridiculous. The whole country’s gone half-crazy.”
 
   “More like full crazy,” I say, slipping my cell phone out of my pocket when it rings.
 
   When I press a button to answer it, Beth says, “Have you seen the news?” before I can say anything. 
 
   “My mom’s ready to march on Washington D.C.,” I say, which earns me an eye-roll. 
 
   “Is that Beth?” Jaz asks, tugging at the side of my shirt.
 
   I pull away from her, shaking her off. “Now do you think I’m wasting my time with my article?” Beth asks.
 
   “I want to talk to her,” Jaz whines, trying to grab the phone.
 
   I hold it higher, out of reach. “I never said you were wasting your time,” I say. “I just said witches aren’t real. But that doesn’t mean the fake witches should be killed.”
 
   “Here here,” my mother says, raising a pair of my underwear like a banner.
 
   “What about the curfew? Do you think that’ll stick?” I ask, holding Jaz off with one arm. 
 
   “Who knows?” Beth says. “Before all this started, I’d say no. But now…”
 
   “Hey, my sis wants to talk to you,” I say, hoping to avoid getting clawed by Jaz’s purple-painted nails. 
 
   “Sure. I love your sister.”
 
   When I offer the phone, Jaz grabs it with two hands and starts all over again with, “I was worried you and my brother had been kidnapped!”
 
   As Beth tries to reassure my sister, I turn my attention back to the TV, where the newswoman is elaborating on the current situation. “Multiple anonymous threats from pro-witch organizations have evidently come through various law enforcement agencies over the last forty-eight hours. Although our sources were unable to provide specifics, they did say that the threats were violent in nature and suggested a large-scale response to Salem’s Return. Citizens are being urged to remain in their homes with their doors locked whenever possible.”
 
   “Unbelievable,” I say.
 
   “As if,” my mother says. “More likely I’ll be accused of being a witch and get tied to a stake than a ‘witch’ attacking our house.”
 
   “Don’t say stuff like that,” I say. The last thing we need is cops on our doorstep because my mom joked about being a witch.
 
   Jaz hands me the phone. “Beth says she’ll talk to you later. She has conspiracies to unravel.”
 
   “Thanks, I think,” I say.
 
   Just before I head upstairs to get a shower, I notice Jaz locking the front door. “What are you doing?” I ask.
 
   “The witches,” she says, as if that explains everything. 
 
   I shake my head and take the steps two at a time to the second floor. 
 
   A half hour later I’m showered and back downstairs watching TV with my sister while my mom makes dinner. The front door rattles as someone tries to open it.
 
   “The witches!” Jaz cries, clutching my side.
 
   There’s a click and the door eases open. “Anyone home?” my father hollers.
 
   Jaz runs to him, wrapping her arms around his leg. “You’re not a witch,” she says.
 
   “I guess you’ve all heard the news,” Dad says, walking inside with Jaz still stuck to his leg. He hangs his tool belt on a hook in the closet. After retiring from the military, he became a handyman, quickly gaining a reputation for being able to fix almost anything. 
 
   “Jaz thinks the witches are going to kidnap us, Mom thinks the government is made up of fools, Beth thinks there’s a major conspiracy, and Xave wants to move to Switzerland.”
 
   “And what do you think?” Dad asks me, picking Jaz up and throwing her on the couch beside me while she laughs gleefully. 
 
   “I think there are no witches and the sooner we all realize that the better,” I say. “I mean, didn’t we learn our lesson after the Salem Witch Trials? We were idiots then and we’re idiots now. Some things never change.”
 
   “I’m with you, Son,” my dad says. 
 
   As he moves to the kitchen to kiss my mother hello like he always does, I wonder how it’s possible that my life is this good. Maybe I’m not connected to any of the people in my life biologically, but I love them just the same. My parents, Jaz, Xave, Beth—they are the best of the best. That thought sticks in my mind all through dinner until I lay down to sleep. When I think back on my darker days, they almost feel like just a bad dream. A distant nightmare. I smile as my eyes flutter closed and sleep takes me. 
 
   
  
 



Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Shrieks and screams tear me from an already forgotten dream. They’re not human, the howls. Well, maybe some are, but certainly not all—not the ones closest. 
 
   As I sit up sharply, heart leaping forward to sprinting speed, another ear-rending
 
   screeeeeeech!
 
   shatters the night. Metallic. That’s the only way to describe the sound. Like we’re in Oz and the tin man is being ripped in half by impossibly strong hands, reduced to shredded hunks of scrap metal.
 
   Screeeeeeech!
 
   I flinch away from the window, as if it might burst inwards, but no…whatever’s tearing through the metal is outside. At least for now.
 
   Voices from the other room, muffled at first and then raised, shout, “Jasmine! Stay in your room!”
 
   “What’s happening?” my sister cries through her door.
 
   “Just stay inside!” Dad’s voice thunders through wood and plasterboard. “Rhett! You, too! My gun, Trudy!” 
 
   “Take it,” my mother says. There’s a double click—chook-chook!—and my father’s heavy footsteps pound past my room and rumble down the staircase. 
 
   Kicking my legs over the side of the bed, I almost trip on the sheets, which are tangled around my ankles like vines. I high step and manage to slip free. Two long strides and I’m at the window, peering into the unlit yard, searching for the source of the ruckus. 
 
   Under the glow of the half-moon, the wrought-iron fence around our front yard is shining, mangled, and ripped in several places. The white, wooden gate at the end of the brick path is missing…no, there it is! Two jagged halves lie on opposite sides of the yard, splinters scattered like straw. Whatever did that is strong beyond imagination…
 
   There are shadows on the lawn. 
 
   The dark echo of the big rosebush, tenderly cared for by my father; a wheel barrow, still half full of mulch, casts a black spot amongst the lush, green grass; the shadows are moving. Not the roses or the barrow, but others, darker and lurking, creeping toward the front door. 
 
   There’s a bright flash of light and the rosebush bursts into flame, its thorny stems painted with chaotic red and orange strokes. Glowing orbs appear in the midst of one of the moving shadows and they’re—they’re—
 
   —staring at me.
 
   Unnaturally large eyes in the dark. The shadow raises a finger, points at me through the glass…
 
   The wheelbarrow rockets through the air, spinning and sending clumps of brown mulch flying in all directions, heading right toward me…
 
   I dive and duck just as the window explodes inwards, glass shrapnel raining all around, tinkling like crystal wind chimes. There’s a whoosh! and a whoomp! and a heavy crash as the barrow bashes into my door. 
 
   A scream. Jasmine.
 
   A shout. My father.
 
   A gunshot. Then another.
 
   Covered in shimmering glass shards, I push to my feet, ignoring the spots of blood welling up from my skin and the pinpricks of pain. The wheelbarrow is on its side in the hall, having destroyed my bedroom door. I barely spot my sister’s bare foot as she climbs past and toward the staircase. 
 
   “Jasmine, no!” my mother shouts, clambering over the barrow after her. “Rhett, stay here,” she says through a mop of unkempt blond hair. 
 
   My entire family is running toward the danger and I’m frozen, glued to the floor, unable to speak, unable to act.
 
   There’s a roar of agony from somewhere downstairs, another gunshot, and then my sister’s scream, a wail of fear and terror. Something snaps inside me and I can move again, charging through the opening, leaping over the barrow, rebounding off the wall, half-stumbling down the hall. I take a sharp left and bound down the steps two at a time. 
 
   A cool breeze hits me in the face, unimpeded by the front door, which is wide open and hanging awkwardly by a single hinge. To my left the couch is overturned, splinters of ceramic from a broken vase littering the wooden floorboards around it. 
 
   Where’s my family?
 
   I glance into the yard, where the rosebush is nothing more than a glowing pile of ash. The moving, bright-eyed shadows are gone. Are they inside?
 
   “Mom?” I say, surprised when my voice comes out more than a whisper. “Dad? Jaz?”
 
   No answer. Silence. Silence. And then…
 
   A scream. Not inside—but somewhere else, down the street perhaps. Another house. Can’t worry about that now. Have to find my family.
 
   I tiptoe into the living room, stubbing my bare toe on something hard. My father’s gun skitters away, clattering across the wood as more screams fill the night. Screams of terror and pain. Neighbors, friends…what’s happening?
 
   I bend down and reach for the gun, my brown skin appearing even darker in the shadows…
 
   “Death finds you,” a voice says from behind. 
 
   My heart skips a beat as I whirl around, instinctively taking a step away toward the tipped-over couch. Fluorescent bulbs stare back at me, too bright to gaze at directly. I shield my eyes with a hand, trying to discern who or what is connected to the blinding light. “Where’s my family?” I say. A black cloak, thin at the top and flared out toward the bottom, sits below the eyes. 
 
   “You won’t need them anymore,” the eyes say. 
 
   I reverse another step, feeling the gun clatter against my heel. 
 
   I crouch down, watched by the animal eyes the entire time. Blindly grab for the gun. It’s warm and soft. For a moment, I risk tearing my gaze from the black-cloaked menace standing before me. 
 
   I’m holding a small, dark-skinned hand. 
 
   Screaming, I drop it and fall to the side, my breath coming in ragged heaves, my heart in my throat, my brain finally catching up to my senses. 
 
   “No,” I breathe. And again: “No.”
 
   Jasmine watches me with wide, white unseeing eyes. Her neck is wet and glistening with spilled life. 
 
   Tears blooming like dewdrops, I wail at the presence, at my sister’s body, at the empty room, my cries joining the screams and shouts that seem to be everywhere now, a cacophony of despair. “What have you done?” I cry. I’m dreaming—oh please let this be a nightmare. Pinch myself. And again, harder. A groan gurgles from the back of my throat, a cry of rage and hurt. 
 
   I jump to my feet and charge the shadow, forgetting my father’s gun because I don’t need it, don’t need anything but my own two fists and unbridled anger.
 
   I blink and it’s gone.
 
   Ohcrapohcrap.
 
   “You can’t fight me,” the voice says, behind me again. 
 
   I whirl around to face it, my heart stuttering in my chest, my every instinct urging me to get the hell out of the house. The shadow is hovering over my sister’s dead body.
 
   It’s a woman’s voice. I only now realize it. What is she? 
 
   “Get away from her,” I growl through my teeth. 
 
   A laugh. How could she be laughing when Jasmine is broken beneath her? Who is this psychopath? “I’m afraid I can’t do that. Your family”—she points at the couch and it flips over as if it weighs no more than a feather, revealing the still bodies of my parents—“is waiting for you in hell.”
 
   They’re not moving, not breathing: dead like Jasmine. Just like before. Not again. 
 
   I clamp my eyes shut as a flash of pain sears through my skull. 
 
   When I open my eyes, they’re still there. My newest family, the first one I’ve felt comfortable with in a long time—since after I lost my first foster family—gone to a place I can’t follow. The glowing eyes are still there, too, still staring. I run at the she-demon, and this time she doesn’t vanish, and I hit her so hard, like I’m hitting the tackling machines at football practice, but it’s like crashing headfirst into a stone wall. Her icy hands clamp around my throat and she picks me up like I’m not big for my age and over six feet and a hundred and ninety pounds. Like I’m the size of one of the dolls Jasmine will never play with again. 
 
   “Guess we’re doing this the hard way,” she says, and I can see her teeth, straight and white and in perfect little rows above and below her lips, not rotted and sharpened into fangs like I expected. She squeezes my throat and I can’t breathe and I’m surprised when I realize:
 
   I don’t care.
 
   Breathing doesn’t matter. The sharp rap of the heartbeat in my chest doesn’t matter. Nothing matters now that they’re gone.
 
   And then something hits me, and at first I think it’s the demon, but we’re both flying backwards, and her grip loosens and she releases my neck. I crack the back of my head against the fireplace before slumping to the floor, my skull aching, acutely aware of the writhing presence beside me. A flash of metal cuts through the darkness and she disappears, like before. 
 
   Three dark-skinned faces appear, each identical and framed by well-trimmed gray hair and webs of wrinkles. I shake my head and the three faces become one. 
 
   “Mr. Jackson?” I say, glancing at the long sword my neighbor’s carrying in his left hand. Hastily, he shoves it into a loop on his belt.
 
    “She’s gone, son,” he says, bending over and picking up my body as easily as the demon did, surprisingly strong.
 
   “So are they,” I say through the tears and the wave of dizziness that assaults me, and he nods with sad eyes. 
 
   “Salem’s Revenge has begun a day early,” he says gruffly, just before my vision fades and I lose consciousness.
 
    
 
   
  
 



Chapter Four
 
    
 
   When I awake, my skin is itchy from the couch, and I feel achy all over. 
 
   But that’s nothing compared to the splitting agony in my chest. 
 
   Dead. They’re all dead.
 
   I may not have had a shred of love for the dozen other sets of foster parents that passed me around between my first foster family and my last, but I loved the Smiths. 
 
   The death of my first foster family caroms through my memory, like a waking nightmare. A horrific car accident in which I was the only survivor.
 
   And now this. My heart feels like shattered glass crushed to dust.
 
   “What was that thing?” I murmur under my breath, seeing flashes of the gleaming eyes, of the rows of white teeth, of the dark cloak.
 
   “A witch,” Mr. Jackson says, startling me so much I almost fall off the couch. 
 
   The curtains are drawn, and my neighbor’s dark form is shrouded in shadow, framed by a rectangle of light that sneaks past the navy blue drapes.
 
   Salem’s Revenge has begun a day early.
 
   Mr. Jackson’s words, from last night when he saved my life (with a freaking sword!), come back to me in a rush. I know what Salem’s Return is, but Salem’s Revenge? What does that even mean?
 
   “Ha ha. Funny,” I say, but I remember the way the…thing-woman-psychopath…disappeared. Unnatural. Impossible. 
 
   Mr. Jackson isn’t a comedian. I can tell from the stone-cold serious look on his face. “You have much to learn, son. But if you can’t take this situation seriously…”
 
   “Seriously?” I say. “My family is dead. I should be. You saved my life. I heard screams all over the place. What’s going on?” I have to grit my teeth to hold back the emotion. 
 
   “You’ve heard of Salem’s Return?” he asks.
 
   “Yes,” I say slowly. “Crap like that is what gives the U.S. a bad name.”
 
   “It did a helluva lot more than that,” Mr. Jackson says. “It pissed off a whole lot of witches and warlocks. Wizards, too.” I raise a hand to object, but he rushes on. “Just hear me out, son. You saw what one of them can do. Imagine thousands of them striking together, unified for the first time in centuries.”
 
   I close my eyes and shake my head. This isn’t happening. This isn’t real. Witches are characters in some of my favorite books. Not. Real.
 
   “I always thought the laws were a load of crap,” I say. “That magic and witches weren’t real. Just scared people making scared decisions.” 
 
   “I know this is a lot to take in,” Mr. Jackson says.
 
   That’s the understatement of the century.
 
   Mr. Jackson remains silent for so long I think he must have left the room. But when I ease my eyelids open a crack, he’s still there, just watching me. 
 
   “Ready to talk?”
 
   No. “Yes,” I say. “Let’s start with how you know about any of this. If there really are witches or warlocks or whatever—not that I believe there are—why would they tell you about their plans?”
 
   Mr. Jackson continues to stare at me. Does he ever need to blink? “Next question,” he says.
 
   I roll my eyes. “This is pointless,” I say.
 
   “Look, son, I just know things, okay? And either I can tell you those things, or not. It’s your choice.”
 
   “Fine,” I say. “So there are witches. How come no one ever knew about them until now?”
 
   He leans back. “Because they didn’t want anyone to know about them. They like their secrecy. But our silly little vendetta against them was the last straw and provided a common enemy.”
 
   “So Salem’s Return really was targeting real witches?” I ask, feeling stupid just saying the words out loud.
 
   “Yes. Only witches, because of our incorrect belief that only females can wield magic.” Mr. Jackson rolls his head, his neck cracking loudly. “The warlocks and wizards avoided detection. Truth be told, many of the witches targeted by Salem’s Return were merely fakes trying to make a living. But plenty of real witches got sloppy and were caught up in it. They’re now dead. The magical community exploded and started garnering support for a rebellion.”
 
   “Salem’s Revenge?” I say, remembering the last words Mr. Jackson spoke to me before I blacked out.
 
   Mr. Jackson flinches, as if surprised to hear his own words out loud. “Yes,” he says. “An hour of unity amongst witches, warlocks, and wizards.”
 
   I remember the screams. This was bigger than just an attack on my family. With a start, I realize I’m starting to believe what my reclusive neighbor is telling me. I try to speak, but the words stick in my throat, because…
 
   I can’t even think it. 
 
   What if…
 
   No.
 
   With barely a whisper, I ask, “How many people died?” I already know the answer before the question leaves my mouth. Do I really want to hear it out loud?
 
   Mr. Jackson purses his lips. Pauses, as if considering whether to tell me the truth. “Millions,” he says. The word is like a hammer to my chest. Millions dead is world wars. The Black Plague. Genocide. 
 
   “No,” I say, not because I don’t believe him, but because millions could mean that they’re dead, too. Xave and Beth.
 
   “I’m sorry, Rhett,” Mr. Jackson says, which makes me look at him sharply. Hearing my name on the lips of the man I’ve barely spoken to in the five years I’ve been living on this street, the man who saved my life, sounds surreal. 
 
   “I’ve got to go,” I say, sitting up quickly. I try to stand, but my head is spinning and I lose my balance, collapsing onto the couch. Mr. Jackson is at my side before I can try again, holding me down firmly. “You need to rest a little longer,” he says, and although I try to argue I can’t find the words, because the world is fading fading fading into dark oblivion.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   I wake up smiling and reaching for my phone to see if I have any texts from Xave or Beth.
 
   All I get is a handful of empty air. There’s no bedside table. No cell phone. Just me and a couch and a thin line of sunlight tracing a path across the worn gray carpet in Mr. Jackson’s living room.
 
   Xave and Beth. Beth and Xave. I have to find them. Have to know if they survived the attack.
 
   I throw off the blanket and sit up, fighting off the dizziness and the fear and the sadness that coat me like a black tar. 
 
   “You can’t just leave,” Mr. Jackson says, startling me once again.
 
   “Will you stop doing that?” I say. Before he can answer, I add, “What—am I your prisoner?”
 
   “No,” he says.
 
   “Then I’m leaving.”
 
   “You’ll be dead in five minutes.”
 
   “So you say.”
 
   “So I say.”
 
   My chest heaving, I take a few deep breaths. “It’s that bad?”
 
   “They’re still killing anyone they find,” he says. A fresh wave of fear rolls over me. Not for me. For my friends.
 
   “I have to find my friends,” I say. “If they’re alive…”
 
   “Beth and Xave,” he says. Not a question.
 
   “How do you…”
 
   “I keep my eyes open,” he says. When I frown, he explains. “I’m not some creepy stalker, if that’s what you’re thinking.” I raise my eyebrows because that’s exactly what I was thinking. “I’m ex-CIA. It’s always been my job to pay attention. Old habits and all that.”
 
   “Oh,” is all I can think of to say, when inside I’m wondering how I didn’t know there was a spy living in our neighborhood.
 
   “Do you think my friends are alive?” I ask. He won’t look me in the eyes, which is all the answer I need. “I have to be sure.”
 
   “I know, son. Just let me check out the neighborhood, see if there’s any witch activity. Then we’ll look for your friends together. Is that fair?”
 
   I shrug. Do I have a choice? “Okay,” I say.
 
   He grabs his sword and gives me a dark look. “Why a sword?” I ask. “Wouldn’t a gun be more effective?”
 
   His eyes go to the blade and he runs a finger along the metal, almost tenderly. “There are many ways to fight witches. And this isn’t a normal sword. It’s made by witches from cursed steel. I’ve managed to collect a few of them along the way.”
 
   Before I can ask how he obtained a cursed sword, he’s gone, shutting the door quietly behind him. 


 
   
  
 

Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Mr. Jackson exits through the back door, taking his long sword with him. Funny how you can know a man living a few doors down for a long time and not really know him at all. He doesn’t even look middle-aged anymore, as if the years have been exfoliated away like dry skin.
 
   I pass the time pulling individual hairs out of the skin on the back of my hand. 
 
   When he returns an hour later, he has my journal and a thin smile. “Not all is lost, son,” he says. 
 
   “What did you do, search my house?” I say, but I accept the book like a sack of gold.
 
   “Ex-CIA, remember?” he says.
 
   “Thank you,” I say, surprised when no tears well up. “Did you…?” I let the thought disappear like dew in direct sunlight. 
 
   He shakes his head. “They were gone,” he says.
 
   I don’t ask who would remove the dead bodies of my family from an abandoned house because I don’t want to know.
 
   “Is it safe?” I ask.
 
   “It might never be safe again,” he says. I start to protest, but he cuts me off. “But if we’re smart and careful it’s safe enough for us to try to find your friends.”
 
   “When?” I say.
 
   “Tomorrow at first light,” he says.
 
   It’s not soon enough for me, but I don’t argue with the man with the sword. 
 
   For an hour I watch Mr. Jackson try to get news from the rest of the country. Although TV and the internet are officially “broken,” he has a shortwave radio and a lot of patience, which is more than most people. From the snippets of chatter we pick up, it’s clear that no one was unaffected by the attacks. Those who survived are hiding or on the run. People are even saying some humans have joined the…I have to swallow hard even to think it…witches, helping to track down any humans who have escaped. Which is seriously messed up stuff that doesn’t surprise me in the least.
 
   And there’s a rumor that the President of the United States is dead.
 
   “This is so screwed up,” I say aloud. At least a thousand times worse than Todd Logue and his constant bullying. And a hundred times worse than the abuse Xave and I took from Big Hank back in the day.
 
   I stare at the wall for the next hour, while Mr. Jackson sharpens his sword, the sound growing more and more hypnotic, until my eyelids are heavier than anchors.
 
   When I wake up, Mr. Jackson is fiddling with the radio again. But I don’t care about the news anymore. Not when all I can think about is Beth and Xave. 
 
   “I have to find them,” I say.
 
   “Soon,” Mr. Jackson says. And then, “You know, we’re going to need strong people to fight against the witches.”
 
   I stare at him. Fight? The witches? “You mean me?”
 
   “You’re strong,” he says.
 
   “Not in that way,” I say.
 
   “You might surprise yourself.”
 
   “No,” I say. “I won’t. Let me try to explain this to you. Do you know what a book blog is?”
 
   “I know what a blog is, so I can take a guess.”
 
   “That’s what I do. I read books and I write about them. Yeah, I play football, but only because I’m good at it and I need a scholarship. And I don’t even hit anyone. I just catch passes and run like hell. I’m not a fighter. Okay?”
 
   “Not okay,” Mr. Jackson says.
 
   I let out a heavy sigh, exasperated. “Look, I just want to find my friends and get the hell away from the witches. That’s all. I don’t want to fight anyone.”
 
   “Hmm” is Mr. Jackson’s only response. 
 
   Eventually the artificial darkness of the room becomes real as the sun sets over Atlanta. We eat something meaningless, and I fall into a fitful sleep that’s thankfully ended when Mr. Jackson looms over me.
 
   “It’s time to find your friends,” he says.
 
   I feel a flutter in my chest, both because I desperately want to find them and because I’m scared of what I might find. I don’t respond, just stuff my feet in my old sneakers. 
 
   “Stay close,” he says before opening the back door, stepping out into a dark pre-sunrise morning.
 
   For the next hour or so, I guide him step by step across town, to the street where Beth and Xavier live next door to each other. The streets are eerily quiet and deserted. Abandoned parked cars stand like exhibits in a museum, frozen in time.
 
   We don’t see any bodies, but there are bloodstains everywhere. On the streets, on the sidewalks, on fences and cars and crusted on the sides of mailboxes. My heart pounds like cannon blasts and blood rushes in my head. Where are the dead? 
 
   Did most of them die in their own homes? Because Salem’s Revenge came at midnight, west coast time, it’s likely most people in North America were inside when it happened. The unlucky ones who were out would’ve been the first to go. 
 
   Blinking away the moisture in my eyes, I try not to look at the crimson smears leading from the houses we pass.
 
   When we reach the right street, I take a deep breath and hold it, only exhaling when Mr. Jackson puts a finger to his lips and leads me through the side gate and around the back of Beth’s house. The backyard, once pruned and manicured by Beth’s green-thumb mom, is in disarray, the turf muddy and chewed up, several bushes just piles of ash, like our rosebush. The witches were here, I think, a pit forming in my gut.
 
   The backdoor is cracked in half and lying unhinged on the patio, shreds of peeling blue paint curling around its edges. 
 
   And inside: carnage.
 
   The kitchen looks as if a tornado passed through it, pots and pans and spatulas and chopping boards strewn about on the floor and countertops. Shards from shattered glasses and mugs look like fallen ice chips. 
 
   My heart pounds. My stomach hurts. No one could have survived something like this. Could they?
 
   I stand in the destroyed kitchen, unwilling to move. “Wait here,” Mr. Jackson says.
 
   I close my eyes, willing the world to change back to normal, where Mondays mean school and homework and football practice and lying in the grass with Beth and Xavier and a good book, and writing a blog post called “Weekend Reads” to help my 889 blog followers decide which book to read next. 
 
   When I open my eyes, I’m still in Beth’s ransacked kitchen, and I know the old world is gone forever. A trembling shiver runs up my spine. 
 
   “In here,” Mr. Jackson shouts from the next room, and I hate all the things those two simple words could possibly mean. 
 
   But still I go, one foot at a time, crunching glass and broken uncooked spaghetti noodles under my trod. By the fireplace, Mr. Jackson crouches like a gargoyle, inspecting something. Not a body. That’s all I care about as I whistle through my teeth.
 
   “What is it?” I ask.
 
   “A message,” he replies without looking up.
 
   I squat next to him, taking it all in. A nail pounded into the edge of the white-painted wooden mantle. A silver ring hanging from the head of the nail, the very piece of jewelry I gave Beth a month earlier for our one year anniversary of becoming an official couple. Three small, turquoise stones, shaped like hearts. And beneath it, a message, written in red ink:
 
   The ones with the black hoods took X.
 
   The final diagonal line of the “X” runs away like a bloody slash in the wood, as if the writer lost all strength at that point. And that’s when I realize the truth: It’s not red ink, it’s blood; and I would recognize the handwriting anywhere.
 
   “Oh, Beth,” I whisper.
 
   Mr. Jackson catches me as I fall back and lays my head gently on the carpet. I want to pass out, to close my eyes and sleep forever and ever and ever, but I can’t do it, no matter how hard I try.
 
   Mr. Jackson looks down at me and says, “Do you want to find your friend?”
 
   I can’t speak, can’t answer him, can’t not notice that he didn’t use the plural word. Try to swallow. Can’t. Try again. Find my breath, my words. “Friends,” I correct.
 
   A grim expression hovers overhead. “Let me teach you how to fight witches,” he says.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   I can’t say no to Mr. Jackson’s offer, even though the thought of facing a witch like the one that killed the Smiths raises goose bumps on the back of my neck. Not when there’s still a chance my friends are alive. 
 
   The first class is Witches 101.
 
   Mr. Jackson hands me a mug of hot coffee prepared on his propane grill.
 
   “What’s the difference between witches, warlocks and wizards, Mr. Jackson?” I ask, cupping my hands, which are suddenly cold, around the mug. “Witches are female, right?”
 
   “Correct,” he says, drawing on one of the white walls in his living room with a black permanent marker. You know things have taken a turn for the worse when a retired ex-CIA guy would graffiti his own house. He writes “Witches” and “Warlocks” on one side of the wall. “Witches and warlocks are the same, but referred to by different names based on gender. They are the magic-born, typically with at least one magical parent, although sometimes the magic gene can skip a generation.”
 
   “And wizards?” I ask.
 
   Mr. Jackson adds “Wizards” to the other side of the wall, apart from Witches and Warlocks. “Wizards are…different,” he says slowly, as if trying to formulate his thoughts. “No one really knows where they come from. They’re not born, and when they appear they have no recollection of their own creation. Some believe that they’re a byproduct of powerful spells performed by dark sorcerers, but no one knows for sure.”
 
   “But they have magic, too?” I ask, thinking immediately of Harry Potter flicking his wand and muttering spells. 
 
   Mr. Jacksons nods. “Powerful magic. One wizard would be a good match for three or four full-grown witches or warlocks.”
 
   “How do you know any of this?” I ask. “And don’t give me that ex-CIA crap.”
 
   Mr. Jackson squints at me. “It doesn’t matter how I know. Just that I do.”
 
   Evasive much? In typical fashion, I continue firing away. “So if magic can skip a generation, then a witch and a wizard’s kid might not be one?”
 
   Mr. Jackson scratches his head, as if wondering why he signed up to teach me. “Right.”
 
   “So you could theoretically have witchy parents and not be a warlock yourself?”
 
   He motions to himself, as if to say Me? “I’m not a warlock,” he says.
 
   “I didn’t say you were. If you were, you would have helped that witch kill me, rather than fighting her off with your sword.” A bead of sweat runs down his forehead. Are my questions striking a nerve?
 
   “So why the questions then?” he asks, turning away to draw a line under the three types of magical beings he’s listed. 
 
   I smile. “Because I bet you know all this stuff because one or both of your parents has magic.”
 
   “Maybe,” he says. “But we won’t be talking about that anytime soon.” I consider responding, but he walks off before I can even start to pull the right words together. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   When roses are ash,
 
   And violets are dust,
 
   And words turn to blood,
 
   It’s Mr. Jackson I trust.
 
    
 
   Mr. Jackson, Rhett Carter
 
   
  
 



Chapter Six
 
    
 
   The days blur together almost immediately. Has it been three days since the attack, or four? It feels weird that I don’t know. Sometimes what Mr. Jackson calls Salem’s Revenge seems like something from the distant past, blurry and fuzzy and full of holes. A broken thing. Even putting pen to paper feels full of smoke and ash, like the very words I write might catch on fire or turn to blood in remembrance of the millions lost in a single night, the vast majority in less than an hour. But still, writing in my journal gives me much-needed comfort.
 
   In between Mr. Jackson’s lectures on witches and warlocks, I spend my time on his couch in a ball under an old blanket. Not speaking. Barely eating. He mostly leaves me alone, as if he knows I’m too shattered to touch.
 
   Because Beth and Xave are gone. Which Mr. Jackson keeps telling me means they’re probably dead. Some of our biggest discussions, like the one we’re engaged in now, are directly related to this topic.
 
   “Wouldn’t the witches have left her if she was dead?” I argue, immediately remembering that my family’s dead bodies were taken, too. Who would do such a thing?
 
   “You don’t know everything, Mr. Carter,” he says.
 
   “That’s because you insist on explaining what you know at the pace of snail,” I retort. “And not a fast one,” I add.
 
   “What do you want me to tell you?” he says. “You’re a kid. A broken kid with no place to go and if I dump everything I know on you in one lump I’m afraid you might never come out from that blanket you keep hiding under!” I’ve never seen Mr. Jackson this frustrated before, and I take a step back.
 
   I put my hands out. “Look, I’m sorry. I appreciate everything you’re doing for me. Taking me in, teaching me…you didn’t have to do any of that. But I feel like I know nothing, even after you explained where baby witches come from.”
 
   Mr. Jackson folds his thick forearms across his chest.
 
   “I’m ready,” I say. “I won’t crawl under the blanket. I won’t bawl and wet my pants. Give me the truth. All of it.”
 
   He chews on his lip thoughtfully, raising one hand to stroke his graying beard. 
 
   “Okay,” he says.
 
   “Okay?”
 
   “Yeah. Sit down and pay attention.”
 
   I sit on the couch, shoving the blanket under a pillow and out of sight.
 
   Mr. Jackson sits backwards on a chair in front of me. “Witches and warlocks tend to form groups,” he starts.
 
   “Covens?”
 
   “They don’t really call them that anymore. The word gang gets used sometimes.”
 
   “Is it based on extended families?”
 
   “Geez, son, can I just take you through it without a million questions?” Mr. Jackson raises his eyebrows.
 
   I nod.
 
   “The gangs aren’t based on familial relationships. What matters to magic-born are skills and powers. Not every witch or warlock is created equal. Some have a knack for spellcasting, and others have the ability to summon demons.”
 
   An image of acid-drooling hellhounds snapping and snarling as they rip apart a group of fleeing survivors flashes in my head. Maybe I’m not ready for this. I grit my teeth because I have to be ready for it. Beth and Xave are counting on me. I say, “Go on.”
 
   “Some skills are very common, like creating and controlling fire or electricity—we call these witches Pyros and Volts, respectively—and other powers occur less frequently, those that are violent and laced with dark magic.”
 
   “Okay,” I say. “All that makes sense. What are the gangs I need to worry about?”
 
   “All of them,” Mr. Jackson says. “Compared to the meager skills of a human, any witch is a deadly foe.”
 
   “You handled the witch at my house pretty easily,” I point out.
 
   “I had the element of surprise and plenty of experience on my side. Never underestimate the magic-born. That’ll get you killed.”
 
   Killed. The word hangs heavy in the air, but I ignore it, moving on. “So which gang wears black hoods?”
 
   “The Necros,” he says immediately. “They’re led by a powerful warlock known simply as the Reaper.”
 
   “Then they’re the ones who took Xave. It’s what Beth’s note said.” My voice, along with my excitement, rises slightly.
 
   Counter to my own eagerness, Mr. Jackson shakes his head, his expression grim. “You don’t know what she meant, son.”
 
   “Then enlighten me,” I say, feeling an icicle of fear slide through me.
 
   “The Necros don’t deal in the living—they specialize in the dead, raising them to use as their slaves.”
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Despite my promise to the contrary, I fall into a deep well of despair. The thin shell of hope I’d been building around myself crumbles to sawdust, and I find myself clenching the pillow and blanket to my chest.
 
   Mr. Jackson puts a firm hand on my shoulder and then leaves me to torture myself. 
 
   Two steps forward and ten back. It’s like every twist and turn in my life has led me down a path with more potholes than the last, until finally, I’ve reached the precipice of a cliff built on the lives of those I’ve lost.
 
   Jump, my soul tells me.
 
   Just one step forward and gravity will do the rest.
 
   Do it. Do it. DO IT!!!
 
   “No!” I scream, hurling the pillow against the wall, knocking a large painting from its hook. The painting falls, hitting the floor with a heavy thud and then toppling forward where the glass shatters into a million diamond-like shards, tinkling like wind chimes. 
 
   Mr. Jackson is at my side in an instant, pulling me off the couch, dragging me behind it, covering my mouth with his large dark hand. He raises a finger to his lips, his eyes wide and white.
 
   What have I done? If any witches are nearby, they’ll surely come to investigate. While my biggest mistake was clinging to a fool’s hope, Mr. Jackson’s was trusting me with his life.
 
   It’s the longest ten minutes of my life, waiting. Expecting the door to smash open, like it did during Salem’s Revenge. Preparing to fight for my life, against an enemy wielding weapons I might never fully understand. 
 
   But it never happens. Ten minutes pass and Mr. Jackson lets out a deep breath. “I’m sorry,” he says, in a surprising turn of events.
 
   “What?” I say. “No. I’m the one who’s sorry. You’re just trying to help me, and I’m screwing things up for you.”
 
   His eyes soften and gone is the grizzly sword-swinging witch-lecturing warrior, replaced by the familiar neighbor who never failed to offer a wave when I passed by and he was sitting on his porch.
 
   “I know this is hard,” he says, and this time I don’t argue with him. “Your friends are probably gone.” He doesn’t say dead, which I appreciate. “But you’re not. And maybe I can help you stay that way.”
 
   “I still have to try to find them,” I say, feeling stupid and childish, like some little kid who searches for his pet bird even after finding its feathers dangling from a cat’s mouth. 
 
   “I know,” he says. “But first you need to prepare. And then we’ll go together.” He grips my arm and then, to my surprise, pulls me into a hug.
 
    
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Beth’s laughter fills the air, the bright, cheery sound joining the rustling of the apple tree’s leaves and the birdsong from the orchard around us. We’re meant to be picking fruit, but climbing the tree was too tempting to pass up. After over a year of dating, we’re getting more and more creative with our outings. 
 
   Our feet dangle below us. If one of our sandals were to slip off, they’d land practically right in the basket full of red, green, and yellow apples. 
 
   She leans into me, resting her head on my shoulder. “I’m glad you’re a football player,” she says.
 
   I bury my lips into her hair, relishing the clean smell of her rose-scented shampoo. “You don’t even really like football,” I say.
 
   “Yeah, but your broad shoulders make great pillows,” she explains, kissing my bare skin. A thrill shoots through my nerves, and I find myself unable to breathe. I manage to exhale slowly, trying to keep my cool as she rests a hand on my tank top, right over my heart. It’s thudding so loudly I swear it’s going to burst right out of my chest. As she continues to kiss a line up my shoulder to my neck, I slip a hand around her waist, just under the bottom of her shirt, and tuck a thumb in the waistband of her shorts. Her skin is warm and brown and smooth. She lets out a sigh and tilts her head, her lips rising like a cresting wave, meeting mine at the perfect spot, melting together. Her tongue slips in my mouth, wresting all self-control from my brain and sending my body into a frenzy of desire. Desire to be with her forever, to hold her, to touch her, to say things to her I’ve never wanted to say to anyone.
 
   But do I dare? I learned from a very young age that to give away one’s heart is to risk its destruction. And the walls I’ve built around my own heart are tall and thick and surrounded by a moat full of hungry crocodiles.  
 
   Will I lower the drawbridge for Beth? 
 
   I pull back suddenly, knowing the answer is yes and that I already have. I know exactly what I have to say, as if the words are running through my veins.
 
   The words disappear. They have to be perfect, for she deserves no less. What would I write in my journal? What have I written in my journal?
 
   My mind goes blank, a black sheet of empty space. I’ve got nothing.
 
   “Uh…”
 
   “Rhett Carter, if we stopped kissing for ‘Uh,’ we might as well go back to picking apples,” Beth says, but there’s no real anger or truth to her threat. 
 
    “No, I—” I start, my mind cycling through random words that don’t seem to fit together the way I want them to. “I just wanted to tell you that…” I love you. I freaking love you, Beth, with all of my heart, in every waking moment and in every dream at night. The pedestal I have you on is so high it communes with the clouds, touches the moon, showers starlight across the night sky. You saved my heart the moment I met you. 
 
   I picture my fingers stabbing the keys, bringing my thoughts to life on my screen. I could say them out loud. I could.
 
   “Just tell me,” she says, a twinkle in her eye.
 
   “Kiss me,” I say.
 
   “Now that’s a demand I can get behind,” she says.
 
   And when her lips meet mine this time, I don’t stop, willing the words I left unspoken to reach her through each and every kiss.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   I wake up gasping.
 
   Can’t breathe can’t breathe can’t breathe can’t
 
   Breathe
 
   I realize my nose is congested and my mouth closed, my lips shut tighter than a clamshell.
 
   I open them and suck in a ragged, shaky breath, the whoosh of air sweet and somewhat painful in my lungs. 
 
   I never had the chance to tell Beth everything I felt for her. Could she feel it? Why couldn’t I…
 
   (…just say it?)
 
   Why did she have to…
 
   (…die?)
 
   Hot tears spill from my eyes, rushing down my cheeks, dripping off my chin, soaking Mr. Jackson’s blanket. 
 
   I sit up quickly, the empty sadness morphing into a hot plume of anger in an instant. I want to throw something, to hit someone, to cry into someone’s shoulder, to run and run and run until my legs give out and my heart explodes and I’m so exhausted that I can’t feel anything.
 
   Instead, I turn around and hit my pillow as hard as I can.
 
   Sobbing, I fall back, my head fitting perfectly into the punch-hole in the pillow. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Today we’re going on what Mr. Jackson referred to as “a field trip.” I’m guessing it won’t be to a museum or the planetarium or the zoo. Well, unless the zoo doesn’t have cages and habitats, and the animals are free to slaughter each other as well as the people paying to see them. Then it would be exactly like going to the zoo.
 
   We transition from the suburbs to the city, sneaking along back alleys and the sides of buildings until we reach our destination: the service door for a hotel on Market Street. The elevator doesn’t work, so we climb the stairs and file into one of the rooms, which was apparently unused on the night of Salem’s Revenge, its king-size bed still tightly made. Mr. Jackson motions me to a thick-draped window and we peer down to the street four stories below. 
 
   “What are we looking for?” I ask.
 
   “You’ve been asking a lot about what’s happening in the world beyond my house,” Mr. Jackson says. “Well, you’re about to find out.”
 
   I spot a young girl, no more than nine, barefoot and creeping along the sidewalk, hiding behind cars and peeking in garbage cans. Scavenging for food, most likely. “Is she a witch?” Mr. Jackson asks. A test. Part of my training, which seems to have become a 24/7 part of my life. 
 
   “She’s too young,” I say.
 
   “Wrong, son.”
 
   “So she is a witch?” I ask.
 
   “No,” Mr. Jackson says. “But your reasoning was wrong. Witches are born, not raised. Age is meaningless when it comes to magic. The most wizened old warlock or brand new witch babe are equally deadly to us.”
 
   The thought of child witches—baby witches—almost makes me gag. 
 
   “So what then?” I ask.
 
   “Think,” Mr. Jackson says. He’s started saying that more and more, like I’m some idiot jock and not in three AP classes and taking an early SAT prep course. 
 
   Was in three AP classes and taking SAT prep.
 
   But I do. I think about it. “She’s being too cautious. Witches think they rule the world. If she was a witch she wouldn’t be scavenging or hiding.”
 
   “Right. Now watch.”
 
   I hear them before I see them. A keening howl from the sky. I look up, but the blue atmospheric expanse is unmarred by cloud or intruder. The girl starts to run, her little legs carrying her forward much faster than I would’ve expected. 
 
   But not fast enough.
 
   A strange ripple creases the air, almost like a disturbed pool of water, providing the only evidence of the attack. The girl falls, her long black hair flapping behind her like dark Halloween streamers. “Mr. Jackson!” I shout, starting to get up. “We should help her!”
 
   “It’s too late,” he says. “We’ll all die if we try to intervene now.”
 
   I hesitate at his logic, with one foot stuck firmly in place and the other aimed for the doorway. Frozen in place, my mind races with indecision.
 
   The howling grows louder and louder, and then the sky is filled with dark streaks, rocketing toward us and past us, trailed only by their shrieks and laughs. Witches and warlocks, riding…broomsticks? 
 
   “They call themselves Destroyers,” Mr. Jackson says. “The flying spells only seem to work well on their kind.”
 
   He catches me staring at the little girl, who is trying to get up, but can’t seem to push against whatever invisible force is pinning her to the sidewalk. “The Destroyers have also mastered the dark art of petrification.”
 
   I feel the urge to do something, to try to help the girl, but it’s just not in me. It’s never been in me. Two seconds later, it’s over. The air ripples again and the girl screams before she crumbles like stone, breaking into fist-sized chunks that scatter across the sidewalk. 
 
   My heart seems to deflate like a popped balloon and I say, “We let her die.” 
 
   “Better than all three of us dying,” Mr. Jackson says. “You can’t save everyone.”
 
   “I can try,” I say. Do I really mean that? 
 
   “Then perhaps my trust has been misplaced.”
 
   “Go to hel—”
 
   “We’re already there.” Mr. Jackson’s tongue is quicker than mine. Just like his sword.
 
   My face frown-heavy, I stare at Mr. Jackson, anger and resentment smoldering just beneath the surface. I’m angry at him, but I’m even angrier at myself for not acting. Mr. Jackson stares right back, and I wonder where the kind and emotional man who embraced me yesterday has gone.
 
   I turn away to look out the window. The dark smears stop painting their way across the sky, becoming the very real witches and warlocks that they are. No broomsticks, just black-leather-garbed people—I use the term loosely—hovering in the air, laughing and joking and gazing down Market Street.
 
   They stop laughing when a thunderous BOOM! explodes from somewhere in the distance. A huge black ball splits the street in half, knocking one of the Destroyers from the air before the others can even consider moving. The blond-haired leather-wearing witch flies back fifty feet before slamming to the street, her body a mangled mess of exposed bones and spouting blood. 
 
   Witches bleed just like the rest of us. Mr. Jackson made a point of saying that three times before I’d even had a bite of my breakfast this morning.
 
   Mr. Jackson pushes in beside me again. “Slammers,” he whispers. If Destroyers are the ultimate air threat, then Slammers are the ground forces, built like tanks. Just yesterday, after I almost got us killed, Mr. Jackson taught me all about the largest witch gangs, how they’re all locked in the ultimate struggle for territory and power. They might’ve united at the beginning in order to wipe out most of humanity, but as soon as the dust settled they splintered like split firewood, as different from each other as dogs from cats. How he’s learned all that from his staticky shortwave radio, I have no clue.
 
   As if the witches hunting us aren’t bad enough, now the world has erupted into witch gang wars, fought with magic and a level of violence beyond the bounds of technology and the strength of men and women.
 
   But hearing about it was one thing; watching it in action is a whole new universe of crazy. The Slammers have the ability to grow to the size of two men, giants, walking on legs that are more like tree trunks, sporting fists the size of bowling balls. They march down the street, barely taking notice of the dozens of ripples streaming through the air, sent toward them by the Destroyers. 
 
   When the ripples hit them, the Slammers freeze for a moment. Can it be? I think. Can the Destroyers paralyze them as easily as they did that poor little girl? A moment passes, and then another. 
 
   More ripples in the air, crashing into the Slammers, who now look hard and chiseled, like monstrous statues. One of their feet moves. Then another. Then their arms. With the sound of a wrecking ball demolishing an old brick building, the Slammers break free of the petrification spells, slamming their fists together with cannon-like BOOM!s.
 
   Black balls fly from their pounding fists, knocking Destroyers out of the sky like flies on the face of a flyswatter, turning them into witch and warl mush. Some of the balls hit buildings, shattering glass and knocking through walls, sending shards of rubble to the street below. 
 
   Only two of the Destroyers manage to survive, retreating high into the sky, where the Slammers’ weapons can’t reach. 
 
   Once the Slammers have stomped away, we sneak back to Mr. Jackson’s house. 
 
   I refuse to speak to Mr. Jackson after what I witnessed. 
 
   Today I got my first real taste of the new world. I brush my teeth a half-dozen times before bed and my mouth still tastes sour and bitter. 
 
   
  
 



Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   “They deserve to die,” I say. My mouth feels hot, as if the words are superheated. 
 
   “Maybe,” Mr. Jackson says, which is quickly becoming his favorite response to anything I say. He could make a career out of never telling me anything. 
 
   “Maybe? Did you see the same magic-born I saw? They’re murderers, all of them. They can’t even get along with each other. Don’t you think the world would be better off without them?”
 
   “Do you know each and every one of them?” Mr. Jackson asks.
 
   I grit my teeth and throw him a look. “I’d rather not, thanks.”
 
   “How do you know they’re all evil and deserve to die? Who made you judge, jury and executioner?”
 
   I look away, because, in a way, I know he’s right. What they did to us, we did to them. Only they did it on a much larger scale. “It was genocide,” I say.
 
   “If you can’t even be honest with yourself, how can you possibly be honest with me?” Mr. Jackson says.
 
   “I—” I don’t know what to say, because I’m not sure what he means.
 
   “Look, son, you’re not pissed because the witches killed a whole bunch of people you didn’t even know. It might make you sad and disturbed and a whole lot of other things, like when you watch the news and some strangers are killed in a car accident, but this is not about everyone else, is it?”
 
   I swallow because I know he’s right. This is about Xave and Beth. Even my righteous anger at the murders of my latest family takes a backseat to my two best friends. And that’s when I know what I have to do. “I want revenge,” I say, hating how much I love the sound of that word in my mouth. I almost say it again, because of the way it makes me feel, how powerful I can be when I’m focused on that one thought. It’s almost as if I was never sad and broken at all. 
 
   “Okay,” Mr. Jackson says. “At least you’re being honest with yourself now. Someday you might have your chance.”
 
   “No,” I say. “I want revenge now. I appreciate all you’ve done for me, Mr. Jackson. Saving my life and taking me in and…everything. But I’m leaving. I can’t stay here any longer.”
 
   “Okay,” Mr. Jackson says. “You can leave when you can defeat me in combat.”
 
   All the strength and hardness blows out of me in a single breath. I’ve never been much of a fighter, but I am athletic and he’s old. “Thanks,” I say, confident I’ll be leaving in no time.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Before training one day, I ask, “So we’re going to try to find a group of Necros?”
 
   “Not until you’re ready.”
 
   “But once I am ready?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Because they’ll be collecting corpses and transporting them to some kind of a central location?”
 
   Mr. Jackson frowns. “Yes. Why?”
 
   “I want to be prepared.” I force myself to meet and hold his stare, unblinking. The second I have a chance, I’m out of here. But he doesn’t have to know that.
 
   When my eyes start to burn, his expression relaxes, and he says, “Good. I’m glad some of what I’ve taught you is finally sinking in. Look, I probably should have told you this sooner, but I’ve been hearing chatter about a large scale movement that’s begun.” He leans forward, his eagerness obvious in his posture. 
 
   “What sort of movement?”
 
   “Witch hunters,” Mr. Jackson says.
 
   I blink. 
 
   Mr. Jackson rubs his hands together. “They’re all over the country now. First there were a few ex-military types who got sick and tired of hiding and drinking their own piss and living like animals…they started finding weapons or using their own weapons to kill a few witches and warlocks. They were bragging about it all over the airwaves. People got excited, you know?”
 
   I do know. Just hearing about people fighting back sends a ripple of thrill-fear down my spine. “And it’s growing?”
 
   “Big time,” Mr. Jackson says. “There are dozens, maybe even hundreds of witch hunters now. Some of them hunt alone, and others are forming groups to hunt in packs. They’ve killed a few entire witch gangs already.”
 
   “And they’re surviving?”
 
   Mr. Jackson’s excitement wanes just a bit, his smile vanishing, his eyes tightening. “There have been casualties,” he says, like it’s a war. But it is a war, isn’t it? The fight for our lives. For our existence. If we lose this war humans will become extinct.
 
   Extinct. Like the dinosaurs and thousands of other species. The word throbs in my skull.
 
    “So we’re going to become witch hunters?”
 
   “When you’re ready,” Mr. Jackson says. I fight off a frown. What if he never thinks I’m ready? 
 
   “And our goal will be to hunt down the Necros?”
 
   “Our goal will be to hunt down witches who are doing evil.” Not this again. 
 
   “What I still don’t get is how the witches could’ve defeated the U.S. Army,” I ask. Mr. Jackson starts to respond, but I cut him off. “No, not just the army. The Marines, the Navy Seals, the Air Force, the Army Rangers—what happened to all of them? They’re supposed to be unbeatable, right?”
 
   I pretend not to notice Mr. Jackson’s hands, which twist and writhe over each other. Despite how hard he tries to hide it, his anger is evident in his clenched jaw and the tight line of his thin lips. If nothing else, he hates what the witches did to us. “What’s the quickest, easiest way to defeat your enemy, Rhett?” he asks.
 
   He’s given me so much advice on fighting that I can’t possibly narrow it down to one right answer. Hit them hard and hit them fast. Use double the force required for the job. The element of surprise has won wars. I shrug.
 
   “Rip them apart from the inside out,” he says.
 
   My stomach curls slightly as I picture an alien clawing its way from my stomach, chewing on my organs and bones. “So there were witches in the army?” I manage to ask without losing my breakfast.
 
   “Not just the army. There were witches in every major organization within the U.S. government,” he says. 
 
   The implications of what he’s saying rolls through me like an earthquake. “While they slept?” I say.
 
   He nods. “First the weapons were secured, so they wouldn’t be able to fight back. Then each of the traitors took one of the barracks, in bases and forts across the country. They murdered them before they knew there was even a threat.”
 
   “Impossible,” I whisper, my entire body numb. The entirety of the world’s greatest military devastated in the blink of an eye. My body feels like it’s rising from the couch, floating over the room. Even after weeks and weeks I still can barely believe the world crumbled so easily.
 
   “No,” Mr. Jackson says. “It was entirely possible. That was the problem.”
 
   “How do you know this?” I ask, pressing my luck. 
 
   “No more questions,” he says. “It’s time to fight.”
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Every day at training, Mr. Jackson hammers home the point that I’m not just preparing for survival, but to be a witch hunter. While others hide from the witches, I’ll be seeking them out. Tracking them. Fighting them. Seeking my revenge.
 
   Today training starts two hours earlier, at 4am. Mr. Jackson says if I want to leave so soon I’ll have to train longer and harder. All I have to do is beat him in combat.
 
   I lose forty-six times today, in forty-six different ways, each more painful than the last. My entire body feels like it’s been used as a punching bag by someone at least twice as large as Mr. Jackson. 
 
   I’ve got bruises on top of bruises, and when I lie down to sleep I can’t stop the tears from dribbling from my eyes. Mr. Jackson calls it a breakthrough.
 
   The next day we go back to theory, which is a major relief. Although I protest to save face, I don’t think my body can take another beating like the one I got yesterday. Perhaps with a day of rest I’ll give Mr. Jackson more of a challenge tomorrow. 
 
   The topic today is Witch History For Dummies. Mr. Jackson says that to beat my opponents I need to understand where they come from. 
 
   Evidently, the magic-born have been around even longer than humans, although I’m not sure where Mr. Jackson’s getting his information. The witches watched with curiosity as humans appeared, reproducing like rabbits and filling the earth. The magic-born blended in, for the most part enjoying their new neighbors, occasionally playing tricks on them, using them. So long as the humans were unaware of them, the witches didn’t mind sharing the earth. 
 
   Witches had a hand in the start of many of history’s most violent wars, although, most of the time, the bloodthirsty humans barely required a nudge forward into chaos. 
 
   Every once in a while there was “a scare,” where someone from the magic community would be accused by the humans of sorcery and witchcraft; some were even sentenced and put to death. But so long as each event was just a one-off, the magic-born ignored it, blaming the results on the reckless and stupid actions of the accused. 
 
   Salem, Massachusetts. 1692-1693. I’d learned about the Salem Witch Trials in school, but Mr. Jackson says those were only half-truths. In fact, out of the dozens of alleged witches put to death during that time—not to mention the hundreds imprisoned—only a handful were really witches. 
 
   The magic community called it The Scare—the first time they realized just how vulnerable they were. They could fight back, but they were hopelessly outnumbered by the humans now, who had armies and weapons and fear on their side. Witches and warlocks were scattered across the earth, many of them loners or transients or disinterested in the activities of humans. Wizards were even worse, almost scarce, living like hermits. 
 
   They needed to unite.
 
   To plan.
 
   So they did. 
 
   Witches and warlocks of similar skillsets came together and began forming communities for protection and self-preservation. Gangs. 
 
   From time to time violence erupted between rival gangs in the battle for turf; however, eventually the leaders realized that if they were ever going to thrust off the shackles of secrecy that humans had forced them to wear, they’d have to work together. A tenuous alliance was formed between the gangs, one based on necessity rather than trust. A skeletal plan was created, agreed upon, set into motion.
 
   Slowly, slowly, the magic-born infiltrated every aspect of human life. 
 
   And then they waited for the appointed hour.
 
   I was there for the next part of the story.
 
   “Why’d they wait so long to…take over?” I ask.
 
   “Long?” Mr. Jackson says. “Time is different to them. They live longer than humans—centuries.” Centuries? A few months earlier I’d have told you that living over a hundred years was something that was only for vegetarian Tibetan monks who practiced daily yoga and meditation. 
 
   Mr. Jackson continues. “To them they were being patient, methodical, and smart. They focused on increasing their numbers, something that had never been a priority to them. Reproduction became their number one activity.” 
 
   “A witch baby boom?” I say. It’s almost laughable. 
 
   “When they were ready, they attacked,” Mr. Jackson finishes, ignoring my comment. 
 
   “How do you know so much about witches?” I ask, a question I’ve posed a million times. 
 
   Mr. Jackson scratches his chin.
 
   I suck in a deep breath. I’m so sick and tired of the secrecy, of the unanswered questions. If I’m ever going to truly understand the world I’m stuck with, I need to know how the man I’m living with fits into the big picture. I inject as much steel into my words as possible. “Why are you preparing to hunt witches with me?” I ask. “I need to understand.”
 
   Mr. Jackson sighs, looks away.
 
   I can’t do this anymore. How am I supposed to learn anything if he won’t tell me everything he knows? But wait…
 
   Mr. Jackson’s expression changes, softens, morphing from stern and stubborn to almost resigned. His eyes meet mine. 
 
   “My son is a warlock,” he says.
 
   Holy shnikes. 
 
   I blink. He doesn’t laugh, doesn’t say “Gotcha!” Mr. Jackson never jokes, and he’s not kidding now. “Go on,” I say.
 
   “My father was a warlock, too.”
 
   “And your wife?” I ask breathlessly.
 
   “A witch,” he says, the two words like punches to the gut. 
 
   Holy freaking son of a…
 
   “She was killed,” he says. 
 
   “I—I’m sorry,” I say. But am I? Isn’t the whole point of everything we’re doing to kill witches? Destroy the ones who destroyed our world?
 
   “She was one of the good ones,” he says.
 
   Mind. Blown. “Good ones?” I say, incredulous.
 
   “Like any species, there are the good, the bad, and the in-betweens,” he says. “Just because a group of humans goes around killing doesn’t make all humans evil, does it? Are you prepared to destroy all the Germans because of what Hitler and the Nazis did? Or what about the American pioneers? They slaughtered the Native Americans, are all of their descendants to be destroyed, too?”
 
   I’m speechless. Everything he just said makes sense, and yet applying it to…witches—even thinking the word leaves a bad taste in my mouth—just doesn’t seem right. “But how do we know which ones are good?” I ask. “Is your son good?”
 
   He laughs. “I hope so. My wife and I tried to raise him that way. I haven’t heard from him since before Salem’s Revenge.”
 
   “And you’re not a warlock?” I say, trying to catch him off guard.
 
   He laughs again, louder this time. “I wish I was. Perhaps I could really make a difference then. Try to stop what’s happening. Make peace.” He pauses, crinkling his nose and biting his lips. His eyes shimmer with moisture. “That’s what my wife was trying to do. Without good magic-borns like her, Salem’s Revenge would’ve been much sooner.”
 
   And yet…it still happened. How? My lips part as it comes together. “They killed your wife because she opposed the witch apocalypse.”
 
   Mr. Jackson’s eyebrows go up. “Of course, son,” he says.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Never. Trust. Anyone.
 
   Those are the only three words Mr. Jackson speaks to me today. I’m still wondering whether he means him, too.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Mr. Jackson has withdrawn from me completely. He barely speaks to me, barely looks at me, just trains me harder and harder each day. Evidently he’s done with the mental and emotional. It’s purely physical now. At the end of each day I’m left with aches and bruises on parts of my body I didn’t even know existed.
 
   I’ve gained ten pounds of muscle in the last two weeks alone.
 
   But I can’t beat him, and so I can’t leave. 


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Not your normal birthday party.
 
   No cake or icing or candles. No presents. Nothing except pain to tell me I’m seventeen years old. 
 
   Clang! Mr. Jackson’s sword glances off of mine with such force that two months ago it would’ve knocked me back a foot and numbed my arm. But not anymore. Now my muscles accept the blow almost eagerly, even as I lash out with a slash of my own. Mr. Jackson blocks it, but not as easily as he used to. I’m getting quicker by the day.
 
   “Control your temper!” Mr. Jackson roars as I slash again, forcing him back across the training room. 
 
   I can feel it, a hot bulge in my chest, rising, rising, growing, growing, pushing its way into my muscles, my hands, my gritted teeth. The red hot anger of my temper, screaming at me. Kill, kill, kill. The Necros. Their leader, the Reaper. The witches. Anyone who would harm those I once cared about—who I still care about. 
 
   RAGE
 
   Even as the word springs to mind, I feel it begin to fade: RAGE Rage rage rage. 
 
   The energy leaves my body, reducing it from a coiled, well-oiled spring to a limp thing, like a used rag. Mr. Jackson leaps forward, disarming me with a single swipe, shoving the sharp tip of his blade to my neck. 
 
   He’s breathing hard, his hot exhalations washing over my face in waves. “Don’t give up,” he says, setting his sword down and walking away from me, leaving me to reflect on my failures. 
 
   I sit for two hours in Mr. Jackson’s wood-paneled, carpeted basement—what we call ‘the training room’—reflecting. Why is it so hard for me to control my temper? It never used to be that way, but I guess I hadn’t lost everything before. Now my temper is either so powerful and fiery that I become my own worst enemy, or as mellow and cool as a glass of lemonade on the beach. There’s no in between. Every time I think of the broken bodies of my family, picture Beth’s bloody message on the wall, get lost in a happy memory, or read one of my old journal entries, I can feel the hunger for revenge tighten inside me, like a viper readying to strike. I hate that feeling. But when I try to control it, when it counts the most, it disappears, as if washed away by an ocean of despair, or perhaps pathetic self-awareness. 
 
   Mr. Jackson pokes his head in. “You okay?” he asks.
 
   I shrug. “Why wouldn’t I be?”
 
   “Because we both have cabin fever. Let’s get out of here.”
 
   For a second my face lightens and a swell of airy excitement fills my chest, but no—he doesn’t mean it’s time to leave his house for good. Another field trip.
 
   “Okay,” I say.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Even though I’m incredibly relieved to escape the home that feels more like a prison, I’m dreading what I might see today. A girl turned to stone and smashed to bits? A houseful of survivors burned to death? 
 
   We slip down small side streets and alleyways, Mr. Jackson leading us to some predetermined destination. Somehow he always seems to know exactly where the action will be, as if he has witch radar. Or perhaps it’s simply because you can go anywhere in Atlanta and find witches doing witchy things. 
 
   When we reach a fire escape attached to the side of an old apartment building, Mr. Jackson starts to climb. I look up and down the alley and then follow him up.
 
   Two stories, three stories, four. We enter through a fourth-floor apartment. The door is already open a crack. 
 
   The smell of decay and disuse welcome us inside, musty and moldy. An old kitchen in severe need of renovation. Appliances so old and rusty they must have been a fire hazard. We sit at a round breakfast table, rest our hands on the strawberry-patterned tablecloth, yellowed with age. Far too cheery for the day. 
 
   Mr. Jackson gestures for me to look out the dirt-streaked window, across the alleyway to the neighboring apartments. I don’t want to look, because every time he tells me to look at something when we’re out, I’ve felt sick afterwards. And angry. So angry. At him. At the world. At the witches. And at myself.
 
   But I do, because not looking is even worse. Ignorance is the worst plague of all, a form of blindness that destroys the hearts of the people who hide behind it. 
 
   At first I see nothing but a window and a set of thick navy blue drapes.
 
   “Look closer,” Mr. Jackson says when I tell him there’s nothing to see.
 
   I do and realization strikes me hard in the chest. “The window is clean,” I say. No streaks, no smears. Shiny and clear. Someone so obsessed with cleanliness that they had to clean the window in the middle of the witch apocalypse. “There are people living there.”
 
   Mr. Jackson says nothing. 
 
   The drapes move, barely, just a flutter, so slight I almost think I’ve imagined it. But then they move again, and a head appears. A young boy of Asian descent, no more than ten, peers out the window to the street below. He brushes a hand across his forehead, pushing his dark, too-long bangs away from his eyes.
 
   “Why are we here?” I say, although I know I don’t want to know the answer.
 
   “Watch,” Mr. Jackson says, and I hate the word and the way he says it.
 
   “I’m going over there,” I say, standing.
 
   “It’s too late,” Mr. Jackson says. “They’re already inside.”
 
   “No,” I say. “We can’t. Not again.”
 
   “You have to see what they’re capable of,” Mr. Jackson says, grabbing my arm so tightly I can feel it in my bones. “Know your enemy better than you know yourself.”
 
   I already know my enemy. The blank eyes of my family stare at me every time I close my eyes, dwarfed only by the shadow-like memories of Beth and Xave. 
 
   Motion across the alley catches my attention. The curtains are thrust to the side and a woman—the boy’s mother?—grabs him, her eyes hollow with terror. She turns to drag him away but the shadows are already there, behind them, in the apartment. Witches. How did Mr. Jackson know they were already inside?
 
   “Not again,” I say, wrenching my arm away from Mr. Jackson’s grip, ignoring the sharp pain as his nails drag across my skin. To my surprise, he doesn’t try to stop me as I push through the door and onto the landing. Frantically, I climb higher and higher on the fire escape, to the top of the building, pulling myself onto the roof. 
 
   Breathing heavily, I look across to the top of the other building, which is a few feet lower than the one I’m standing on. Maybe ten feet away, a really long jump, impossible without the height difference and the adrenaline coursing through my veins. 
 
   Catch the pass; dive if you have to. 
 
   I back up sixty feet, to the other side of the roof. Imagine I’m on the football field, facing off against a really quick defender, one that might actually be able to match my speed. The center snaps the football and the quarterback drops back, but I don’t see any of that because I’m already gone, bursting toward the end zone on a basic deep route. The defender is already behind me, the ball already in the air, but the quarterback puts too much arm into the pass. I’ll have to dive. Three steps from the edge, two. 
 
   One.
 
   I leap, planting my foot as close to the edge as I dare, spring-boarding forward, wind-milling my arms. Doing everything in my power to catch that ball.
 
   The other roof comes up fast and hard and I only remember to somersault at the last second, as Mr. Jackson has taught me. My shoulder smashes off the concrete and tosses me into a chaotic roll that sends shivers of pain through me. 
 
   But I’ve made it. 
 
   The pain is nothing because those witches are already inside.
 
   I push to my feet and find the door to the inside, taking the steps three at a time to the fourth floor. Hear noises. Screams. Shouts. Wails. Am I too late?
 
   Without thinking, I burst into the apartment and into Hell. The woman is lying on the floor, moaning, scratching at her skin like she’s covered with flesh-eating bugs. Except nothing is there but her fingers, drawing thin lines of blood down her torn cheeks. The boy is laying on the floor next to her, unconscious, a knife in his stomach, a circle of blood widening through his t-shirt. 
 
   Three shrouded witches stand solemnly in a semi-circle, muttering incantations past barely moving lips. Their eyes are closed.
 
   “No!” I scream, charging at them, extracting my sword from my belt as I run. I’ll kill them all. It’s what they deserve.
 
   The tarantulas appear from out of nowhere, dropping from the ceiling in droves. Hundreds of them, as big as my hands, with hairy legs and big, round, black eyes. I hate spiders. My worst nightmare. 
 
   I slash one, then another, then a third, their thick bodies exploding with green liquid, splattering my skin and burning like acid. One lands on my shoulder and I try to squash it with the hilt of my sword but it crawls to my belly in an instant. Frantically, I slash at it with my sword, slicing it in half and opening up a deep gash in my skin. Blood pours out.
 
   The woman screams and runs past me, her fingernails still cutting into her flesh. 
 
   CRASH! Shards of glass tinkle to the floor and into the alley as she throws herself through the window and into open space, her scream lessening in volume and then cutting off completely as her body surely breaks on the hard ground. 
 
   And still the spiders fall from the sky. I slash and slash but they keep coming. I feel the warmth of my spilled blood but they keep coming. The shadows of the witches hang over me but the arachnids keep coming. 
 
   I’m dead. But then they disappear, every single spider, and the shadows scream and fall. 
 
   Behind where the witches were just standing, Mr. Jackson stands, his sword crimson. 
 
   “Hallucinators,” he says grimly. “None of it was real.”
 
   I carry the boy all the way back to our house, but he dies a few hours later, his wound likely inflicted by his own hallucinating mother. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   Training is different today; very different.
 
   The fury is curling inside me, fiery tendrils of flame licking at my heart, but I don’t show it. Not this time. Typically Mr. Jackson can see the anger plastered on my face, in the line of my taut muscles, in the way my strokes get stronger and stronger…and then he calls me on it, tells me to focus, to not let my temper control me. And it always disappears and I always lose. 
 
   Always.
 
   Every time.
 
   Failure.
 
   Not today.
 
   Today I hide my boiling wrath, clamp a lid on the pot and pretend my anger isn’t there. But it is there. And it continues to feed my muscles, my body, and I launch an attack that even I didn’t know I had in me. Mr. Jackson fights back, but I match him stroke for stroke, and then he trips and falls back, his sword spinning away from him, and I leap…
 
   …and he rolls, faster than lightning, there and gone, my sword stabbing into the wood floor. He’s on me before I can draw my weapon back, pushing me down, shoving his sword at my neck.
 
   For a moment I think he’ll do it.
 
   Instead, he stops the tip just above my bare skin, sheened with sweat.
 
   I can’t breathe, because his knees are on my chest and I’m shocked I almost won and afraid he might still kill me.
 
   And then I see it in his eyes. Not anger or victory or anything that should be there.
 
   What I see is fear.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   I’m leaving. I’ve finally come to my senses. All of this “education,” all of this “training,” it’s not real. They’re ways of getting me to stay. Reasons to delay my departure. And the “field trips?” They’re meant to scare me into never leaving Mr. Jackson’s house. I could see it in the fear in Mr. Jackson’s eyes today when I almost beat him. He never intended me to get that strong, to get that close—and it scared the crap out of him.
 
   The only thing I can’t get my mind around is why. Why does Mr. Jackson care? As a neighbor, he was nice enough, but it’s not like we were ever close. I never visited him or anything. The only thing I can think of is that perhaps he’s trying to replace his son—the warlock—with a human kid. Maybe he likes the feeling of having someone to protect. Or maybe he’s just a really nice guy who wants to help me stay alive.
 
   Regardless, I’m not his burden—not anymore. I’m leaving today, when he least expects it, when he goes out for one of his so-called errands. 
 
   But first I need to get as much information as possible.
 
    “Was your son involved?” I ask sharply when I see Mr. Jackson. I don’t know why it would matter one way or the other, but I can’t stop from asking. I expect him to close off again, but he doesn’t.
 
   “With the attack?” Mr. Jackson says, raising his eyebrows. “I didn’t see him so I can’t be certain. But I hope he wasn’t, that he was better than all that.”
 
   He’s not telling me everything. I can sense it in the dead quiet space after he closes his mouth. Not that I’m surprised. He’s been keeping things from me since the moment I met him. “And now?” I ask.
 
   “He’s…”
 
   “He’s what?” I push.
 
   “Never mind,” Mr. Jackson says. “It’s not important.”
 
   Everything is important when I’m about to be on my own. “Mr. Jackson,” I say, “what witch gang does your son belong to?”
 
   “I told you, I haven’t seen him since before Salem’s Revenge.”
 
   “That doesn’t mean you don’t know,” I say. Please don’t walk away, I think.
 
   His gaze flits to the radio and then back to me. “Don’t judge him,” he says. Why would he say that? Unless…
 
   “What gang?” I ask firmly.
 
   Mr. Jackson fixes me with a heavy stare. “The Necros,” he says.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   Three months since Salem’s Revenge. Three months since the happiest time in my life was ripped away from me without remorse by the witch gangs.
 
   Three months since Mr. Jackson started training me. 
 
   Three months since Mr. Jackson started lying to me.
 
   He’s never wanted to follow the Necros to help me destroy them. Or at least that’s not his primary goal. He wants to follow them to find his son. And then what will he do? Who knows? Leave me to deal with them on my own, probably. While he goes and plays house with his kid, like everything is normal.
 
   Enough.
 
   I’ve had enough.
 
   Of his lectures, of being his punching bag, of his lies.
 
   I slip out through the backyard when Mr. Jackson is out. 
 
   As I pull myself over the rough wooden fence, I wonder whether I should have left a longer note:
 
    
 
   Mr. Jackson,
 
   I appreciate everything you did for me—saving my life, taking me in, training me, trying to help me—but it’s time I learned to survive in this world on my own. I know you were just trying to protect me, but sometimes a guy needs to stand on his own two feet. I hope you understand. Perhaps our paths will cross again one day, but if not, I hope you find your son and the life you want.
 
    
 
   Your friend and student,
 
    
 
   Rhett Carter
 
    
 
   I skirt the edge of the fence, one of Mr. Jackson’s three magic-infused swords heavy where it’s strapped to my backpack. I needed a weapon and Mr. Jackson had three of them, so I figured I didn’t have much of a choice but to steal one of them. And it’s not even really stealing when, according to Mr. Jackson, he scavenged them off of dead witches. Making my way along the edge of the adjoining backyards, I’m anxious to get out of our neighborhood before Mr. Jackson returns. 
 
   As I run on silent feet, I keep my head on a swivel, my ears perked like a rabbit to identify any danger before it’s too late. Just as I reach the first cross street and begin to check in both directions, I hear the scuff of feet. 
 
   Holy freaking—
 
   I dive for the ground, my heart like a race horse’s hooves, my nerves an explosion of fear. Hand and elbows and knees and feet, I pull myself behind a thick bush, watching the street between the foliage. 
 
   Two, four, six young magic-born march past, wearing jeans and shorts and t-shirts, clothes so normal I’d think they were typical teenagers if not for the balls of fire grasped in each of their hands. Three guys, three girls. All Pyros. Wielders of fire magic. 
 
   My exhalations are like brass gongs, so loud in my ears that I’m sure they’ll hear me. 
 
   They stop. Look around. One of them says something and they all laugh. One of the girls winds up and throws a fireball at one of the houses, which promptly bursts into flame. 
 
   They all laugh again, and I wait for the screams.
 
   The Pyros continue down the street, occasionally chucking fireballs at houses, too lazy to search for humans the old-fashioned way. To my relief, there are no screams, just the sickening sound of wood crackling and popping in the blaze. 
 
   I manage to slip past the Pyros who are terrorizing my neighborhood. I sneak along fences and behind foliage and between houses, many of which are burning. The smoke is thick and heavy and wants to get into my mouth, but I stay low, where the air is clear. 
 
   Without Mr. Jackson to guide me, I don’t know what I’m doing, where I’m going, just that I have to keep moving forward. I have to find some Necros, who will lead me to their lair, wherever that is. What I’ll do when I get there, I have no clue.
 
   Kill the Reaper and avenge Beth, right? Xave, too, if the witches have already killed him. I mull over the possible reasons the Necros would’ve taken Xavier alive, when usually they deal only in the dead. Perhaps the recipe for one of their deadly brews calls for, among other things, bat wings, eye of newt, and hair from a parentless homosexual seventeen-year-old male. I'm hoping they just wanted a lock of his thick dark curls, and not a hand or a foot or worse. 
 
   I cringe at my own dark thoughts, but feel a smirk on my lips. It’s exactly the type of gruesome joke that Xave would’ve laughed at. 
 
   “But he’s dead,” I remind myself, forcing the hope away like a bad dream.
 
   The world is eerily silent, even as I move into a commercial part of the city, which should be teeming with activity. Silent and empty. 
 
   Until a scream shatters the silence.
 
   Instinctively I duck behind the corner of a building, trying to locate the source of the scream. It was distant and sharp and full of fear. The blood-curdling wail rips through the air once more, and my ears manage to hone in on its direction. A warehouse, once a beer distributor. 
 
   I know what Mr. Jackson would say. Observe but don’t get involved. 
 
   But Mr. Jackson’s not here anymore. 
 
   I sprint across the street on silent feet and duck into an alley next to the warehouse. Cries echo from within the sheet-metal walls. “No…no…please!” The words dissolve into another screech of agony. 
 
   The urge to cover my ears, to run away, to leave this place forever, grabs hold of me. I ball my fists and ignore it, locating a fire escape leading to the second floor. I leap up and pull the metal ladder down, swiftly clambering to the platform at the top. A gray door leads inside.
 
   High above the large interior of the warehouse, I take in the scene. Rows of large, black iron pots, steaming and smoking. From Mr. Jackson’s lessons, I identify it quickly: A Brewer’s lair. 
 
   A rope is dangling from the ceiling, ending in a net, which holds a person, who’s squirming and fighting to get loose. The net is hovering just above one of the pots, containing a thick black substance, brimming with bubbles that explode, spraying liquid upward. Each time a bubble explodes, the person—a boy—screams. 
 
   Where are the witches? Perhaps the Brewers have gone out to gather ingredients—as Mr. Jackson taught me, things like human eyelashes, wishbones, flower petals, and fresh hot blood—for whatever deadly concoctions are the soup of the day. 
 
   My eyes focus on the person caught in the net. A gasp rises in my throat. I know him. His eyes lock on mine. “Rhett?” he says, his voice coming out higher than I’ve ever heard before, laced with fear. 
 
   Todd Logue. The bully has been reduced to a whimpering prisoner.
 
   “Please, Rhett,” he says. “Please help me.”
 
   He’s never helped me before. He’s only hurt me, tried to make me feel like I’m nothing. He’s built himself up a hundred times over at the expense of others, like me. 
 
   “I’ll get you out of here,” I say, my voice echoing. 
 
   “She’s still here,” he blubbers, a mess of tears. 
 
   “Who?” I say, but then I see her, moving gracefully across the warehouse. She’s wearing a white coat, like a doctor, and blue scrubs. Her eyes are fixed on me. 
 
   I could probably slip out, fade into the shadows, and sneak away from the warehouse…but I don’t. For the first time since training with Mr. Jackson, I feel the full force of the rage that seems to simmer below the surface of my skin, boil up, overflow, surging through my muscles and mind and heart. 
 
   I leap off the scaffolding to the ground level, pull out my sword—even as the startled witch is frantically spooning a reddish, blood-like liquid from another pot into some kind of delivery device—and stab her in the heart. She spills the substance all over herself, mingling it with the blood pouring from her chest, until I can’t tell the two apart. Her skin erupts with green, exploding boils that burn my skin as they splatter me with acid as hot as pan-fried oil. Chest heaving, I relish the death and pain and hunger.
 
   For just a moment, I feel more powerful than I’ve ever felt.
 
   And then I collapse in a heap, like a cookie crushed in a too-eager child’s fist. 
 
   It was self-defense, but it still feels like murder. 
 
   The worst part is, I didn’t even hesitate, didn’t even consider whether I should kill her. 
 
   Wouldn’t Mr. Jackson be proud?
 
   I’m drawn out of my dark thoughts by another of Todd’s screams. I look up to find him staring down at me, his eyes wide, his hands clutching at the net, which has broken open at the bottom, the ropes scorched and burnt by the acid pluming upward. His dirty jeans and Polo shirt are full of holes, revealing red burn marks on his skin. 
 
   “Help!” he yells.
 
   I rush to the cauldron and try to push it over, to move it, to get it out from underneath him, but, whether held by magic or sheer weight, it doesn’t budge. Scanning the warehouse, I consider my options. Then I see it. A rolling staircase, used for reaching items high on the warehouse shelves. I sprint to the contraption and push it toward where Todd is suspended above the deadly cauldron. 
 
   Oh no. He’s only hanging on by one hand, the net ripping as the noxious brew eats away at its fraying filaments. There’s no way I’ll make it all the way back to him.
 
   I give the staircase a hard shove, letting it roll as far toward Todd as possible while I race to catch up, climbing the steps while it’s still in motion, reaching the top, leaping toward the net while slashing at the rope tethering it to the ceiling. 
 
   The rope breaks and I grab the net, using my forward motion to carry it away from the cauldron, surprised at how light the net is with Todd’s weight inside it. 
 
   Todd’s scream cuts through the air, cut off sharply when I hear a massive splash and hiss. He couldn’t hang on long enough for me to save him.
 
   


 
   
  
 

PART TWO: THE WITCH HUNTER
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twelve
 
   Three months later
 
    
 
   The Necros trail is dead, no pun intended. My latest excursion to relocate the gang of dead-raisers that have been moving northeast ever since I stumbled upon them was another epic fail. It’s like they’ve vanished into thin air. As I return to the cabin I’ve been squatting in for a few days, I ponder everything I’ve been through to get here. 
 
   I’ve passed through big cities—Atlanta, Nashville, Charleston—once teeming with people, working and raising families and trying to find an elusive thing called happiness. Cities that are now empty and shattered, places of glass- and rubble-strewn streets, corpses and scavengers, witch gangs and witch hunters, great violence. Dead places, void of life.
 
   And I’ve been through small towns, once friendly and quaint, now barren ghost towns, where folks who are unlucky enough to still be alive will shoot you rather than invite you inside for a cup of coffee and something to eat.
 
   The roads and highways I’ve travelled are littered with broken down cars and the unburied and forgotten bodies of those trying to flee the unfleeable. 
 
   Even as I reach the cabin, I realize my jaw is aching. I’ve been gritting my teeth. Dammit. I can’t stop thinking about losing the Necros’ trail. My dog, Hex, and I have followed the band of Necro scouts all the way to West Virginia. Up until now, following the Necros was easy. The black-hooded witches and warls were confident, arrogant, never considering the fact that someone might be tailing them. There were a lot of them, although I probably could have killed them off one by one if I picked my opportunities. But that’s not what I want to do. I want to follow them to wherever it is they’re taking the corpses.
 
   Occasionally they got into skirmishes with other witch gangs who were trying to control the cities, but each time they escaped with minimal loss of gang members. Along the way they collected as many dead bodies as they could, loading them into the trailer of an eighteen-wheeler, stacking them like old hardbacks in a used bookstore. According to Mr. Jackson, Necros are like ants, everyone working for the good of the gang, everyone bringing their spoils back to some kind of central hub.
 
   Necros specialize in the dead, Mr. Jackson constantly reminded me, as if to prepare me for the likelihood that Xave and Beth were already gone. 
 
   But they’re not, I kept saying, until one day I stopped lying to myself.
 
   Now I tell myself that being dead in this world is the best thing my friends could be. The jury’s still out on whether that’s just another lie I tell myself to sleep at night.
 
   Without Hex, the cabin is empty and hollow inside. My dog disappeared somewhere along the way today, as he does. But I know he’ll be back, like always. 
 
   I curl up on the musty couch and close my eyes, pondering my options. For the first time in months, my path isn’t clear. There’s nothing guiding me forward. Not Mr. Jackson. Not the Necros. It’s just me and Hex. Could we stay here? Could living be enough? 
 
   There’s a big lump in my throat and a bigger one in my chest. Because I know.
 
   Revenge is all I have left.
 
   But I could stay here for a few more days, right? At least until I choose what direction to go in? There’s no harm in resting for a while, is there?
 
   Those questions are still bouncing around in my head when the cabin door crashes inward. My eyes flash open, expecting to see my crazy dog, but instead finding a red-haired witch with two fists crackling with electricity. 
 
   I stop, drop and roll. It’s what every kid learns to do in school when the fireman comes in and talks to your class in second grade. Except that’s for fire.
 
   And this isn’t exactly fire.
 
   Blue lightning streaks over me, crackling into a moose head on the log-cabin wall and jarring it loose. Singed and smoking, the giant, antlered hunter’s trophy swings back and forth and then falls.
 
   I raise my arm to protect my head from the falling antlers, but another jagged arc of electricity blasts them out of the air. They erupt into flame, bouncing off the wall and lighting the couch on fire. The couch I was sitting on not two minutes ago, trying to enjoy a rare chance to watch a movie I pillaged months ago from a smashed-open rental machine.
 
   My brain is already processing the information at hand, transferring the knowledge to my hands and feet, kicking them into gear before I can fully comprehend what I’m dealing with. 
 
   Keep moving. That’s a rule. To stop is to die. 
 
   I roll onto my back and snap my legs forward, regaining my feet in one swift motion. My hands are grabbing at the magicked-up throwing stars in my belt, which are laced with some kind of potion. They cost me about ten cases of instant noodles that I scavenged from a burned out minimart on a highway near Knoxville. The seller, an odd character named Tillman Huckle, drives a hard bargain.
 
   The witch is moving, too, her long, unnaturally red hair flashing as she runs with graceful strides that don’t seem to touch the floorboards. Raising a pale-white hand, she shoots another jagged, blue lightning bolt in my direction. I duck hard to the left and flick my wrist, the throwing star spinning away like a boomerang, right into the path of the—
 
   She abruptly changes direction and the sharp, metal star misses her, imbedding itself in the log cabin wall. 
 
   I’m about to chuck another one when she stops. Her mouth curls into a red-lipped smile, her green eyes seeming to cut almost through me. My heart begins to race. 
 
   I feel unnerved. 
 
   She’s wearing a red, lacey dress that’s more like lingerie. A gown that’s meant to attract attention. Ultra sexy. An odd thing for a witch to wear. She winks at me and my heart skips a beat. It never does that.
 
   Ultra sexy just doesn't do it for me. Maybe I'm going against nature or a freak or something, but whenever I'd catch a touchdown pass and turn to the crowd, my eyes always skipped right past the short-skirt-wearing cheerleaders to Beth. She’d usually look up from whatever book she was reading to smile at me, her finger keeping her place. And I was never angry that she didn't see me catch the ball or score or anything, because, you know what? If the roles were reversed I'd have my nose in a book, too, or be writing, or something. It was enough to know that she came to be there for me. The book nerd kind of girl is more my type, not the diva in front of me—and yet…
 
   I can’t take my eyes off of her. 
 
   She frowns, raises her hand, and I dive behind a table, pulling it down to create a bunker of sorts. The drapes over the window catch on fire as thousands of volts of electricity slam into them. 
 
   Leaping up, I snap off another throwing star. At the last second, I have the urge not to throw it, even to chase after it once it leaves my grip, but I bite back the desire. The witch, now wide-eyed with surprise, tries to duck out of the way. She’s too slow and the star slices into her stomach, opening up a ragged gash. 
 
   Witches bleed just like the rest of us.
 
   Thick, red blood bubbles from the wound. Her eyes narrow for a moment, as if daring me to throw another, and then she rushes across the large room and through the lodge entrance, which is now missing its door. 
 
   I’m left speechless and wondering why I’m digging my fingernails into the palms of my hands so hard I’ve drawn blood.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   The blood is seeping through the bandage on my hand, so I wrap another one around my palm, tighter this time. It seems the decision of when to leave the cabin has been made for me. 
 
   There’s a bark and the scrape of claws on wood. Hex charges in, stopping only to sniff around the base of the broken door, which is leaning against the wall. My German shepherd looks up, cocking his head as if to ask, “Is there a reason you’ve removed the door?”
 
   “A witch decided to invite herself in,” I explain, even as the beginnings of a blog post spring to mind. “Let’s see, if this had been a book…” I rattle off the points, raising a different finger for each one, formulating the post just like I would have in the old days, for my now-deceased book blog, Rhett Carter’s Geek-Friendly Books:
 
    
 
   Today’s Geekologist Report
 
   Book title: The Red Witch Next Door
 
   My teaser synopsis: When a lightning-wielding red witch invites herself over to a dashing, but reclusive, witch hunter’s cabin in the woods, sparks are sure to fly.
 
   Geekyness: 7/10
 
   Happy ending: So far
 
   Cliffhanger: Most definitely
 
   Overall rating: 4/5 techno-gadgets
 
    
 
   “What do you think, boy?” Hex trots over, sniffs at my wounded hand, whines. “Some help you were,” I say. “Where were you, chasing squirrels again?”
 
   Instead of answering, he licks my face. “All right, you’re forgiven,” I say. “But only this one time.” As if. Beth used to say my soft spot for animals is the size of my entire body.
 
   I bite back a roiling swell of sorrow. Don’t think about the past, for it will destroy you. Mr. Jackson’s words, as poignant and sharp as if he were here, tumble through my head like they always do. 
 
   Think, think, think.
 
   The fires set by the witch’s lightning bolts were anything but normal, burning themselves out on their own, rather than spreading across the wood lodge like they should have. They’ve left black scorch marks on the couch and drapes. She escaped, but not before I could wound her, and the potion baked into the throwing star could very well kill her. But these things aren’t predictable, and if she survives…
 
   Surely she’ll return, and next time it won’t be just her. 
 
   The way the red-haired witch threw lightning bolts around the lodge, it’s a good guess she’s one of the Volts, with the ability to create and control electricity. My guess is she’ll bring her friends with her the next time she shows up.
 
   But if she happens to die from the throwing star…
 
   Could I be safe here again? Could I replace the door and go back to living the way I have been? The thought of going back on the run makes my abs clench in frustration. Two months spent living in random motel rooms, abandoned homes and cars has left me yearning for stability. And this lodge has given me that.
 
   Never become complacent.
 
   “To become complacent is to die,” I murmur, a whistle through my teeth. Sometimes I wish my memory wasn’t so good. Maybe then I could forget a few of Mr. Jackson’s lessons. 
 
   I shake my head because I’m being as idiotic as some of my old teammates, all muscle and no brains. It’s Mr. Jackson’s lessons that have kept me alive all this time.
 
   For a moment I wonder when violence became so easy. Even in football I hated the violence, and yet now, I fight to kill whenever necessary. Whenever I’m threatened.
 
   Easy. Too easy. What have I become?
 
   Hex barks and it doesn’t take a genius to figure out what he’s saying. “I know, buddy, it’s time to move on,” I say.
 
   My dog jumps up, wags his tail, and makes his way to the open doorway, stopping only to look back and wait for me. 
 
   “You know, you could help pack,” I say.
 
   He barks again, and I’m pretty sure he’s trying to convince me that there’s no time for packing. Again, he’s right.
 
   If the red witch survived, it won’t take her long to return with reinforcements, and then the world will lose yet another witch hunter. 
 
   I sling my backpack over my shoulder, content with having a few bottles of water and bags of beef jerky to tide us over until we can scrounge up some more food. 
 
   “Not that way,” I tell Hex, and he follows me out the backdoor, down the porch steps and past the unused fire ring that once was likely the site of many a tall tale of the thirteen-point buck that got away. 
 
   Using my hands like flippers, I push between two bushes on the edge of the wood, letting their branches and leaves spring back behind me, hiding any evidence of where we entered the forest. 
 
   Birds sing overhead. If there’s a gang of Volts nearby, they aren’t close yet. Listen to the birds; they’ll tell you the story of your enemies.
 
   “I know, I know,” I mutter.
 
   Hex leads the way through the thick undergrowth, along a path that only we know. It was once a game trail, but has now become overgrown and choked with weeds and roots. 
 
   Red, yellow, and purple flowers float by on either side, and I sneeze. It’s funny how in the middle of a witch apocalypse the world barely even seems to notice, just keeps going about its business, growing things and rotating on its axis and circling the sun, moving through the seasons. Does the earth even notice our struggles? Or are we nothing more than squatters on its blue/green/brown flanks? 
 
   As we cross a small creek that’s been our main source of water, Hex stops to drink. I watch him for a minute, his pink tongue lapping greedily at the moving water, marveling at how adaptable this dog has been. When I found him, he was malnourished, badly abused, and cowering in the shadow of a large black pot—a cauldron. His eyes were bloodshot and he flinched when I reached out to pet him. The spell-casting witch he used to belong to—who met with a rather miraculous demise that included using mirrors to turn her own spells against her—had subjected Hex to all kinds of nasty tests involving her spells and potions. It seems she’d been playing the middle between the Brewers and the Casters, unwilling to commit herself to a single gang. Hex still has some lingering effects from the experiments, which tend to exhibit themselves at the strangest of times. 
 
   As we start walking again, I wonder whether the red witch discovering my hideaway was a blessing in disguise. After all, my mission isn’t going to complete itself.
 
   The Necros have to pay for what they did. I’ll make an example of their leader, the Reaper. As much as I want to believe Xave and Beth are still alive somewhere, I know they’re not. Which leaves me with only one thing left to cling to:
 
   “Revenge,” I say. It’s a word that used to leave a bad taste in my mouth, but now feels like an old friend.
 
   Hex bumps my leg “accidentally,” and I know he’s trying to distract me from my dark thoughts. I could clench my fists in anger for hours if I let myself. But there’s not time for that, because now I have to think.
 
   We lope along in silence as the weight of the world presses on my shoulders. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Why did I feel such a strong desire to not hurt the red witch?
 
   The question has been playing around in circles in my mind for hours—even after we stopped to make camp for the night—encompassing my every thought. Was it simply because she was beautiful? No, it can’t be. She wasn’t even the type of beautiful that would normally hold any attraction for me. That was Beth, with her thick, pink-rimmed glasses, her chocolate skin, her arm muscles tight and strong from carrying around a bag full of books—I could never convince her to buy an e-reader. “Books are better when they have pages and a distinctive smell,” she always said. 
 
   It’s weird to think she’d be almost eighteen now, six months older than me. Xave would be eighteen, too. For a few months I’d hoped they were still alive.
 
   Hope will pick you up and slam you into a shallow grave, Mr. Jackson told me. And he was right. The day I let go of my hope and focused on my anger was the day I found something to live for.
 
   As I chew on a shred of beef jerky, I absently stroke Hex’s fur while he sleeps beside me, his chest rising and falling with each deep breath. The moon is nearly full, its bright, shining face slashed to ribbons by the branches overhead, surrounded by a black star-speckled sky. 
 
   “Onward,” I whisper to the trees, even as my eyes close and I escape into sleep.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   It’s still dark when my eyes flash open. As I rub at my eyes with the back of my hands, I realize they’re wet. In fact, my whole face is slick with recently cried tears. A memory-dream rushes back: When I killed my first witch and failed to save the kid that had tormented me for years.
 
   When I’m awake I try not to think about that dark, dark day. But my mind finds a way of dredging it up again and again when I’m sleeping.
 
   I’ve come a long way since I killed that first witch back in Georgia. The Brewer. I couldn’t save Todd, but did I save any other lives? Or did my act just enrage her fellow gang members, pushing them to work harder to end the human existence? Have any of the lives I’ve taken since then made a difference? Does it matter? I’m no closer to finding the main body of the Necros than I was six months ago, when Mr. Jackson first took me in and began my training. As I listen to the heavy whoosh of Hex’s breathing in the dark, which seems so unexpectedly normal, I wonder whether any of it was worth it. After all, I’ve followed Mr. Jackson’s advice for most of the journey. Stayed alive. Walked away from more fights than I’ve joined. Played it safe. I’ve watched people die. People I might’ve saved, even if at the expense of my own life.
 
   And I’ve killed witches, and not just a few. When did killing witches and warls and wizzes become so easy for me? That question seems to be repeating itself more and more often these days.
 
   I know the answer, but I don’t want to say it or even think it. But you know how the more you try not to think about something the more you can’t stop thinking about it? It was always easy for you, my mind whispers. 
 
   It’s true. From the moment that damned black-cloaked witch took the lives of my entire family—a major part of the happy world I’d stumbled upon—killing became easy, almost meditative. 
 
   You were born to be a witch hunter, Mr. Jackson told me numerous times. But how did he know? Although he told me about his magic-born wife and son, I still knew so little about his past. But my past was like an open book to him. He knew all about me, about what happened to my first foster family, about the abuse I suffered at the hands of some of the worst families I got stuck with, about my mother giving me up when I was a baby, disappearing from my life forever. Mr. Jackson said it was his job to know those sorts of things. He also said to use my past and my anger as fuel. 
 
   I never wanted to be angry, never wanted to lose three families and two best friends, but I didn’t have much say in the matter, did I? 
 
   A chip on the shoulder is when your mom gives you up for adoption when you’re six months old. Being a seventeen-year-old witch hunter with two dead foster families and no idea who your real parents are…well, that’s two giant stone blocks on your shoulders.
 
   Killing witches is what I have left, I remind myself. And that’s the truth, although it seems to sit in my gut like bad Chinese food. What once started as a mission to find Xave and Beth, who I’d deluded myself into believing were alive, has become a mission of death. And wrapped around that mission are the Necromancers, who were at least in part responsible for the deaths of everyone I loved. 
 
   Xave and Beth are dead, I remind myself, crushing the tiny bloom of hope that springs up inside me every time I think of them.
 
   It’s only after having numerous near-death experiences that I’ve come to realize that we all used to be just a misstep off a curb into the path of a bus away from death; but it’s no different today, except now it’s like the buses have grown teeth and are jumping the curb to eat you whole.
 
   There’s a soft whine and Hex wanders over to me, barely illuminated by a thin sliver of moonlight that finds its way through the branches to our makeshift campsite. He rests his chin on my lap, stares up with those impenetrable brown eyes of his, and sticks his tongue out at me. 
 
   I laugh and laugh and laugh and scratch him behind the ears until my face hurts and both our eyelids start to droop. 
 
   And then I make a resolution.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   I awake to a throaty bark, whipping my sword from its sheath before my eyes have a chance to spring open. 
 
   Hex is beside me, hackles raised, teeth bared and rumbling out a growl at a man who’s backing away slowly, trying to fade into the woods. 
 
   The brown-skinned man isn’t old, but not young either—sort of in the middle somewhere. Forty, maybe forty five, with a hint of silver around the edges of his medium-brown, thick hair, which is so greasy and matted it looks as if an entire generation of head lice might’ve taken up residence on his scalp. He’s wearing ripped black jeans tucked into heavy brown boots, and an old blue-and-white striped sweater, stained with dirt and grease and time. He looks like one of the homeless men I used to pass on the city streets, playing harmonicas and homemade drums for money. Of course now we’re all homeless, in a way.
 
   And he’s holding an unopened bag of beef jerky and a bottle of water. 
 
   “Those are ours,” I say, as if the thief wouldn’t be aware that he was stealing. Hex growls his agreement.
 
   The homeless guy doesn’t speak, just drops the water bottle and raises his hands above his head. He winces, as if in pain. 
 
   “The jerky, too,” I say. Hex barks, practically right in my ear. “Down, boy,” I say, hoping I can calm my dog’s nerves. Hex barks again, as if in protest, but then lets his growl fade away as he settles onto his haunches. “Good, boy.”
 
   The man looks up at the jerky, which he’s still holding above his head, and then back at me, as if trying to decide whether the threat of my sword is bigger than his empty stomach. I sigh. “What’s your name?” I ask.
 
   Cautiously eyeing Hex, the man drops his hands to his side. His face still twisted in pain, he gestures to his mouth and shakes his head. Doesn’t say a word.
 
   “You’re hungry?” I say.
 
   He shakes his head again, stops, then nods. Is he hungry or not? And why won’t he speak?
 
   I chew on my lip, trying to decide my next move. Other than the red witch, I’ve never seen anyone in these woods before. Could this be a trick? It’s hard to tell the difference between friends and foes these days. Witches, warls, and wizzes look the same as everyone else when they want to. Could he be a warlock, a gang member scouting the forest for easy human prey? The rumors claim that more than fifty percent of the surviving population is “magicked-up” (or magged-up, as some of the witch hunters I’ve met like to say). Which makes it a definite possibility that this guy’s one of them, and I’m not really into taking chances.
 
   “Get out of here,” I say. “Take the jerky and water bottle with you.” I point my sword into the woods to emphasize my point. 
 
   Eyebrows raised, the guy bends down and picks up the water bottle. He opens his mouth, his lips wagging as if to speak, but it sounds like a child trying to form its first words. “Eh ooh.”
 
   I shrink back in horror, shocked at the dark hole within his mouth. For where a full, pink tongue should be there’s a severed stump, wriggling like a worm on a hook. 
 
   His chin dips, as if he’s ashamed, and he wheels around and runs off into the woods, surprisingly agile and quick considering his bedraggled appearance. 
 
   Creepy, I think.
 
   Hex looks at me and chuffs, begins pacing back and forth. Runs toward the spot where the man exited the clearing, and then runs back. Barks.
 
   “Shhh,” I say, extending a hand. Hex lets me pet his head and back. Although we take a moment to eat an unsatisfying breakfast of jerky and water, I can’t shake the feeling that Hex wanted me to follow the homeless guy.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   When I reach Morgantown, the streets of the once-bustling college town are quiet. Far too quiet. Students should be walking and laughing, hauling book-filled backpacks and flirting, sitting on the lawn and reading thick textbooks. Instead it’s a ghost town, an empty shell, like so many other towns I’ve passed through. 
 
   But that’s a mirage, as I’ve learned the hard way before. The places that look the emptiest are usually the most dangerous. 
 
   We desperately need to find a place to hole up. Tired from the long walk from the mountains, if I run into a witch gang now…
 
   I don’t want to think about what would happen.
 
   Next to the parking lot, a dormitory rises up, constructed of red brick and neat rows of small, identical windows. It’s the type of place I was hoping to be living in a year from now, back when there was college and football scholarships and NO WITCHES. 
 
   A noise stops me. It’s a clatter and a thud and the rumble of low voices. 
 
   Crap. Someone’s coming. And anyone who’d be making that much noise can’t possibly be human. 
 
   Hex and I race for the entrance door, desperate to get inside the dorm before the witches arrive. I try the handle.
 
   Locked. I curse under my breath, hearing the voices get closer and closer. Another thud. A laugh. 
 
   “C’mon,” I hiss, urging Hex to follow me around the dorm, which is directly across from a commercial area with shops and restaurants. He bounds out in front of me, his feet lifting off the ground. He’s flying, something I’ve never seen him do before. But I don’t have time to dwell on it as I sprint after him. 
 
   Someone shouts behind us. The witches have spotted us. I risk a glance back, my heart skipping a beat when I see the fleet of pickup trucks in pursuit. Riding in the truck beds are black-cloaked witches and warlocks, sitting amongst piles of corpses.
 
   Necros. 
 
   A few jump down and start chasing me across the lawn.
 
   A burning hot flame erupts in my veins and I have the urge to stop, to turn, to fight them. All I want to do is kill as many of them as possible before they kill me. But no. That would be a mistake. My revenge must be complete. Killing a few of the witches who took my friends from me is not enough. I have to kill them all.
 
   So I race onward, crossing the street and turning down the main stretch of road. A shattered-window drugstore flashes by on the right, and I cut hard to the left, following Hex down a smaller cross street. His feet return to the ground, his claws scraping on the pavement. 
 
   He veers right into an alleyway, leaping over something bundled on the ground. I try to do the same, but my exhausted legs are like lead, my feet clipping the top of the low barrier. My stomach drops and I go down, skidding at first, and then rolling on the hard brick, collecting filth and garbage around my flailing arms and legs. 
 
   “Ahh!” I yell, stopping when my head clangs off the side of a Dumpster. Not my most graceful landing. Head throbbing, I gaze down the alley. Hex waits impatiently, his tongue wagging, his head gesturing for me to keep going. 
 
   As I drag to my feet, I spot movement near the mouth of the passage. The bundle is moving. Not a bundle—a brown sleeping bag, worn and tattered. A familiar head pops out and my breath hitches. 
 
   The homeless guy from the woods. The one who “borrowed” a bag of beef jerky and a bottle of water. The speechless man with the severed tongue. Like before, his face is contorted in pain. From me accidentally kicking him? Or is he always in pain from some unseen ailment?
 
   Hex barks, but I’m frozen, watching the man. How is it possible that this man travelled from the woods of West Virginia to Morgantown? Why would he? Is he following me? 
 
   There’s a shout somewhere nearby. The Necros, getting closer. 
 
   The guy’s head snaps back and then returns to me, wide-eyed. He pushes the sleeping bag away from his feet and starts to run toward me, but stops when pain flashes across his face, opening his mouth in a silent groan. Is something wrong with his legs? If so, it would be a small miracle that he followed me for so many miles. And it’s not like he forced me to run down his alley and trip over him. The whole thing has me confused and speechless. The knock on the head didn’t help things either. 
 
   He takes another step, but he doesn’t limp. And yet…the pain is clearly there, stopping him once more. Biting down hard, he gestures to the side of the alley. I follow the path of his finger to a black, iron door, the back entrance to a restaurant kitchen, most likely. He wants me to go in the door? Why should I trust him? Just because I shared a bit of my provisions with him doesn’t mean he won’t screw me over. 
 
   It’s not me, but Hex who chooses to believe the man. My dog pads over to the door and paws at it, his claws scraping on the metal.
 
   The shouts are getting louder, the footsteps on the asphalt full of urgency. The Necros want to kill me. 
 
   I’m out of time. And if the homeless guy’s door is good enough for Hex, it’s good enough for me. “Thank you,” I say, forcing my legs toward the door. I open it and Hex bolts through. When I look back to gesture the man inside, he’s gone, his sleeping bag left crookedly on the rubbish-strewn ground. Evidently he found another place to hide. 
 
   I close the door just as I see a dark form round the corner.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The Necros thunder past, their cries fading into the distance. Are we safe?
 
   Without any magical lights, it’s pitch black inside. I twitch when Hex’s eyes brighten, lighting the room like flashlights. He’s never done that before. “Good boy,” I say, scratching behind his ears with one hand while using my other to shield my eyes against the light.
 
   I was right. We’re in a commercial kitchen, all metal counters and shelves and cooktops. Hex’s eye-lights pass over an old chef’s hat, discarded haphazardly in a dusty corner next to a dead cockroach. Hex forgets about me to sniff at the rumpled hat and insect. 
 
   “Hex,” I say, but he ignores me. I wait patiently until my dog’s curiosity is sated. When he turns back to me, I say, “Over here.” Hex passes the light beams over the far wall, where the dark rectangular outline of where shelving used to be is imprinted in the white plasterboard. The shelves have fallen over—or more likely were knocked over—a mess of various cooking supplies smashed and broken on the floor. Snapped uncooked spaghetti noodles, a shattered jar of pasta sauce, now brown and congealed, a busted-open bag of flour…and one dead chef. 
 
   I recoil sharply, backing into the corner with the chef’s hat and the dead cockroach, nearly stepping on Hex, who lithely dances out of the way. “Ugh,” I say, holding my nose, but unable to tear my gaze from the dead person, who is nothing more than a collection of bones. 
 
   My stomach convulses when a rat crawls out of a gaping hole in the skeleton’s skull. What kind of witch could do damage like that?
 
   “We need to go—now,” I say. Hex looks at me with what appears to be disagreement, as if to say, But there are SO MANY smells to investigate here!
 
   “Sorry, boy, I think I’m going to be sick. Lead the way.”
 
   Thankfully, Hex obeys, turning his flashlight eyes in the direction of a door that surely leads to the restaurant. We push through the swinging double doors and into a graveyard that used to be an Italian restaurant. Dead people are everywhere, as are the rats. 
 
   Six months of violence and death and gore have hardened me, but my stomach’s not made of iron. It heaves, and it’s all I can do to turn to the side to spew on the wall, where a colorful picture of a Mario-looking man spinning a pizza in one hand has been painted. 
 
   I wipe my mouth with the back of my sleeve and look down at Hex, who’s anxiously staring up at me. “I’m okay, boy,” I say. And then: “Why would this place still be open at three in the morning?” The question is for myself, but Hex whines and aims his lights at a large banner that’s pinned to the far wall. My first thought is: My dog can read. And my second is: Ahhh, I see. The sign reads:
 
   CONGRATS ED & SALLY ON 30 HAPPY YEARS!
 
   An anniversary party, apparently one that went late into the night, perhaps an attempt by the aging couple to show that there was still youth in their bones.
 
   I try not to look at the dead.
 
   “We need to get to higher ground,” I say as if the rats are a flood that could wash us away.
 
   Hex wags his tail and barks at a rodent that scurries by. Then he takes off across the restaurant, the beams of his flashlight eyes bouncing around like ping pong balls. I hurry after him, glad that the skeletons and rats are once more thrown into darkness. 
 
   We hustle up a curving staircase and onto the second floor, which, mercifully, is free of bones and rats. Apparently the guests of honor didn’t have enough friends to occupy the whole of the restaurant. Each table is set neatly, although dusty after months of disuse, with a glass dish in the center filled with melted white wax. Menus are placed on each corner, and I’m half-tempted to sit down and have a look, as if someone might come by and take my order. As if life is normal and you can go to a restaurant when you’re hungry. 
 
   But Hex is already on the move, skirting the empty tables with ease, passing through another swinging door that’s marked EMPLOYEES ONLY. A second kitchen? I’m not sure I want to find out. “Wait up, boy,” I say, but the door’s already swinging shut and it’s all I can do to hurry across the room with the last shreds of light, trying not to break a leg by tripping on a chair. 
 
   The door comes up quicker than I expect, but smartly, I’ve got my hands out to push through it. I barely catch a glimpse of a small room and Hex’s tail as he bounds up another set of stairs. A third floor? 
 
   Once more, I’m thrust into darkness, so I have no choice but to chase after my unusual canine, who’s acting more and more like he owns this place. As I feel my way across the space, my imagination runs rampant. Icy bone hands reach for my neck, and I shiver as they pass through my skin, an intangible specter playing a prank. 
 
   My heart is racing when I trip on the wooden steps. Hard points and angles claw at my toes.
 
   I haul to my feet, glancing behind me just in case. There are no icy bone hands, no ghosts, just an empty untouched storage room, its shelves stacked neatly with supplies. Boxes of pasta, cans of beans, jars of tomato sauce, Doritos, beef jerky…
 
   I almost turn away to follow Hex, but then I stop. My eyes zero in on the Doritos and beef jerky. Not normal items for an Italian restaurant. And below them: cases of bottled water and dozens of canned goods, stacked neatly, everything from Chef Boyardee to green beans to mixed peas and carrots. Survival supplies. 
 
   Could it be? Could someone be living in this dead restaurant?
 
   Chook-chook. The sound is heavy and ominous in the silence. I stare at the supplies, afraid to turn around. “Don’t move, Bottle Eyes, or I’ll freaking blow your face off,” a girl’s voice says. I quite like my face, so I stay frozen in place. I can even live with the unnecessary and somewhat childish jab at my thick, horn-rimmed glasses. 
 
   “Let’s not do anything hasty,” I say to the shelves, which, technically, is moving, albeit only my lips, but I’m hoping she’ll give me a pass in support of open communication. 
 
   “Inaction leads to death,” she says, which sounds like something Mr. Jackson would say. Her voice is raspy, in a good way, reminding me of Miley Cyrus singing the kinds of songs that appeal to a young audience. Well, she was singing songs—now she’s probably dead.
 
   “And in this case, action leads to my death, which I’m trying to avoid,” I say.
 
   “Don’t talk unless I tell you to,” she says. So much for open communication.
 
   I don’t talk.
 
   “What’s your name?” I’m not sure why that’s relevant. I keep my mouth shut.
 
   “Very good,” she says after a minute of silence. “I was testing your ability to obey commands.” Fascinating. Where did Hex run off to? “Good dog,” the girl says. The lemming! He’s switched sides! It shouldn’t surprise me; all it takes is a bit of food and a belly scratch to win Hex’s heart. 
 
   “He’s my dog,” I say, even though I haven’t received permission to speak.
 
   “The Drooler seems to like me better,” she says. 
 
   “That’s because you have a big gun. Earning love out of fear is a false love.”
 
   “Your words are cleverer than most folks I run into. How do you know I have a big gun?” I’m surprised she hasn’t rebuked me for speaking out of turn. For now, I’ll consider it a small victory. 
 
   “Small guns don’t make the noise yours did.” Silence. “You still there?”
 
   “Yeah.” The voice comes from much closer, practically right next to my ear, and I nearly jump out of my skin. This girl knows how to move quietly; perhaps that’s how she’s managed to survive this long. 
 
   “Are you trying to give me a heart attack?” I ask, finally turning to face her. 
 
   The barrel of her shotgun hits me square between the eyes, pushing the bridge of my glasses into my skin. “It would save me from pulling the trigger,” she says.
 
   She’s carrying a lantern, and behind her, Hex’s eyes have returned to their normal light-brown hue. She’s around my age, maybe a year younger, with short blond hair and turquoise eyes. Her cheeks look orange in the flickering candlelight, and are speckled with freckles. There’s no fear in her expression. I guess that’s because she’s the one holding the big gun. 
 
   “Why do you have a sword?” she asks.
 
   “Why do you have a gun?” I say.
 
   She chews on her lip. “You’re not a warl,” she says.
 
   “You’re not a witch,” I reply. Witches don’t carry guns. Why would they?
 
   “Thanks for reminding me,” she says.
 
   I notice a tattoo on the side of her neck. Two Chinese characters. “You want to be a witch?” I ask.
 
   “Not really, but it would be easier being the predator than the prey.”
 
   Fair enough. “Well, it’s been nice chatting, but we’d best be getting on our way…”
 
   “I haven’t talked to anyone in a long time,” she says. Is that a hint of loneliness I detect?
 
   “Neither have I.” Well, except for a strange, tongue-less bum who didn’t really talk back, and Hex, who’s not exactly the best conversationalist. 
 
   “Do you want to come upstairs for a minute?” she asks. I raise an eyebrow. Not what I expected her to say. “If you don’t do anything stupid, I won’t shoot a hole through your chest.” That’s more like it.
 
   “I’d love to,” I say. What I really mean is, Do I have a choice?
 
   This girl is nuts, I think as I trudge up the stairs in front of her, the hard metal barrel of her gun poking into my spine. “Try anything funny, Four Eyes, and you can roll around in a wheelchair,” she says. Charming.
 
   At the top of the stairs, Hex is, as usual, wagging his tail and wearing a smile. I can see the delight in his eyes: new friends! I try to warn him off with my cold expression. Don’t get attached, buddy.
 
   My dog leads me into a small apartment, lit by another lantern in one of the corners. The window is covered with thick, dark drapes, completely blocking out the morning sun and hiding the space from prying eyes. A small bed is flush with the opposite wall, messy and unmade, piled with sheets and blankets. Evidently the Italian chef lived above his restaurant. Convenient.
 
   “Sit down,” the girl orders. 
 
   Obediently, I crouch and then rest my butt on the worn blue carpet, feeling aches and pains from the last few days in my muscles and joints. Still, it feels good to sit. Hex plops down next to me, his tail thumping the floor. “I take my coffee with two brown sugars and a splash of skim milk,” I say. What I wouldn’t give for a coffee.
 
   Ignoring my comment, she sits several feet away, resting the gun casually in her lap. “Let’s talk,” she says.
 
   “Have you ever used that gun before?” I ask.
 
   “What do you think?”
 
   “Yes,” I say.
 
   “A dead witch and warl during Salem’s Revenge would agree,” she says. “Both head shots.”
 
   God. If she’s telling the truth, I’ve got nothing on her. Without Mr. Jackson’s intervention, I’d be dead. 
 
   “What’s your name?” I ask.
 
   “Jane,” she says. “And yours?”
 
   “Joe Blow,” I say. “And I suspect your last name is Doe?”
 
   She laughs. “You’re kind of funny. Smart too. I guess it doesn’t really matter if you know my real name, does it?”
 
   I shrug and present an offering. “My name’s Rhett Carter, so you can stop referring to me with various insults aimed at my pathetically inadequate eyesight.”
 
   “Sorry to bend your feelings,” she says, but she doesn’t sound sorry. “You could be making that name up, too.”
 
   “I’m not.”
 
   “I believe you.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “My name’s Laney Grant.”
 
   “I believe you,” I say. “Now I can stop referring to you as Psycho Gun Girl in my head.”
 
   “Ha ha,” she says, her tone unimpressed. 
 
   I’m about to ask about the coffee I ordered, when there’s a rustling from the bed. I glance over and a tiny hand pokes out of the sheets. “A friend of yours?” I say.
 
   “My sister. Trish,” Laney says.
 
   “I thought you said you haven’t talked to anyone lately?”
 
   “She doesn’t really talk,” Laney says, fixing her eyes on the bed.
 
   “Too young?”
 
   “Too traumatized,” Laney says without emotion.
 
   The hand stretches and the face of a little girl emerges from the pile of blankets, yawning. Her eyes blink open. Blue, like Laney’s. She sees me, but if she’s surprised, she doesn’t show it. She can’t be older than nine. 
 
   “There’s something wrong with her,” Laney says, as if Trish isn’t even in the room. Again, her sister doesn’t react, just looks at us.
 
   “There’s something wrong with all of us,” I say.
 
   Laney laughs again, and I don’t mind it. It’s not a bad laugh, not annoying like some are. Somewhat contagious. “Isn’t that the truth,” she agrees. “So what’s wrong with you?”
 
   “I generally don’t fit in,” I say. “I’m a nerd, I read too much…”
 
   “A true basket case,” Laney mocks.
 
   “When I score a touchdown in football, I don’t even get excited,” I say.
 
   “Screwed up.”
 
   “I miss my first and last dead foster parents like they died yesterday.”
 
   “Beyond help.”
 
   It’s my turn to laugh. “Well, then what’s wrong with you?”
 
   “Nothing,” she says. “Except that I’m a trigger-happy sixteen-year-old with a mute sister, two dead magic-born parents, and an unhealthy obsession with war history.”
 
   Unconsciously, my lips part. Two dots connect and I don’t like the picture they make. “Your parents were witches?”
 
   “A witch and a warl—yeah,” she says. 
 
   Trish is still staring at me and it’s starting to creep me out.
 
   “And during Salem’s Revenge, you killed a witch and a warl?”
 
   “Yeah. So?”
 
   I don’t need to ask the next question. “Nothing. I’m sorry,” I say.
 
   “Don’t be. I never liked them anyway,” she says. Her lip quivers on the last word, giving away the lie.
 
   “What did they do?” I ask.
 
   “What did all the witches do?” she says.
 
   Tried to kill the humans, I think.
 
   “So you and your sister—you’re not magic-born?” I ask. Although Mr. Jackson taught me that magical ability is a recessive gene that sometimes skips generations, it’s best to confirm.
 
   She shakes her head and pats the side of her gun. “I doubt my parents would have tried to kill me if I was,” she says. “Not sure about Trish though. It’s kind of hard to communicate with her on account of the whole not-speaking thing.”
 
   “How’d you…” Kill them? Probably not the most sensitive question, but I am curious. From experience, witches aren’t easy to kill, even after months of training and practice.
 
   She knows exactly what I’m asking. “I woke up in the middle of the night to go to the bathroom. I was getting a drink of water when I heard the screams. When I went to my parents’ room, they weren’t there. I looked out into the hall and my father was at the door to my bedroom, my mother at the door to Trish’s room. They were holding fire in their hands. Not red and orange, but blue and green. Balls of colorful fire.”
 
   “Pyros,” I say.
 
   “You know much about them?” Laney asks.
 
   I should, I’m a witch hunter. Instead, I just say, “Maybe.”
 
   She nods, as if unsurprised. I guess anyone who’s still alive knows a bit about the witch gangs. “They were going to burn us to death. Somehow I knew it the moment I saw them carrying the fire. Their pathetic non-magical children. We must’ve been a major disappointment in their lives.” The bitterness coats her words like slime. 
 
   “But you shot them before they could do anything?”
 
   “I knew my father kept his shotgun under his bed. I guess I played too much Resident Evil growing up. Scary how real that game seems now. It was my sister and me or them. I chose us.” She motions to Trish, who’s sitting up now, her eyes wide and alert, her knotty blond hair falling past her shoulders. But she’s not staring at us anymore. Instead, she’s looking off into empty space, her arm outstretched, a single finger drawing absently in the air.
 
   “What’s she doing?” I ask.
 
   Laney shrugs. “She does that. Sometimes I think she’s trying to tell me something, and other times…”
 
   “It’s just random squiggles,” I finish for her.
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   We both watch her for a minute, and I try to discern some pattern to the invisible curves and lines left in the wake of her finger. Am I looking at it backwards?
 
   “Permission to sit next to your sister?” I ask.
 
   “Leave your weapons here,” Laney says.
 
   I unsheathe my sword and knives and rest them gently on the carpet. Hex sniffs at them as I stand and cross the room to Trish. When I ease down next to the nine-year-old, she doesn’t even recognize my presence, as if I’m not even here. Just keeps drawing.
 
   A curving line, not quite a circle. Then a circle. A pie, a picture of the moon, a pizza? What is she drawing? A line up, then angled down, angled up again, and straight down. Is that a letter? An “M”? A straight line down. Is she spelling something out? My memory backtracks through the disappearing images. Yes! They’re definitely letters. C-O-M-I…
 
   An N appears, then a G. “Coming,” I speak aloud.
 
   Trish’s head snaps toward me so sharply, I can almost feel the intensity of her eyes on my skin, like sunburn. “Who’s coming?” I ask.
 
   “It’s just gibberish,” Laney says. “Once I think she spelled ‘Tall dead no,’ and another time it was ‘Ads hall rise.’” 
 
   Trish blinks and goes back to waving her finger in the air. A line down, capped off with a line across. “T,” I say.
 
   “Nonsense,” Laney says.
 
   Two lines down and a line between them. “H,” I announce. “T-H.”
 
   “Silliness,” Laney opines.
 
   A line down and three across, from the top, middle, and bottom of the vertical line. “E. T-H-E. The. Coming the?” I say, beginning to wonder whether Laney’s right, whether the words are just random letters put together by a kid who was less than ten years old when the world fell apart.
 
   But no, she’s still forming letters with her finger. A “Y”, an “R”, an “E”.
 
   “Coming they’re,” I say, but then realize that I started watching when she was in the middle of her message and that she’s started again. She’s writing “Coming” one more time. “They’re coming,” I say, reversing the order, the words sounding strangely right and somewhat scary rolling off my lips. Hex runs to the covered window, nudges the drapes, and whines. 
 
   “What’s with your dog?” Laney says. I’m wondering the same thing. 
 
   “Hex?” I say. He looks back, his eyes filled with urgency, and then paws at the drapes. “I think he wants us to look outside,” I say. 
 
   “We never open the curtains,” Laney says. “It’s not safe. There are too many eyes.” Beside me, Trish continues scrawling the same message over and over again. They’re coming. Who’s coming? I want to scream.
 
   “Permission to cross the room and look outside?” I ask. 
 
   “You don’t have to ask permission anymore,” Laney says. “I know you’re a witch hunter and that you could make mincemeat out of us anytime you want. But you haven’t, so I know you’re not one of the bad ones.”
 
   “The bad ones?”
 
   “The ones who don’t just kill witches,” Laney says, frowning at me like I’m an idiot.
 
   Before I can even begin to consider what she means, there’s the clap of footsteps on the pavement outside. 


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   We’re smack dab in the middle of a witch gang war. Hex is on one side, his tongue smeared against the glass, and Laney on the other, her shotgun between us. Even Trish makes her way over, abandoning her air writing to squeeze in next to Hex. 
 
   How did Trish know? I wonder, glancing at the little girl with her face pressed to the window. Shining blue eyes. Sun-yellow hair. The contradiction of innocence and wisdom in her expression. When Laney whispers, “Here we go,” I look away from her sister and back down to the street. 
 
   The Brewers are lobbing grenades down the road just outside of the restaurant. Unlike normal exploding grenades, these are packed with some kind of a nasty soup that they’ve—as their gang name suggests—brewed up. Each incendiary explodes in a different fashion, wreaking havoc on the rival gang, the Conjurers, who have two wizards amongst their twenty or so witches and warlocks.
 
   I’m careful to keep my head low, and I’m ready to duck away from the window if any of them look my way. There’s only one thing the magic-born hate more than each other: witch hunters. At least they agree on something.
 
   “They’ve been at it for months,” Laney comments, drawing my attention.
 
   A black grenade spirals past, thrown by an athletic-looking warlock wearing blue sneakers and sporty clothes who probably would’ve made a decent quarterback in the old world. 
 
   “Who have?” I ask.
 
   “These two gangs,” she says. “But I’ve never seen this many of them. This might be the final battle. To the victor the spoils and all that.”
 
   The grenade bounces along the street in the direction of the Conjurers. When it comes to rest, there’s no boom, no explosion, just a long drawn out hisssssssss that fills the air with a cloud of green smoke. A witch, a wizard, and a warlock are all caught in it. And then they’re not, because they get launched into the sky by an invisible force, screaming the whole way, their voices fading out of hearing distance as they get higher and higher…and then returning as they plummet to earth. 
 
   Only there are just two of them now, the witch and wizard. God only knows where the warl ended up—perhaps floating in outer space until his oxygen runs out. The wizard that’s still on the ground extends two hands and says something I can’t make out. Presumably some kind of a spell. The falling wizard stops inches from the asphalt before being spun around and placed gently on his feet. 
 
   The witch splats in a twisted mess of arms and legs and fleshy goo. I have to look away, the scene too gruesome even for me, who’s seen a whole lot of gore over the last six months.
 
   I notice that Trish is no longer by the window, having retreated back into the room. Good, I think. Go back to bed. This isn’t for children’s eyes. 
 
   “You did that on purpose!” a high-pitched voice shrieks. 
 
   I glance back to the battle to find a witch with skin as dark as ebony screaming at the wizard, who’s near-on seven feet tall. Here we go, I think. They may be on the same side, but wizards and witches will never be friends. 
 
   “It’s like reality TV,” Laney says. “The Real Housewitches of West Virginia.”
 
   I can’t help but snicker. 
 
   “Back off, pointy-head,” the wizard snarls. A common insult used by wizards, derived from the idiotic human notion that witches wear black pointy hats. In reality, I’ve never seen a witch wearing any kind of a hat. 
 
   “Say that again,” the witch dares, oblivious to the fight raging around her. A nearby warl points a wand, the primary instrument used by the Conjurers to cast their creation spells, down the road at the Brewers, and the ground splits open. Red- and green-skinned demons with big black eyes and webbed feet crawl from the crevice, pouring out like ants. They head straight for the Brewers, who launch a flurry of acid-filled beer bottles at them, which smash open on the cement, splattering the demons with bright yellow liquid. The underworld creatures shriek with what almost sounds like glee, but then begin melting anywhere the acid touches. However, a dozen or so manage to sneak through, leaping onto the witches and warls, biting and scratching and tearing them apart. 
 
   “Gross,” Laney says, but she shows no signs of needing to look away. I get the feeling that she’s watched many a horror movie without so much as blinking. 
 
   I, on the other hand, am about to look away again when I see her, just beyond where the wizard and witch from the Conjurer gang are fighting, spells from their wands visibly meeting in a burst of flame between them. Her hair is as white as snow this time, matching her angelic dress, which swirls like mist around her feet as she slides gracefully through the carnage, seemingly unaffected by the violence around her. 
 
   The red witch is now the white witch. 
 
   “Who’s that bitch?” Laney says.
 
   But I ignore her, because I have the sudden urge to thrust open the window, to shout, to alert her to my presence. As if aware of my impulse, Hex nudges me with his nose and whines. No.
 
   I clutch at the windowsill, trying to keep my restless hands from betraying me, and watch her. 
 
   “What the hell are you doing, Witch Hunter?” Laney asks, but I continue to ignore her, held rapt by the white witch.
 
   As she approaches the fighting witch and wizard, she plucks a hidden wand from somewhere in her dress and flicks it at them. An armor-clad knight appears, taking the brunt of their respective spells on the face of each of his dual shields. The witch and wizard are suddenly flung apart, each losing their wands and skidding across the pavement. 
 
   Smiling, almost to herself, the white witch looks up. In my peripheral vision I see Laney duck away from the window, and I know I should do the same, but my body won’t seem to listen to my brain. Our eyes lock and I hold my breath. There’s no surprise on her face, her pink lips curled, as if she knew I was here the whole time. All she has to do is alert both gangs to my presence and they’ll forget their hatred for each other to kill me. 
 
   She turns and glides away, ignoring the explosions and curses and shouts all around her, leaving me dumbfounded.
 
    
 
   ~~~
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   Geekyness: 6.5/10
 
   Happy ending: Not really
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   The blog post spills through my mind almost automatically. I’m still staring out the window, while Laney and Hex seem to argue behind me.
 
   “Your friend is going to get us all killed,” she says to Hex.
 
   Hex chuffs, which sounds more like he’s agreeing with her than sticking up for me.
 
   “And why didn’t that witch—the big-chested white one—tell her friends we were up here?”
 
   Hex whines. He wishes he knew.
 
   “Does Rhett have a thing for her? Is that why he didn’t hide? Because if all it takes to win his affections is a set of big boobs and a dazzling white smile, I could slap on a miracle bra and get my teeth whitened and we could get hitched right now. How’s that sound, buddy boy? Are you even listening to a word I’m saying?”
 
   I sigh. I’d try to explain things to her, but I don’t even understand them myself. 
 
   The witches and warlocks are dead or gone. The wizards survived, but after the little incident they went in a different direction to the rest of the Conjurers. I don’t think they’ll be allies again anytime soon. 
 
   But wait! Even as I stare out at the aftermath of the battle, a fleet of pickup trucks roll in. This time I duck, peeking only a single eye over the edge of the window frame to watch as the Necros move through the battlefield, collecting any unclaimed witch and warl bodies, like scavengers. They load the dead into a pickup truck, to be used for their magical purposes later. 
 
   They’re the same Necros that forced me to hide in this very restaurant. The corpses loaded up, they drive away, heading for the rest of town. 
 
   “Yes,” I whisper, carefully replacing the curtain and moving back into the room. I’m back on the Necros’ trail, the trail that could lead me to their headquarters, where I can finally make the Reaper pay for what they’ve done. 
 
   Laney, watching me with narrow eyes, opens her mouth to speak, but I put a finger to my lips, gesturing toward the window. “Necros,” I whisper.
 
   “You mean the ones that collect the dead?” she says, thankfully keeping her voice low.
 
   I nod. “You’ve seen them?”
 
   “They come through now and again. Collect any bodies. Move on. They never really do any fighting though.”
 
   I nod again. Makes sense.
 
   “Who was that white witch and why didn’t you try to hide from her?” Laney asks. “And why didn’t she tell the rest of her gang that you were up here?” she adds.
 
   “I don’t know,” I say, which is the honest answer to all three of her questions. 
 
   It’s a good thing the Necromancers showed up, as otherwise I might’ve gone crazy, my thoughts climbing and tumbling over each other like a bunch of restless children, every last question centered on one person: the red/white witch. Trying to answer the very same three questions that Laney just asked, particularly her last one, about why she didn’t rat me out. That’s not normal, for a witch to protect a human. In all likelihood, she saved my life. Which is even weirder considering she tried to kill me not that long ago. 
 
   Another important question: Which gang does she belong to? I thought she was a Volt because of the blue lightning she shot at me during our first meeting. But now I’m not so sure considering the way she used a wand to conjure a warrior to stop the wizard and witch from fighting each other. And then she walked away after seeing me, as if she really had no interest in the Conjurers and Brewers after all. 
 
   And why on God’s green witch-warring earth would I have the urge to speak to her? My only desire should’ve been to remove her head from her neck with my magged-up sword. 
 
   Weird and confusing.
 
   I shake my head, almost expecting a ball of string and a few cobwebs to fall from my ear. I have to focus. I’ll probably never see her again. No, I hope I never see her again. Don’t I?
 
   Hex barks. Crap. Will the Necros hear him, or have they moved far enough away? 
 
   I hold my breath, waiting for them to return, but they don’t. They’ve moved on, which means we need to hurry if we’re going to catch them. 
 
   Hex barks again. “Shh,” I say, turning to reprimand him, but realizing that he’s no longer beside me. Laney and I look at each other, simultaneously turning to stare back into the fevered darkness of the lantern-lit room. 
 
   Trish is at the top of the staircase, Hex beside her. She’s pointing at something, and whatever it is, Hex doesn’t like it, his low growl edging toward an angry snarl. 
 
   Laney grabs her shotgun as I lift my sword, and together we rush over to the entrance. Something pale flashes in the inky gloom below us. The click of bone-hard feet tap against wooden floorboards. Soulless, empty eye sockets peer up at us. 


 
   
  
 

Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   More skeletons crowd behind the first one.
 
   The restaurant patrons are no longer content to eat their eternal last meals of spaghetti and meatballs and eggplant parmesan. Either by design or because they were inadvertently captured by a Necro reanimation spell as the corpse-collectors were passing by, our party-going friends have decided to drop in for a visit. 
 
   “Trish, get back,” Laney says, pushing her sister behind her.
 
   Hex barks at the bone-people, who stare back eerily with unseeing eyes. 
 
   “Stay back,” I say to Laney, trying to usher her behind me much the same way that she did to her sister. 
 
   “As if,” she says, knocking my arm aside and aiming her shotgun down the staircase. “Hey boners!” she shouts, and I’m mildly impressed by her ability to seemingly draw witty nicknames from the air around her. “Suck on this!” she shouts.
 
   BOOM! 
 
   The thunderous blast of her shotgun rips through my ears even as its recoil throws her back into me. I try to catch her, but her bony elbows are already pushing off of my chest and moving her forward to the edge of the staircase where she widens her stance, cocks the weapon, aims, and…
 
   BOOM!
 
   Hex is barking his head off and Trish is clutching at my arm and I can see bone-shrapnel flying through the air. “C’mon!” Laney yells, grabbing Trish’s hand and pulling her down the steps, right toward the skeletons. By my current count, this girl is at least three kinds of crazy, but I suspect that number will rise into the double digits soon enough.
 
   With no other choice, I plunge after her into the darkness, Hex at my heels. 
 
   In front of us, Laney yells, “Die boners!” and I almost—almost—want to laugh. Her shotgun erupts in flame and sound and I hear the tinkle of shattered bones raining around us. 
 
   Suddenly, the room is thrust into visibility. Hex’s entire body is glowing like a white neon light. As I take in the scene, I almost wish Hex would just keep his powers to himself. 
 
   Dozens of skeletons, some barehanded, some carrying meat-cleavers, large two-pronged forks, and meat-tenderizers, stand before us. Their jaws slide open and their cracked upper and lower rows of teeth separate to reveal terrifying emptiness, a soundless war cry that I can almost feel in my chest rather than hear in my ears. 
 
   “Oh no you didn’t,” Laney says, ripping off another shot. One of the skeleton’s heads explodes, the individual pieces of bone torn into pieces so small they’re like chalk dust. 
 
   That’s when the skeletons charge. 
 
   The first boner—am I really thinking of the reanimated skeletons using Laney’s nickname?—that reaches us gets the butt of Laney’s shotgun in the head, severing its skull from its spine. It crumbles lifelessly to the floor. The second gets the edge of my sword to the jugular—if it still had a jugular, that is. 
 
   Even as I hack away with my blade and Hex leaps at the closest enemy, Laney whips her gun around with two hands, like a Big Leaguer swinging for the fences, knocking mindless skulls from bony shoulders like a child clobbering balls off a tee. “I will not…be taken…alive,” she mutters with each swing, as if the skeletons are looking to arrest us rather than tear us limb from limb. 
 
   She takes a particularly vicious cut at one of our attackers, and the poor pile o’ bones’s head flies past me, nearly cracking me in the temple. “Watch it, Babe,” I say, instantly wishing the words back.
 
   Not missing a beat, she swings the gun around to firing position and discharges a shell point-blank into a boner that leaps at her carrying a horror-movie meat cleaver. I’d recognize that skeleton anywhere. The chef from the kitchen, the one with the huge hole in its head. What’s left of its skull disintegrates. “Babe?” she says. “You can’t call me that on our first date.”
 
   I hack the legs out from under a thick-boned skeleton before slashing its spine to ribbons. “I meant Babe Ruth,” I say. “You know, like the famous homerun-hitting baseball player?”
 
   “Sure you did,” she says, but the smirk on her face doesn’t believe me. 
 
   When Hex springs past me and rips the head off another skeleton, I realize he’s doing his “big cat thing” again, where he turns into a lion. Very good boy, I think.
 
   And then, abruptly, they’re all dead…again.  
 
   Hex morphs back into a dog. 
 
   Laney stops blasting at anything that moves.
 
   My arm drops, the tip of my sword jabbing into the wooden floorboards. 
 
   And Trish starts drawing in the air again. 
 
   Laney watches for a moment, and then announces, “She says I took out two more boners than you.”
 
   I just gawk at her. I’m beginning to think she’s missing some vital link between brain and mouth. Hex chuffs and it’s obvious it’s a laugh. “You can wipe that grin off your face,” I mutter, but he keeps smiling. To Laney, I say, “That’s not what she’s writing.”
 
   I make my way over to where Trish is staring off into space, her finger moving in elegant swirls. “G…O,” I say. She repeats the message. “Go. Now that sounds like a great idea. Those Necros are going to be coming to investigate any second. See you later. Or not.”
 
   “Mind if we tag along, Zorro?” Laney asks, raising her eyebrows. 
 
   Yes. “Umm…”
 
   “It’s the least you can do considering it’s your fault our hideout’s been discovered.”
 
   “My fault?” I say, unable to mask my disbelief.
 
   Laney taps her toe impatiently. “We’ve been living here for months,” she says. “It wasn’t until you and your witch hunting dog showed up that the trouble began.”
 
   Good point. “Coincidence,” I say, annoyed at how unconvincing my voice sounds. Do I have a choice? Probably, but it wouldn’t hurt to have some company, even in the form of a slightly-insane-but-impressively-capable teenage girl. “Okay. Let’s go. The Necros could come back any minute.”
 
   “Lead the way, Harry,” she says, looping one of her thumbs through the strap of a backpack I didn’t even notice she was wearing.
 
   I draw a blank. “Harry?” I ask stupidly.
 
   “Harry Potter. You know, like from the books?”
 
   “One, I’m not a wizard. Two, if you haven’t noticed, the witches out there make Hogwarts look like a beach resort. And three, I’m much taller than him.”
 
   “Height is just genetics,” she says. “And you wear glasses.”
 
   “So I look like every other person who wears glasses?”
 
   “Pretty much,” she says, and by the finality of her tone I can tell this is yet another argument with her that I’m not going to win. 
 
   “Follow me,” I say, heading down the steps, bone fragments crunching under my trod. Hex pads silently in front of me. 
 
   Laney’s backpack clinks as she follows.
 
   “Why is your backpack so loud?” I ask.
 
   “Ammo,” she says. “Loose shotgun shells. I’ve had this backpack prepared for months, just in case.”
 
   Somehow that doesn’t surprise me.
 
   “Where are we going anyway?” Laney asks.
 
   “To follow the Necros,” I say.
 
   “Why?”
 
   Good question. Because I want nothing more than to destroy each and every one of the witches and warlocks that belong to the Necro gang, especially the Reaper, making them pay for killing my friends. “Why not?” I say.
 
   Apparently I’ve stumped her, because she’s silent as we make our way through the now-empty restaurant dining room. This time, I use the customer entrance onto the main road. Is that a scream in the distance, to the south of the town? It might be the wind, but either way, Hex heads north, and I’ve learned to trust his instincts as much as my own. 
 
   Thankfully, Laney stops with the questions and remains silent as we steal out into the darkening evening, ducking behind bushes and the corners of buildings. Fearless followers. Shadow stalkers. Purposeful prowlers. A bad poem that I tentatively title Stealth springs to mind but I blink it away. Ten blocks later I spot the rear of a pickup truck just as it turns a corner.
 
   “I can’t believe we’re actually following the witches,” Laney mutters beside me. “Do you have a death wish?”
 
   “No one’s forcing you to come,” I say, which shuts her up. But she doesn’t turn back, stays right with me, holding her silent sister’s hand.
 
   I keep my eyes glued on our prey, who are chugging across town slowly, careful not to miss any other bodysnatching opportunities. Their vehicles travel noiselessly, fueled by magic rather than gasoline.
 
   As the college town transitions to countryside, I see signs for I-79 North. An interstate, which probably means a major highway, presumably with four lanes and a grassy median. I’ve got a map in my pocket, creased a thousand times and split around the edges. The Tri-State region: West Virginia, Ohio, and Pennsylvania. 
 
   We stop and Hex stands guard, making sure none of the Necros double back. 
 
   Laney crowds over my shoulder. “Last I checked, this road goes north,” she says.
 
   The map confirms her words. The interstate runs mostly north across the state line into Pennsylvania, all the way to Washington, PA. From there it turns northeast, Pittsburgh being the next big city it reaches. I run my finger absently over Pittsburgh. Is that where the Necros are going? What’s in Pittsburgh other than the home of Heinz Ketchup, which I’m pretty sure isn’t producing anymore fry-sauce these days, and a couple of successful sports teams that won’t ever make another tackle or take another slap shot? 
 
   “You want to go to Pittsburgh?” she asks.
 
   “Maybe,” I say.
 
   “There’s nothing in Pittsburgh but salads with fries and Terrible Towels,” Laney says.
 
   “There’s nothing here,” I retort.
 
   “We could be safe here,” she says. For the first time, I notice a slight tremble in Laney’s voice. “You, me, Trish, your dog. I’ve got enough food for a while, and I know where to get more.”
 
   “I wish I could,” I say, somewhat surprised that I actually mean it. The thought of stopping and settling down again is a temptation I can’t succumb to. My only path is toward revenge, and I’ve already delayed my mission for too long. And then I don’t know why I say, “But you’re welcome to travel with Hex and I as long as you want.” Do I really want two more passengers on a train bound for hell? Two more people to worry about, to need to protect? But no, Laney doesn’t need protecting any more than I do. 
 
   “Well, I guess we’ll go with you as far as Pittsburgh,” Laney says. “But only because I’ve always wanted to try salad with fries.”
 
   Hex licks her hand and she laughs. A swell of warmth bursts in my chest and I can’t stop the smile that forms on my lips, so I turn away to hide it. 
 
   I return the map to my pocket. The Necros are fading away into the distance, pushing their body-filled truck to cruising speed, likely anxious to reach the next town full of dead people. We’ve got to get there before they move on, so it looks like it’ll be a late night for us if we can’t find a faster way to travel. While we were in town it was like following a slow-moving garbage truck, but the Necros will be impossible to keep up with now that they’re on the highway.
 
   Everyone, including—to my surprise—Laney, stays silent until we’re well past the city limits and on the road toward Pittsburgh. Trish doesn’t even try to draw anything in the air. 
 
   The highway stretches miles out in front of us, under a surprisingly blue spring sky. Even the weather is ignorant to the darkness that plagues the earth. 
 
   Laney’s blond hair is radiant in the sunlight, so much so that it’s slightly unnerving seeing her carrying the shotgun with both hands. 
 
   Hex pees on the flat tire of an abandoned dirty old pickup truck. His urine glows blue and then red, something not even I’ve ever seen. Laney laughs. “Your dog’s a crack up,” she says. “I’ve never seen a witch animal.”
 
   “He’s not a witch. Just a witch’s experiment.”
 
   “Well, whatever he is, he’ll come in handy if we run into anymore magic-born. That lion thing he did back at the restaurant? Priceless.”
 
   I can’t argue with that. Since we’re having such a nice, friendly conversation… “When did your sister stop speaking?” I ask. 
 
   “After I killed our parents,” Laney answers without hesitation. There’s no emotion in her voice, like they’re just words. As if her act was like brushing her teeth or changing channels on the television. 
 
   “How did she know those two witch gangs were coming?” I ask.
 
   “She didn’t.”
 
   “She wrote ‘They’re coming,’ in the air…and then they came.”
 
   “She’s got good hearing,” she says.
 
   “Not that good.”
 
   “Coincidence,” Laney says, throwing my word back at me.
 
   “Touché,” I say.
 
   Our progress is slow as we’re hampered by Trish’s short strides. At this rate, it’ll take days to reach the next town. 
 
   For a short while I had a motorcycle, something I found along the way, but eventually it broke down and I had to leave it. Rumbling motors draw too much attention anyway. There’s an old, rusty bike in the overgrown ditch between the incoming and outgoing traffic lanes. The previous owner is still there, his or her corpse decaying against the black bike frame. A desperate attempt to escape the witch apocalypse, cut short before it really even started. I’m not against using a dead person’s bike, but with two flat tires it won’t help much. 
 
   Trish stops briefly to inspect the bike and dead person. Apparently she’s got her sister’s same iron stomach. 
 
   We move on, walking fast at first, and then easing into a light jog. Hex charges out in front of us, seemingly intent on scouting ahead. Twice he’s distracted by something that entices his uber-sensitive nose and we manage to pass him, but each time he easily catches us and moves off down the road. 
 
   Occasionally we pass cars and trucks with starred windshields or dented door panels, many of them flipped over, as if a giant child has been playing with them. Either there was a spontaneous game of demolition derby—not out of the question for West Virginia—or the witches methodically worked their way down this very road, killing the fleeing humans in undoubtedly creative and painful ways. Merciless. Deadly. Evil.
 
   Are all witches evil? It’s a question I posed to Mr. Jackson after a month of training to kill witches. His answer: Only the evil are evil. Thanks for that, Mr. Jackson. 
 
   I think maybe he meant for me to judge witches and warls the same way I’d judge humans. With an open mind and without prejudice. Kind of hard when they’ve killed your family and abducted your friends. Well, I haven’t met a witch who hasn’t tried to kill me, so I’m thinking the sample size is enough to prove a pattern of sorts.
 
   “Where you from, Carter?” Laney asks, trotting beside me. Trish is beside her, impressively keeping up with us by moving her legs twice as fast. 
 
   “Georgia.”
 
   “Hotlanta?”
 
   “Yeah,” I say. 
 
   “What happened to your folks?” she asks.
 
   “I never knew them.”
 
   “Oh,” she says. Surely announcing that I’m an orphan will stop her chatter.
 
   Or not. “We’re all orphans these days,” she says. Her eyes meet mine, and the truth of her words sink in. Friendless. Parentless. 
 
   “Guess so,” I say.
 
   The sun is long gone and we’ve been running for miles and miles when we see the sign. “Welcome to Pennsylvania.” There’s a black line spray-painted across “Penn,” with thick, red, scrawled letters spelling “Tran” beneath it. Transylvania. Clever, but I think the miscreant got vampires and witches slightly confused. I guess they hadn’t read Harry Potter and Twilight to learn the difference.
 
   I’m tired, but not exhausted, my muscles accustomed to long hours of use after traversing a good chunk of what’s left of the United States. But I don’t know about the others, who’ve been holed up for months, probably getting limited use out of their legs. 
 
   “Do you all need to stop?” I ask Laney.
 
   “I can run every bit as long as you can,” she says.
 
   Choosing to take the high road, I say, “I meant your sister.” I meant them both.
 
   “She’s fine, too,” she says. “We did daily exercises together. I wasn’t about to let a little thing like the witch apocalypse stop us from staying healthy.”
 
   Why does that not surprise me?
 
   “Fair enough,” I say. So after only a brief stop to rehydrate, we push on, following our quarry late into the night. Hours later we reach Waynesburg, PA, twenty-six miles from Morgantown, WV based on my map. A marathon. It’s not the first time I’ve run a marathon in a single go, and surely not the last time, but unlike the sporting version of the event, there are no cheering crowds and volunteers handing out water bottles and free t-shirts. The end of our marathon is met with silent, trash-filled streets. 
 
   To my surprise, Trish doesn’t even look tired. Obviously there’s more to her than an air-drawing traumatized little girl. Laney, on the other hand, looks ready to keel over. A few pointed comments run through my mind, but I leave them there, determined to keep the peace with my new companion.
 
   The hot glow of a dozen trashcan fires burns somewhere in the distance, likely set by the Necros. We’ve caught them. 
 
   But wait, something’s not right. 
 
   Why would the Necros build their fires in trashcans, like homeless people? I’ve never seen them do that before. Typically they just create fire in thin air, blazing red/orange balls floating like helium balloons, able to heat food from the top, bottom and sides. Three-dimensional fires. Not powerful enough to be weapons, like the Pyros, but good enough for warmth and cooking.
 
   Unless…
 
   “No,” I breathe, already a step behind Hex, who figures things out a second before I do. 
 
   “Wait!” Laney shouts. Her footsteps settle in behind me more slowly.
 
   My own legs protesting, I sprint toward the fires, throwing caution to the light breeze cooling my sweaty arms and legs. When I reach the first trashcan, Hex is growling and barking at the black metal cylinder, which has bright red, yellow and orange flames poking from the top, like strange, spiky hair. I know what I’m going to see when I peek over the side of the can, but I look anyway, because I have to be sure…
 
   Charred bones, free of skin.
 
   A burnt out skull, bald, with gaping pits for eyes, a triangular cavity where a nose used to be, and a lipless mouth full of fire-blackened teeth.
 
   I’ve seen bodies disposed of this way many times before, by a wayward sect of a club in which I’m a somewhat reluctant member. They call themselves The End, and I’ve seen them in action twice since I left Mr. Jackson’s house. They’re violent and arrogant and deadly as hell. A magical weapons supplier I met a while back named Tillman Huckle seemed to know everything there was to know about The End, and he was happy to share it all with me.
 
   Laney catches up, breathing heavily. She scans the trashcans, her eyes wide and white. 
 
   “Bad witch hunters,” she says.
 
   Trish starts drawing in the air.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   Bankers and housewives and teenagers today,
 
   Killers tomorrow.
 
   Are we slaves to the violence?
 
   Or has the violence become our tool?
 
    
 
   Witch Hunters, Rhett Carter
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The Necros are all dead.
 
   The flaming trashcans make up the points of a pentagram, a purposeful mockery of magic and witchcraft. 
 
   I crouch in the center, drawing a circle in the dirt while Trish draws something in the air. My lead is gone as quickly as I found it. 
 
   We were too slow. 
 
   Did the Necros deserve to die? Probably. No, definitely. But that doesn’t make it any easier, because without them to follow I might as well be searching for a pebble in a quarry. 
 
   Hex growls beside me, staring into the gloom, which is made all the darker by the bright fires around us. Someone can see us, but we can’t see them. 
 
   “We’ve got to get out of here,” Laney says.
 
   Trish stops drawing, as if her sister said exactly what she was trying to communicate.
 
   “Leaving so soon?” a voice says in the dark. I’d recognize it anywhere. One part confidence, two parts arrogance, and a hundred parts douchebag. When he was a highly successful mixed martial arts fighter they called him the Gravedigger. Now he just goes by Graves. 
 
   He steps into the light and Hex barks.
 
   “Tell that filthy mutt of yours to shut his trap or I’ll take him apart piece by piece,” Graves sneers, all two hundred and fifty pounds of him tight against his skin.
 
   “I’d like to see you try,” Laney says, leveling her shotgun at Graves. A sudden swell of appreciation for my new companion fills my chest.
 
   Hex barks again, although I’m sure he understood exactly what Graves said. It almost makes me smile. “Shhh,” I murmur, not because I’m worried about my dog’s safety—Hex can handle himself—but because I actually need to talk to this thug. I need information.
 
   “Scram before I fill that empty head of yours with lead,” Laney says.
 
   “Laney,” I say. “It’s okay.” She fires me an annoyed look and keeps her shotgun up. But she closes her lips.
 
   I ease to my feet, still a half-head lower than the giant standing before me. His skin isn’t quite as dark as mine, but it appears as if it is because of the dozens of dark tattoos winding themselves around his forearms and biceps, which are exposed by his dirty, white, sleeveless wife-beater. His arms are the size of my legs and his neck as thick as his head. His iron legs are covered by camo pants. A bulging chest screams “Steroids!” When he pounds a fist into his palm, I get the feeling that he could crush stones if he really wanted to. Phone books beware!
 
   Hex is silent, too, although he maintains his attack position.
 
   “That’s better,” Graves says. “You should teach your dogs some respect for their superiors.”
 
   Laney takes a step forward and I have to throw an arm in front of her to stop her. My fingertips brush against her chest. “Really, Carter? A boob graze? I know this is our second date, but stealing second base is a bit fast for me.” I withdraw my hand quickly, somewhat embarrassed, but at least she stays put. 
 
   “Did any Necros get away?” I ask Graves. I’m pretty sure I know the answer already.
 
   He laughs and that answers my question. “The End is near,” he says, taking a step forward. Hex bares his teeth.
 
   “Fascinating,” I say.
 
   “When The End arrives, the witches die.”
 
   “Original,” Laney say. “You should really write this stuff down.”
 
   “Why are you so interested in whether any Necros survived?” Graves asks. 
 
   “Morbid curiosity,” I say.
 
   Graves frowns. “You’re a smartass,” he says.
 
   “Guilty,” I say.
 
   “My respect for you just went up ten percent,” Laney says to me.
 
   “I don’t like smartasses,” Graves says, ignoring her.
 
   “And I don’t like you,” I say. Winding up a gargantuan ogre isn’t a smart move, but growing up a straight-A bookworm has given me plenty of practice trading insults with bullies. 
 
   “I’ve killed men for saying less,” Graves says.
 
   “I’ll bet you have,” I say.
 
   “But I’ve seen your work—it’s good.” 
 
   “You’re the last person I’m trying to impress,” I say.
 
   “So I’m going to give you an option.”
 
   I manage to keep my lips shut, barely. To my surprise, Laney does too. 
 
   “Join The End or die. It’s your choice.”
 
   I almost throw up in my mouth. “Look, I really appreciate the offer…”
 
   “It’s not an offer. I’ll even let your dogs live.”
 
   “…but I think I’ll take a rain check,” I finish, stepping in front of Laney before she can charge the man who’s twice her size.
 
   “End!” he shouts. 
 
   Hex begins barking like mad, running in circles. Forms emerge from the darkness, surrounding us. Awesome, I think. Perhaps Laney and I both should’ve reigned in our sharp tongues.
 
   To our right is a dude with a cowboy hat and boots. He’s swinging a lasso over his head with one hand while spinning a silver pistol with the other. “Yeehaw!” he says, like we’re nothing more than a few calves he’s looking to hogtie. The Mad Sheriff they call him, although there’s a rumor that his real name is Frances. 
 
   On our left is a young Japanese girl they call the Silent Assassin, on account of how quietly she moves while killing. Her dual knives flicker with firelight. 
 
   I hear footsteps from behind and whirl around. A fourth assailant tosses a green, egg-like object back and forth between his two hands. Eddie X. A Harvard dropout with an uncanny knack for building explosives out of boring household items. The X is for eXplosion. Apparently The End used to have a few more members, but one of Eddie’s experiments went wrong, taking out an entire witch gang along with two End members. 
 
   The egg is a grenade. Double awesome.
 
   “Hold on just a minute,” I say, loud enough to be heard above Hex’s barking. “Let’s talk about this.” Now I decide to be diplomatic.
 
   “Less talking, Carter,” Laney says. “More shooting.”
 
   “You can talk to my knives,” Silent says, dramatically slashing the air to ribbons.
 
   “Yeehaw!” Mad says.
 
   “Catch,” Eddie says, pretending to toss me the grenade. Pathetically, I flinch.
 
   “So you’ve changed your mind?” Graves says. I really wish he’d stop pounding his fist into his palm.
 
   I should say “Yes! Yes! Pick me, pick me!” but instead I say, “Not exactly.” Stupid honesty.
 
   “Kill them,” Graves growls. Great, the witch hunters have become witch hunter hunters. I wonder if they’ll start introducing themselves that way. 
 
   Mad’s lasso flies toward me but my sword’s already out and I’m slashing upward, splitting the rope in half, whirling to block two vicious slices by the Assassin, which are aimed at Trish. The girl is motionless, just staring at our assailants, as if they’re nothing more than characters in a video game. A gunshot rips through the night, but I’m too close to Silent now and the shot is aimed at the sky, just a warning, my sword deflecting off her knives with heavy clangs that send shivers through my hands. And the whole time I’m wondering whether Eddie the genius-sociopath will pull the pin on his grenade and send us all to a better place.
 
   A sharp knife-point slips through my defenses, sliding cleanly across my shoulder, injecting burning pain into my nerves. I grab Silent’s arm, twist it hard, and push her away as she screams. 
 
   Her next slash is on target, and I’m not prepared to block it, but then Laney’s shotgun is between us, the sword clanging off the metal, just between where Laney’s gripping it with two hands.
 
   Gorilla hands close around my neck from behind. “The End is near,” Graves whispers in my ear, squeezing the very last usefulness out of an already worn out phrase. And all I can think is: I really hope those aren’t the last words I hear before I die. 
 
    
 
   Watching as one of Mad’s lassos loops around Laney’s neck, I drop my sword, clawing at the hands around my neck, which are impossibly strong, like a vice, my face burning from lack of oxygen, my eyes starting to bulge…
 
   And Laney falls to the ground, pulled over by a yank from the Mad Sherriff… 
 
   BOOM!
 
   A gunshot slams into my eardrums and Graves cries out—“AHHH!”—and the pressure releases from my neck. I collapse to the ground, my lungs heaving, my throat on fire, my stomach threatening to toss up undigested jerky.
 
   Another gunshot. Then another. BOOM! BOOM!
 
   I’m seeing stars, exploding in front of my eyes like fireworks; spots blink on and off, like drops of gold and silver and bronze. Hex continues barking amidst cries of “Run!” from Gravedigger and the Mad Sheriff. 
 
   Heavy footsteps pound the hard ground. Gunshots threaten like thunder. And I suck at the air like a baby at a bottle’s rubber nipple. 
 
   What just happened? Amongst other guesses, I consider the possibility that Hex managed to get his hands on Mad’s pistol, turning the weapon on our attackers. It’s something he would do. Of course, he’d have to have grown opposable thumbs first. Again, that’s something he would do. 
 
   Even as I try to blink away the exploding stars and the bright spots, something wet and slobbery tickles my cheek. A tongue.
 
   Blech.
 
   My vision returns and Hex looks down at me, his head cocked to the side. What are you doing down there? his expression says. 
 
   Footsteps crunch on gravel and he’s immediately on high alert again, turning in the direction of the noise, growling. I sit up and wait for the return of The End, or perhaps someone worse. Laney is back on her feet, spinning in circles, her finger on the trigger. She hasn’t even bothered to pull the lasso away from her, the ropes dangling from her shoulders. 
 
   Trish raises a hand, pointing into the darkness.
 
   And from the exact spot she’s pointing, Bil Nez steps into the circle of light and I breathe a sigh of relief. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   Bilagaana Nez—Bil for short—is a witch hunter, like me. Slightly older, in his early twenties, he’s refused to join any witch hunter groups. A loner, also like me. We’ve crossed paths a few times, fought a few exceptionally nasty witches together. Parted amicably on more than one occasion. 
 
   Hex continues growling. “Sit, Hex,” I command. As usual, he ignores me and keeps growling. 
 
   “Your dog never did like me,” Bil says. His already-brown skin—he’s half-Navajo—is well-tanned by significant portions of time spent outdoors under the hot Arizona sun. Phoenix is his home. Or at least it was, until he left to travel across the country, hunting witches. Homes don’t really exist anymore. I mean, who would’ve thought a southern boy like me would end up in Pennsylvania?
 
   “Hex doesn’t like anyone,” I say.
 
   “He likes you,” Bil points out. 
 
   “Someone should tell him that,” I say, scratching my dog behind the ears. He’s as stiff as a plank of wood, still tense from the battle with the other witch hunters.
 
   “Who the hell are you?” Laney says. “Carter, you know this guy?”
 
   “Not a nice way to introduce yourself to the guy who just saved your life,” Bil says. 
 
   “Thanks,” Laney says. “So who the hell are you?”
 
   Bil laughs. “As much as I’d like to continue trading barbs with this little spitfire you managed to rope”—he chuckles again while Laney pulls the lasso off her shoulders—“we should get out of here,” he says. “They’ll be back.”
 
   I nod. “I just got here. You know a place?” I ask.
 
   “Carter, wait. We should talk about this. You trust this guy?”
 
   I don’t really trust anyone, but Bil did just save our lives. “Mostly,” I say, which earns me a smirk from Bil. 
 
   “Follow me,” he says. “I’ve been here a week.”
 
   “Thanks,” I say, but he just turns away. Saving lives is a thankless job these days.
 
   Putting pressure on the gash on my shoulder, I traipse behind Bil’s brown cargo shorts, trying to read the tour dates off the back of whatever rock band t-shirt he’s wearing. July 9th Cincinnati, September 7th San Diego, November 14th Dallas. Meaningless cities and meaningless dates. 
 
   Behind me, Hex pauses for a moment, but then trots forward, brushing against my side. He looks calm again, like he’s just going for his daily walk, but I know better. His ears are perked up and he’s ready to defend us at a moment’s notice. Good dog, I think.
 
   Laney falls in behind me, muttering something nasty under her breath about witch hunters.
 
   “What happened to your crossbow?” I ask Bil, keeping my voice low.
 
   “Still got it,” Bil says, “but I nabbed this old boy”—he taps the barrel of his rifle with his hand—“off a dead witch hunter back in Columbus, Ohio.”
 
   “I thought you hated guns,” I say.
 
   “They’re growing on me,” he says, pushing his black ponytail behind his head. “Some folks deserve a bullet in the head.”
 
   This Bil is different than the one I met three months ago. Rougher, harsher. What happened to him between then and now?
 
   We reach a row of houses across from a mini-mart. After snapping a quick glance in either direction, Bil opens the gate to a small, red-brick duplex and ushers us inside. “Youth, dogs, and women before beauty,” he says.
 
   “You fit at least two of those three things,” Laney retorts. “So you should go first.”
 
   “I’ll go first,” I say, trying to diffuse another potential argument.
 
   I enter and make my way to three concrete steps leading to the double entrance. Hex runs ahead, looking back past me to Bil. Unwilling to trust even the guy who saved our skins just a few minutes ago. He and Laney have plenty in common.
 
   Even in the dark, the small house looks like it’s been hit by a hurricane. The roof is caved in on one side, black shingles scattered in the yard and under my feet. Five of the six windows are shattered, and the sixth is so dirty it’s like trying to look through fog. The brown, wood door is cracked and warped, although when I try the handle I find that it’s locked. A glass eye stares at me—a peephole. I wait for Bil and the others to catch up.
 
   “Nice place,” Laney says, rolling her eyes.
 
   “Don’t judge a book by its cover.” With a wink, Bil produces a key from one of his many Velcro pockets, and opens the door. “Home, sweet home,” he says, pushing in. 
 
   When I step inside, I blink. “Hex, pinch me,” I say, and despite his lack of fingers, my dog paws at my leg as if he’s trying to help. 
 
   Beside me, Laney’s jaw drops open and for once she’s speechless.
 
   Bil laughs. “You’re not dreaming,” he says. “When I found this place, I was as shocked as you. It seems some witch magged it up and then left it.”
 
   Wow. I scan my surroundings in wonderment. The dark wooden floorboards are polished to a shine. Large landscape paintings hang on the white-painted walls. The windows, which appeared broken from the outside, are whole and smudge-free. Sunlight streams through them despite the fact that it’s night outside. Beautiful furniture fills the space, and this is just the foyer. I can clearly see that the house on the inside is way bigger than it appeared from the outside, a trick of the magic.
 
   “Who did this?” I ask.
 
   Bil shrugs. “Don’t know, don’t care. All that matters is that they’re gone.”
 
   As we move inside, Hex sniffs at one of the windows, as if trying to breathe in whatever magic is holding it together. Laney runs her hand along a beautifully carved wooden table. Trish, however, doesn’t seem impressed. She marches past all of us and into the next room. 
 
   “What’s with her?” Bil asks.
 
   “If you’re talking about my sister,” Laney says, “you can shut the hell up. If you’re talking about me, you can shut the hell up.”
 
   “Let me guess, your name is Mouth,” Bil says. I put a hand over my own mouth to hide my smile. Truth be told, it’s not a totally inaccurate nickname.
 
   Laney gives Bil a dagger-filled glare and follows her sister into the next room.
 
   “We should do something about your shoulder,” Bil says.
 
   “It’s not too bad,” I say, glancing at the blood seeping between my fingers.
 
   “You need stitches.”
 
   “I haven’t seen a doctor since Salem’s Revenge,” I say.
 
   “I’ve patched many a holey shirt,” Bil says.
 
   “You’ve got holy shirts?” I exclaim. “What do you do, wash them in water blessed by a priest?”
 
   “Very funny,” Bil says. “But you can joke all day and all night, and I’m still going to sew your skin back together.”
 
   Hex trots over and stands between us, as if sensing our disagreement.
 
   “Okay, okay,” I relent. “Thanks for caring.” Although I say it with my usual dryness, I mean it.
 
   “What are friends for?” Bil says.
 
   “Dying and being abducted,” I say, throwing a wet cloth on the mood.
 
   “Don’t I know it,” Bill says, squinting, as if trying to see something. “So are you and…” He motions after Laney.
 
   “Laney,” I say.
 
   “Yeah. Her. Are you and her…a thing?”
 
   “I just met her,” I say. “And no.”
 
   “Good,” Bil says. “Because she’s pretty hot.”
 
   I shake my head. “C’mon.” 
 
   We go through a door and into a spotless kitchen, complete with stainless steel appliances and black granite countertops, one of which Laney is using as a seat. The lights are on as if electricity still works. A thought pops into my head.
 
   “Do you have the internet?” I ask.
 
   Bil laughs. “This place is magic, not heaven,” he says.
 
   I sigh. “It was worth a try.”
 
   “Sit,” Bil commands. I obey, pulling out a chair from a twelve-seater table. “Refrigerator, open,” Bil says, and I start to stand, wondering why he asked me to sit if he wanted me to open the fridge. 
 
   My mouth falls open when the refrigerator opens itself. Bil smirks. “Handy, eh?”
 
   Laney drops to her feet and, as usual, raises her shotgun. “Are you a warlock?” she asks Bil.
 
   “Do you want me to be?” he says, the edge of his lip curling. “I’ll be one if you want me to be one.”
 
   Laney makes a gagging motion. “Blech. You said you’re friends with this guy?” she asks me.
 
   “Sort of,” I say, which draws a frown from Bil. “But he’s not a warlock. Whatever witch left this place behind infused it with all kinds of tricks.” I change my tone, trying to make light of the situation. “Good thing Americans didn’t get their hands on this technology before the witch apocalypse…they could’ve gotten even fatter and lazier.”
 
   Laney lowers her shotgun and Bil chuckles and sits next to me. For the next few minutes, he speaks commands to the kitchen, which obeys silently and without question. Soon there are a number of items on the table. A sewing kit rests ominously in front of me, open so I can see an already threaded needle. A bottle of rubbing alcohol flanks the kit, flush against a bag of cotton balls. Scissors, bandages and a roll of tape round out the medical ensemble. 
 
   Trish sits on the floor next to Hex. Laney paces around the kitchen.
 
   “Drink some water,” Bil commands, and for a moment I wonder whether the kitchen is thirsty. But no, he means me this time. And, like the kitchen, I obey, raising a glass of ice water to my dry lips. I take a sip and pour some on the floor for Hex. 
 
   I take another sip of water, delaying. A wave of weariness washes over me. My eyelids droop. “Nice try,” Bil says, “but we’re doing this tonight. Then you can sleep.”
 
   We both look at the slice in my shoulder at the same time, which is dribbling blood down my arm. The room spins a little. Bil’s right, I can’t lose any more blood. 
 
   “Silent deserves to die,” Bil says, getting to work on my injury. He starts by wetting a cloth and cleaning the blood off my skin. I stare at him, trying to figure out when he became this dark and violent person. When I met him in Georgia, Bil had a code he lived by. He was one of the few witch hunters who did. Like me, he only went after the witches who threatened him or the lives of innocents. Has that changed? What brought him to Pennsylvania? 
 
   “Who’s Silent?” Laney asks. 
 
   My eyes never leaving Bil, I explain to her about the leading members of The End. When I finish, she says, “They’ve been killing humans.”
 
   “You saw them?”
 
   “Yeah,” she says. “A gang of witches caught some humans, back in Morgantown. They were messing with them when those witch hunters—The End—showed up. I thought they were going to save the people. Instead they just killed everyone.”
 
   “They all deserve to die,” Bil says. I’m thinking the same thing, but it’s the way he says it that makes my blood curdle. Like he means more than just The End. Like he means everyone.
 
   “What happened to you?” I ask, my question coming out with an edge I didn’t expect.
 
   Bil looks at me sharply and I flinch, not from the pain of the alcohol he’s just rubbed into my gash, but from the sharpness of his shadowy stare. But as quickly as I see the anger in my old friend’s eyes, it’s gone, replaced by tenderness and—is that sadness? 
 
   “Nothing happened to me,” he says, “although sometimes I wish it would have.”
 
   I wait for him to continue. His fingers go about their work, as if stitching together wounded witch hunters is part of his daily routine. Wake up. Brush teeth. Kill a few witches. Stitch friends. Eat dinner (at least I’m hoping there will be dinner). Sleep. Repeat. All in a day’s work.
 
   “You sure you want him to stick you with a needle?” Laney asks.
 
   “Now you’re concerned for me?” I ask.
 
   “Hey, I did save your skin when that chick tried to chop your head off, didn’t I?”
 
   I’d almost forgotten about that. “Thank you,” I say. “Thank you both.”
 
   I look away when the needle pierces my skin, gritting my teeth and trying not to cry out. But the pain is immense, and soon I’m clutching the table with my other hand just to keep from passing out. Hex licks my hand comfortingly.
 
   “This doesn’t hurt, does it?” Bil says.
 
   “Not at all,” I say through clenched teeth. I’d take a hundred hits catching a pass in the middle of the field over getting stitches without anesthetic. 
 
   Laney is grinning at me, as if enjoying watching me in pain.
 
   “I still only kill those who deserve it, you know,” Bil says. I don’t say anything, just slam my eyes closed as the needle jabs my skin again. I feel the thread slide through, putting pressure on my wound, and then tighten as Bil moves on to the next stitch. “I just think more people deserve it these days.”
 
   I notice he doesn’t say witches. People. Like the Silent Assassin and the other witch hunters that are part of The End. Fair enough. I can’t argue with that. “Okay,” I say.
 
   “I’m not a murderer,” he says. Is he trying to convince me or himself?
 
   “I kill witches, too,” I say. 
 
   “But not witch hunters,” Bil says, reading between the lines. He pulls the next stitch tighter than the others and I let out a low groan. 
 
   “Not yet,” I say, “but Graves and his gang certainly warrant consideration.”
 
   At that, Bil laughs and the tension is broken. Three more stitches and he says, “Done. You can stop gripping the table, you big baby.”
 
   I let out a heavy breath and relax my fingers, which are aching. “Thanks,” I say, admiring the neat row of stitches across my brown skin. “You must’ve stitched up a lot of holey shirts to get that good at it.”
 
   He nods, but his eyes are full of fire. “I’ll tell you why I’m here if you want,” he says.
 
   “I didn’t ask why you’re here.” But I was wondering it.
 
   “You didn’t have to ask.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “I met someone,” Bil says, his face expressionless.
 
   Laney stops pacing and stares in our direction. 
 
   “Who?” I ask. Hex continues lapping up the water. Trish’s eyes are closed, as if she’s asleep.
 
   “A girl.”
 
   A pit forms in my stomach. I know what it’s like to meet a girl. 
 
   Beth Beth Beth. 
 
   I don’t want to ask but I have to. “Where is she?”
 
   He shakes his head and although his face remains stoic, he’s forced to wipe a stray tear from his cheek. His gaze meets the ceiling. Mine meets my feet.
 
   Beth Beth Beth. 
 
   Did the witches kill Bil’s girl? Even as I think it, I wonder if I’m really asking about Beth.
 
   “Her name was Ellie,” Bil says. I can feel his eyes touch my face, but I don’t look at him. Can’t look at him. Can’t see my pain reflected back at me. Stop, I silently implore. “I felt drawn to her from the moment I met her. She was…like no other girl I’d laid eyes on.”
 
   “Seems like every girl catches your interest,” Laney says. Bil’s eyes dart to her and I can see the flash of anger that tightens his face, but then he turns back to me when I speak.
 
   “The witches killed her,” I say. Not a question. Am I talking about Beth or Ellie? Even I don’t know anymore.
 
   “No,” Bil says, to my surprise. I look up, meeting his piercing stare. “Worse.”
 
   What could be worse than death? My attention is piqued, and I notice Hex is watching our conversation with interest, too, his ears perked up. 
 
   “She was a Siren,” Bil says. My heart skips a beat. Hex barks.
 
   “You fell for a witch?” Laney says. “Why does that not surprise me?” 
 
   Bil doesn’t have to say yes or nod; his eyes confirm her statement.
 
   “Ellie tried to kill you?” I ask.
 
   Bil’s hands are tightened into fists, his knuckles white. “Not at first,” he says. “We lived together, getting to know each other. I even stopped witch hunting, which should have been a warning sign. If I was in my right mind, I’d never have stopped. The world was screwed up and I barely cared—not when I was with her. She was perfect. So perfect…” He trails off, lost in a memory. 
 
   We sit in silence for a few minutes. Even Laney pulls up a chair and sits, staring at her hands. I can feel the blood throbbing in my shoulder. Hex whines, breaking whatever spell Bil is under. 
 
   “It was all a lie,” he says. “She was lulling me into a strange trance, spinning her web around me. I was so stupid.”
 
   She pops into my head. The red/white witch. Could it be? Could Bil’s story be the answer to my many questions about my uncanny attraction to the beautifully deadly witch? I never even considered she might be a Siren, not when she was throwing around lightning bolts and casting spells. Am I really that stupid, too? I keep my thoughts to myself as Bil continues.
 
   “Ellie—if that’s even her real name—was grooming me.” 
 
   “Grooming you for what?” Laney asks, before I’m able to.
 
   Bil ignores Laney’s question and continues. “She thought she had me, that I was too far gone to protect myself, but she was wrong. One day, after spending a perfect afternoon together, she told me we were having company over for dinner. Company! Like we lived in a normal world where people hosted parties and ate dinner and listened to music.” 
 
   “What did you do?”
 
   Bil smiles but it’s not a real smile. “I helped her clean the house we were living in. We had to get ready. That’s what I kept saying. ‘Yes, dear, we have to get ready.’ And she’d reward me with a kiss each time I said it. It’s like I was on drugs, walking through a heavy mist, unable to control my arms or legs or mouth. But somewhere—somewhere deep inside—I was still there, screaming at myself, saying ‘What the hell are you doing, Bil? This isn’t real! It’s NOT REAL!’” Bil really shouts the last bit, his eyes wide and wild, his mouth hanging open, a few spit bubbles sprouting from his lips. Instinctively, I lean back, closer to Hex, whose tail is flat against the backs of his legs. 
 
   Laney’s hand finds her shotgun, which is resting on the table.
 
   Bil doesn’t seem to notice our reactions. He wipes away the spit and says, “I clung to that voice, to that last piece of me. I tried to make it bigger, but it was like pushing against steel walls. I could scream inside until my chest ached, but my lips were silent, answering only when Ellie wanted me to.
 
   “The company arrived, a dozen exotic and beautiful witches—all Sirens. They touched my hair and arms like I was a pet, and I just smiled like an idiot. They each brought ‘guests’ with them, both men and women. The person I was on the outside was so happy to meet the guests. I looked like a fool, clapping and shaking hands and hugging them. But inside I knew: these people were slaves, just like me.”
 
   My lips are tight, my chest, too. That could’ve been me. Could still be me. For some reason the red/white witch is targeting me. Have I been lucky enough to resist her charms so far, or is she simply weaker than Bil’s Siren? “But you’re here,” I say.
 
   Bil grins under the chandelier light, a wicked, proud expression of glee. “She underestimated me,” he says. “I found strength beyond any I’ve previously known. Somehow I fought off her spell and reclaimed my body. I killed her. I killed them all.”
 
   He bites his lip so hard that a drop of blood forms, smearing on his tongue and teeth. No wonder Bil has changed. Anyone who has known false love and betrayal would understand. “You freed the other slaves?” Laney asks. There’s a hint of respect in her voice.
 
   His smile vanishes and he screws up his face. “I didn’t have a choice!” he says, his words filled with venom. Oh God, what did he do? “Their masters died, but the spell wasn’t broken. Only the force of their own wills could break the spells.” My heart is pounding out a staccato beat. Mr. Jackson never told me that.
 
   “What did you do?” I say, unable to keep the accusation out of my voice. 
 
   Bil stands, knocking the chair over, looming over me. “Get out!” he roars, pointing at the door. “I didn’t bring you here for this.” Hex barks and Trish’s eyes finally open. Together, they stand. Laney tries to pick up her shotgun, but Bil’s rifle is aimed at her chest in a second. “Don’t even think about it,” he says.
 
   I stand slowly, my palms out in front of me, trying to calm him down. “Listen, Bil, I’m just trying to understa—”
 
   “No one will ever understand! I had to kill them or they would’ve killed me. I killed their masters and revenge was all they had left. Get out,” he repeats.
 
   “Okay,” I say, my voice calm and soothing. “We’re going now. Thanks for everything and I’m sorry. So sorry.”
 
   Bil stands there trembling as we back away, waves of anger rolling through his tight muscles and fists. “You don’t know me,” he says.
 
   “I do,” I say. “This isn’t you.” I take another step back, sharply aware of the way his gun is shaking in his hands, how it dances from Laney to me and back again. At least he’s not aiming at Trish or Hex. 
 
   “It is now,” he says. “There’s no going back. I know what I have to do and I’m going to do it.”
 
   “It wasn’t your fault. You were only protecting yourself.” What exactly does he think he has to do?
 
   “They didn’t do anything wrong. They weren’t evil,” he says, and for a moment, he almost sounds normal again.
 
   “The Sirens made them evil,” I say. “In a way, you saved them from a tortured life.”
 
   Laney starts to object, but I silence her with a raised hand. Even the mildest smartass comment from her could set him off. And she doesn’t seem to know the meaning of the word mild.
 
   He laughs, but it’s full of Crazy with a capital C. We’ll be lucky to get out without bullet holes in our chests. “I saved only myself,” he says. “I have sinned; nothing can change that.”
 
   Two quick steps back and I’m looking at him from the entranceway to the kitchen, blocking him and his gun from the others. “You can be whoever you want to be,” I say. “Thanks for everything. May our paths cross under better circumstances.”
 
   “Not likely,” Bil says.
 
   With that, I hold my breath and turn, half-expecting to hear the boom of his gun behind me. When all I hear is heavy breathing and the scrape of his chair as he rights it and sits back down, I let out a deep breath and stride through the foyer, exiting the magged-up house just behind Laney, who pushes Trish forward after Hex.
 
   I don’t fully relax until the door is shut behind us. Hex rubs up against my legs, almost like a cat. “Thanks for introducing me to your friend,” Laney says. 
 
   I can only frown and descend the steps. Although I don’t look back, I can feel Bil watching us through the peephole. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   A misty morning sunrise welcomes my eyes open, sending slices of red and orange through the trees like colored shards of glass. I blink twice, trying to get my vision to clarify.
 
   Pain is unraveling down my arm, and it’s caused by my injured shoulder, which I was sleeping on. Awesome. Rolling over, I freeze when someone cries out.
 
   “God, Carter, you’re like a gorilla, all arms and legs. You hit me about twenty times while I was sleeping.” 
 
   Laney’s head pops up beside me. I scratch my chin, remembering finding the clearing last night, laying down to sleep, Laney and Trish on one side and Hex and I on the other. How did she get so…close?
 
   “I think I’d have been safer shivering on the other side of the clearing,” Laney says. “All I wanted was a little body warmth, and instead I got domestic abuse.” Laney had taken the first watch, me the second, and Hex, who’s never failed to alert me when danger is near, the third. But I could’ve sworn there were a few feet between us when I roused Hex and finally closed my eyes. 
 
   “Sorry?” I say, suddenly feeling awkward that I slept the entire night next to someone I barely know. 
 
   “I’ll tie your arms and legs together before bed next time,” she says. 
 
   As she busies herself rummaging through our packs for some food, I stare at Trish, who’s still curled up on the ground. My mind cycles through yesterday’s events. At least I got one answer. The red/white witch must be a Siren. I should’ve thought of it sooner, but maybe part of the magic she wields is that her victims don’t even realize what she’s doing to them. But why is she targeting me? Is it because I’m a witch hunter? Is that why Bil was targeted, too? Are the Sirens seeking out witch hunters, adding them to their slave harem like a child’s collection of dolls? And how did I manage to resist her charms? Am I stronger than Bil? He’s one of the strongest witch hunters I’ve ever met, so I’d find that hard to believe. I sigh in frustration. My one answer has led to a half-dozen more questions.
 
   “Don’t want to go back into town,” I moan to myself. 
 
   “Town?” Laney says. “Look, I’ve followed you far enough, almost getting me and my sister killed. If you want to keep travelling with us, we’re staying the hell away from that town and Bil Nez. Comprendes?” 
 
   She’s right. Going back into town is suicide. And anyway, the Necros’ trail might be dead, but I have a pretty good idea of where they were headed. According to my map, Pittsburgh is the next big city in this direction. But what’s in Pittsburgh? Could that be where they’re taking all the bodies?
 
   “Well?” Laney says. “What’s it going to be?”
 
   I look at her, my body tensing. Something’s not right. Everything’s quiet, except for the wind rustling the leaves. It’s too quiet, I realize. 
 
   Listen to the birds; they’ll tell you the story of your enemies.
 
   The birds’ silence tells me we’re not alone. 
 
   “Where’s Hex?” I ask.
 
   Before Laney can respond, I hear the crunching of leaves, the snapping of twigs, and see a big black-white form bounding toward me through the forest. Hex barely avoids slamming into me as he skids to a halt and barks at my pack, nudging it with his nose. 
 
   The message is obvious: Go!
 
   I grab my backpack, shouting for Laney to do the same and to get her sister moving. Trish is awake so fast it’s as if she was only pretending to sleep, and together we take off, following my dog’s instincts, not even taking the time to slip our arms through the straps of our packs. And it’s a good thing because I can already hear heavy footsteps crashing through the undergrowth. 
 
   The End. They’ve found us.
 
   Thorns bite at my legs, branches slash at my cheeks, but I don’t stop running, not even when I scrape my stitched up shoulder against the bark of a tree, my skin screaming with pain. Legs churning, the world’s a whirling blur of nature and glittering beams of sunlight and flashes of Hex’s tail, leading us through the dense forest.
 
   And then we break free, out into the open, my face and arms and legs stinging with scratches and tears, my heart ripping a hole in my chest, my eyelashes dripping with sweat. Hex flies ahead, literally. His paws continue to push him forward, like he’s running, but they’re not touching the ground. It’s all I can do to keep him in sight as he crosses the same grassy field we passed through last night. And despite Laney’s desire to avoid it, we charge back into town.
 
   All we can do is hope there aren’t any witch gangs around.  
 
   Hex, who’s now back on the ground running like a normal dog, leads us through the streets, zigzagging what seems to be a random path through the city. Shouts and footsteps follow us close behind, but I don’t look back.
 
   After two quick turns down interconnecting alleys, Hex skids to a stop and then dives through an open doorway. Frantic and out of breath, we follow him inside. I push the metal door shut behind us quietly, leaning my ear against it. Footsteps patter past as The End just misses us yet again. Thanks to Hex’s keen instincts, we’re safe again—at least for the moment.
 
   There are no rooms on the first floor of what appears to be an apartment building, just a broken elevator and a staircase. We take the stairs to the second floor, my footsteps, despite my best efforts to tiptoe, echoing all the way to the top. 
 
   The halls of the second floor are as empty and silent as the rest of the town. We could go higher, but my training won’t allow it. Assume the worst. Always have a contingency plan. If we have to get out fast, I’d rather jump from a second-floor window than a story or two higher.
 
   Every door is smashed open; each apartment’s occupants were likely sleeping when Salem’s Revenge hit. The smell is unbearable. No Necros have been through here to collect the dead. 
 
   “I could really use a clothespin right now,” Laney says, holding her nose.
 
   Also holding my nose, I poke my head in each room until I find one that’s unoccupied by the dead. Whoever lived here must’ve been out when the witch apocalypse hit. Working a night shift or out partying, perhaps. There’s a good chance they never made it home. The lock on the door is shattered, wood splinters sprinkled at the entrance, but the rest of the room is untouched. We move inside and I close the door, propping a chair in front of it, pretending that it will make one iota of difference if a witch wants to get in. The closed door helps with the smell, although not fully.
 
   While Hex laps at a puddle of water I pour on the tile floor, and Trish randomly starts rummaging through a chest of drawers, Laney and I peek out one of the windows. A pair of birds wheel overhead, chasing each other on the indecisive winds, which are constantly changing direction. Nothing else moves, except the branches of the trees lining the streets. 
 
   My dog whines and I noticed the puddle is now just a tongue-smeared film on the tile. Hex cocks his head as if to say, “More?”
 
   “We’re running out,” I say, “but since you saved our lives…” I slosh some more water out of the bottle. Hex slurps it up with three licks of his tongue.
 
   “What are we going to do?” I wonder aloud.
 
   “Wait them out,” Laney says. “Eventually they’ll move on, like they always do.” She has more experience staying in one city than I do.
 
   Hex chases a cockroach across the floor. When intelligence meets curiosity, curiosity usually wins. 
 
   I wonder what I’m really doing out here with a magic dog, a trigger-happy girl and her mute sister, and a trail of dead witches in my wake. Am I really still trying to find Beth and Xave? In my heart (shut up!) I know they’re (don’t say it, don’t you dare say it!)…
 
   I pull my journal from my backpack, which is torn and frayed after today’s battle. Rummage for a pencil…
 
   Flip to a blank page…
 
   Stare at the white, lined paper…
 
   …
 
   Press the tip of the pencil to the page, and write:
 
   DEAD.
 
   My heart beats heavily in my chest, shaking my hand. Hex, having lost the cockroach, sits on my feet and chuffs. I erase the word. Erase it again, scrubbing so hard I almost break through the page. But still, no matter how hard I erase, I can still make out the thin, ghostly letters.
 
   DEAD.
 
   I tear out the page, ball it up, and chuck it across the room. 
 
   “Are you okay?” Laney asks.
 
   I flip to the next page and begin to write.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Gone are lives and loves and laughs,
 
   Their shadows falling and breathing and haunting,
 
   Chasing the dreams from The Real.
 
    
 
   The Real, Rhett Carter
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   I don’t know why I write the poem about The Real. I guess I need a dose of reality. A reminder of how much I’ve lost. Whatever the case, it seems to get Laney’s attention. “Not bad,” she says.
 
   “Do you write?” I ask.
 
   “No,” she says. “Never had much of a way with words.”
 
   “I disagree with that,” I say, thinking back to all the clever banter she’s slung my way so far.
 
   “What’s that poem really about?” she asks. 
 
   Beth and Xave and dead little girls, my heart says. “I once saw a child, a little girl, get petrified by a gang of Destroyers,” I say instead. “Since then, I’ve learned a million and a half ways that sometimes you can’t be everything to everyone and sometimes you’re lucky to be nothing to nobody. That’s The Real. That life is an imperfect, broken thing, and we’re not here to fix it, just to do our best to keep it from getting any worse.”
 
   “God. You’re even more jaded them I am,” Laney says. “I never would’ve guessed it. I thought you were just some optimistic glass-half-full hero who needed a reality check.” Laney looks at me the same the way she looked at Bil just before we left the magged-up house.
 
   My heart is pounding and my jaw is set and I feel out of control. My temper is getting worse by the day. Am I here because I’ve found my place in the new world, hunting witches and warls? Is my life nothing more than a mortal contest? Either they have to die first or me? Maybe. I’ve done it before, with football. But do I like witch hunting? Do I soldier on day in and day out because it’s who I am now or simply because the need for revenge trumps everything else, including the will to survive?
 
   “Please don’t go all Bil-Nez on me,” Laney says. “I was beginning to like you.”
 
   I shake my head and push the anger down. She doesn’t understand anything. Sure, she lost her parents, but they were the enemy. They were witches. And she still has her sister. I lost everything. 
 
   There’s only one thing left that always seems to calm me when my nerves are more frayed than an old copper wire. Since I can no longer blog in this internet-less world I return to my journal, clutching my pencil like a child, all awkward grip and no finesse, trying to ignore Laney’s continued stares. Sometimes I wonder if words are all I have left. I write a sentence:
 
    
 
   Words take moments and spin them into eternity.
 
    
 
   But what if I don’t want to remember the moments? What if eternity becomes too heartbreaking to endure because the sum of the moments adds up to something bleak and miserable and devastating?
 
   I want to cry, and six months ago I would have and did, leaving several pages of my journal warped and crinkly, mostly pages about Beth and Xave. But that kid’s long gone, maybe gone forever. He can’t do what I have to do.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
   We wait a good four hours until we’re sure the coast is clear, that The End have given up on trying to find us.
 
   Laney takes a nap, and is joined by Hex, who curls up at her feet. Trish finds what she was looking for, a photo album. Some stranger’s collection of memories. For the entire four hours she pours over each picture, running her fingers along the smiling faces. For some reason I can’t stop watching her. Her expression is vacant, as if all emotion has been sucked out of her, and yet I sense the barest of smiles just behind her lips, as if too scared to come out.
 
   When she closes the album and looks at me, I know it’s time to go.
 
   I nudge Laney’s shoulder and her eyes flash open. “Oh. It’s just you,” she says. “Thanks for not punching me awake this time.”
 
   I raise an eyebrow. “Did I really hit you in my sleep?”
 
   “About eighteen times,” she says. “I’m surprised I don’t have a black eye.”
 
   “You didn’t have to sleep so close.” 
 
   “You’re like a space heater,” she says. “I haven’t felt that warm and cozy in a long time. At least until you clocked me in the nose.”
 
   I don’t know how I feel about her feeling warm and cozy while sleeping next to me last night, so I just say, “We’ve got to keep moving.”
 
   “Or what? We might actually be safe and get a good night’s rest?”
 
   Or I might get too comfortable and delay my mission even more. “You guys could stay here,” I say. “It seems safe now that The End is gone. Hex and I will come back when we can.”
 
   “Forget it,” Laney says. “You’re not getting rid of me that easy. As long as you don’t go hermit-writer on me too much, I wouldn’t mind sticking with you for a while.”
 
   “Then we go now.” Why is she so intent on travelling with me? I don’t ask. Everyone has a reason for what they do, and sometimes it’s something they don’t want to share. I can’t ask her to share what I’m not willing to myself.
 
   Laney’s got her pack and shotgun and is at the door with her sister before I’m able to rouse Hex. 
 
   On the street, we’re cautious as we follow signs back to I-79. There’s no sign of danger, so we take the ramp onto the highway, sticking to the edge closest to the tree line, just in case we need to hide. 
 
   We’re a few miles down the road when Laney grabs my arm and points at the sky. “What is that?” she says. A fiery streak arcs across the sky. 
 
   It almost looks like a plane, but no…
 
   More like a kid’s toy rocket, but much, much faster…
 
   It shrieks overhead and then plummets to the earth, back to where we’ve just come from…Waynesburg.
 
   BOOM!
 
   The world erupts in sound and fire and thunder beneath our feet, the earth trembling. I shove Laney and Trish to the ground, trying to cover their heads with my hands. Somewhere, Hex barks wildly. 
 
   A missile. The streaking rocket was a real, honest-to-goodness missile. I thought I’d seen everything strange and unexpected there was to see in this new world, but not this. And holy crap…
 
   The Necros and The End might’ve still been in Waynesburg when the incendiary hit. And Bil. Crazy ol’ Bil. And we’d barely just left, and only because Trish got bored with the photos. My breath catches in my lungs.
 
   “Get offa me,” Laney says, prying my hand away from her face. We untangle ourselves and sit up. The thick puff of a smoky mushroom cloud rises elegantly in the distance, hiding whatever chaos is beneath it. Shattered buildings? Dead bodies? 
 
   Who did this?
 
   “They’re fighting back,” Laney says.
 
   I freeze. “You mean…”
 
   “Yep. The U.S. of freakin’ A,” she says. “Down but not out.”
 
   As I watch the mushroom cloud expand, I think about it. Witches don’t use missiles. They abhor human technology. Magic is their tool. And who else but an army would be firing missiles? Laney’s got to be right. 
 
   But how many are left? How many are fighting? And from where? I don’t know anything about long-range weapons, but surely that missile couldn’t have been fired from that far away, could it? 
 
   “We should keep moving,” I say, helping Trish up. Laney refuses my offered hand and pushes to her feet. 
 
   No one disagrees and Hex is already a half-mile down the road, looking back as if to say Umm, hurry up.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   For a few minutes the only sound is the scuff of our sneakers on the pavement, as we continue our trek away from the ruin that was once Waynesburg. 
 
   “This could all be over in a couple of months,” Laney says. “What with the whole Shock-and-Awe approach.”
 
   “I don’t think so,” I say.
 
   “Fine, Mr. Pessimistic. But at least someone’s fighting back. Someone who’s not a loner four-eyed kid carrying a toy sword.”
 
   “My sword is not a toy,” I say.
 
   “Well, it’s also not a missile.”
 
   I can’t argue with that, so I stay silent. 
 
   “What do you think’s happening in Europe?” Laney asks after a few minutes, catching me off guard.
 
   “What do you mean?” I ask. In the middle of nowhere in West-Bum-Bum Pennsylvania, Europe feels like it’s on another planet. 
 
   “I always wanted to visit Rome, Barcelona, Paris…” Laney says. “Do you think places like that still exist?”
 
   I stare straight ahead, seeing the face of the man who I learned to love and hate fading into the distance. “Mr. Jackson…I mean…someone who seemed to know a lot about what was going on…told me that the witches are everywhere. They coordinated their attacks across the whole of the world. So yeah, Europe still exists, just not in the way it used to.”
 
   “That sucks,” Laney says. “Do you think they have boners over there, too?” she asks, which makes me spit out the swig of water I’ve just taken. “What?” she says innocently. “You know, like the skeleton warriors we deboned.”
 
   Her joke is so bad it’s laugh-worthy. “You’re not normal,” I say. 
 
   “Like you are?”
 
   “As normal as they come,” I say. “Can we talk about your sister?”
 
   “No,” she says.
 
   “We need to understand why she writes in the air.”
 
   “Drop it,” she says, all humor erased from her tone.
 
   “Fine,” I say. “We’ll talk later.”
 
   She doesn’t say anything, just kicks another stone. Even Hex ignores it this time, more interested in a ratty, bloodstained leather jacket crumpled next to a dinged-up Harley Davidson motorcycle. Whoever owns the jacket and the bike is nowhere to be seen. Hex sniffs curiously at one of the cuffs. Freak, I think. 
 
   When we’re past the motorcycle, Laney says, “Do you think you’re going to go to Hell for killing witches?”
 
   “Oh, so now you want to talk?” I say.
 
   “How many witches have you killed, Witch Hunter? Break it down by witches, warls, and wizards.”
 
   “I don’t keep count,” I say, which is a lie. Nine, fourteen, four. 
 
   “What about boners?” she says. 
 
   I can’t help the laugh that escapes my lips. “What about them?”
 
   “Have you kept count of how many of them you’ve killed?”
 
   “I’ve never seen them until yesterday,” I admit. 
 
   “So I’m up two on you then,” she says proudly.
 
   “I guess so. Do you think you’re going to Hell for killing boners?” I ask. 
 
   “Only if they kill my sister,” she says matter-of-factly. “Failing her is the only sin left.”
 
   Although it’s a bleak outlook, I envy her in some ways. At least she has something that matters. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Four hours of walking and the sign tells us we’ve still got another thirteen miles to Washington, Pennsylvania. 
 
   “Trish’s legs are tired,” Laney says.
 
   “I didn’t hear her complain,” I say.
 
   “Very funny.”
 
   “Are you sure it’s not your legs that are tired?” I ask.
 
   Laney pulls up short. “Yeah, my legs are tired, Trish’s are tired, your damn dog’s are tired. And even if you’re too stubborn and proud to admit it, your legs are tired, too.”
 
   I gawk at her, not for the first or last time. “I’m not too stubborn,” I say. “My legs are tired.” They’re not really—a ten mile walk isn’t anything new for me. 
 
   Laney breathes deeply and I can tell she’s taken aback by my agreement. I can almost see the anger melting off her face, like a pile of snow in direct sunlight. I don’t think she’s too used to talking to people after endless months spent with only her mute sister and the dead diners in her restaurant hideaway. 
 
   “Okay,” she says. “So we stop.”
 
   “We take a break,” I agree. I motion to the sign. “Just a mile to the next exit. We should get off the main road.”
 
   She chews on her lip, as if trying to decide whether letting me dictate our next move is a show of weakness. Finally, she grabs Trish’s hand and says, “Fine. Next exit, we rest.”
 
   She takes off at a brisk pace, half-dragging her younger sister after her. So much for tired legs. 
 
   “Hey, Laney! Wait up,” I say. Jogging, I pull astride of her. Hex takes my increase in speed to be a sign that we’re going for a run, and he charges ahead of us, his tail wagging excitedly. He looks back when I slow to match Laney’s speed. 
 
   “What now?” she says. There’s frustration in her voice.
 
   “I’m—I just wanted to say I’m sorry you had to leave your safe place,” I say.
 
   She stares straight ahead, blows a bit of gold hair off her forehead. “It wasn’t your fault. The witches might not have known we were there, but they were still killing us. Day by day, bit by bit. A slow and agonizing death of seclusion. The truth is, I’m glad to be out of that restaurant. Having those dead people down below always creeped me out.”
 
   “That didn’t mean you had to re-kill them all,” I say, smirking. “Maybe they were just coming up to borrow a cup of sugar.”
 
   “I didn’t have the heart to tell them I was all out,” she says, returning my smile. For a second I see a crack in the wall she’s built around herself. 
 
   “Why were you in that restaurant anyway?” I ask.
 
   The crack disappears. Oops. My question is met with a frown a mile deep. “After my parents…” I see her knuckles whiten as she squeezes Trish’s hand tighter. “The restaurant was a special place for us, as a family,” she says. “We used to go there every Friday night, as a treat for a hard week of work and school. We celebrated birthdays and good grades there. The chef, Marco, knew us by name and treated us like family. I couldn’t let Trish stay in the house with…them, so I took her to the only other place that felt comfortable.” Images of Laney blasting Marco the Skeleton’s skull off his shoulders cycle through my mind. A family friend. She made it look like nothing.
 
   “The restaurant. But the skeletons…” I try to imagine what it would have been like for her. Her parents dead, her sister hers to protect, entering the restaurant and finding…what?
 
   “They weren’t skeletons,” she says flatly. “They were corpses with gaping holes in them, their”—she glances at Trish and lowers her voice to a whisper—“insides hanging out. Marco was the worst, his brain on the outside of his skull, like something out of a zombie movie. It didn’t even look real. I wanted to throw up, but I couldn’t. Something was happening to their flesh, like it was wax dripping off of them.”
 
   “That’s dark magic,” I say. “The darkest. Cutters we call them. They cast powerful spells on their victims. Something inside them cuts its way out, through bone and flesh. Then the skin and everything else just melts away.”
 
   “Yummy,” Laney says. “Thanks for the lesson.”
 
   I raise an eyebrow. After months of “witch education” with Mr. Jackson, I’ve become so accustomed to talking about this stuff that I’m not sure I’ll ever be as sensitive about it as I should be. 
 
   “If I ever see a Cutter I might do some cutting of my own,” Laney says.
 
   “Not likely,” I say. “The Cutters were so powerful and dangerous that they were one of the first witch gangs to be exterminated by the others.” Mr. Jackson’s words flow from my lips so easily. Too easily. 
 
   “Exterminated?”
 
   “Yeah. Half a dozen other gangs became temporary allies to wipe the Cutters out before they grew too strong.”
 
   Laney shakes her head. “I’ve seen bad B-grade movies that had more believable plots. You know, the ones with giant worms that terrorize small hick towns?”
 
   I chuckle. I know exactly the kind of movies she means. “I’m sorry about Marco,” I say. “I should’ve been the one to do it. Had I known…”
 
   “No,” Laney says, her eyes following Hex as he runs from side to side, sniffing small flowers that have sprung up between cracks in the highway. I expect her to say something sentimental. As usual, I’m wrong. “It was better that I do it. Otherwise we would have been tied in kills rather than me up two.”
 
   I look away so she doesn’t see my smile.
 
   The exit veers off to the right. Neither of us speaks as we follow the road, which winds in a full circle and under the highway bridge. It’s probably late afternoon by now, the bridge casting a long, murky shadow. The air feels five degrees cooler in the shade. 
 
   “We’ll stay here for the night,” Laney says. Not a question, not a suggestion. She’s not used to collaborating. 
 
   “I really think we should push on to Washington. We can make it before midnight.” I pour some water into a depression in the ground for Hex. 
 
   “No,” Laney says. 
 
   “It’s not safe out on the road. Trust me, I know.”
 
   “Just because I decided to go on a little road trip doesn’t mean I fully trust you. We just met.”
 
   “I’m not one of the bad guys,” I say. “I hunt witches, not humans.”
 
   “Most of the witch hunters I’ve seen lately are the bad ones,” Laney insists.
 
   “You think I’m like The End?” I ask evenly.
 
   Laney shrugs, as if it’s every bit as plausible as skeletons coming to life and trying to kill us. 
 
   “Well I’m not. I didn’t have to take you with me,” I say.
 
   “You need us,” she says. “You never would’ve survived the skeletons without me.”
 
   “I killed my fair share, too,” I say, surprised to actually find myself gloating about killing. 
 
   “Oh, so it’s a pissing contest now, is it?” Laney says incredulously. “Well, I might not have the goods”—she gestures lewdly downwards—“but that doesn’t mean I can’t hang with you.”
 
   “What does that even mean?” I say, shaking my head and feeling a strange amusement come over me. What are we even talking about?
 
   Laney’s eyes widen and for a second I think she might hit me, but then a sharp laugh escapes her lips. “I have no idea,” she says. “It sounded better in my head.”
 
   “I hate when that happens,” I say. “We’ll stay here for the night,” I add, giving in because I’m suddenly feeling happy and generous. Almost giddy. Weirdest. Fight. Ever. 
 
   Laney sits down next to Trish, who’s stroking Hex as he laps at the water. I flop down nearby. 
 
   “Do I smell?” Laney asks, raising her arm to sniff her pit. “I think I forgot to put on deodorant today.”
 
   “No,” I say, straight-faced, even though I could probably smell her from two miles away. “Do I?”
 
   “Like stink,” she says. 
 
   Before I can rise to the bait and sniff my own armpits, Hex stiffens, arches his back, snaps his head upwards. Trish’s finger jabs at the air, scrawling an invisible message.
 
   My eyes meet Laney’s and I can see the fear there. No matter how much she denies it, chalking Trish’s eccentricities up to gibberish and the result of her trauma, she knows there’s more to her air drawing. “When she starts drawing it usually means something bad is going to happen,” Laney admits, unblinking. 
 
   “What is she writing?” I ask, realizing my hands are clasped too tightly in my lap.
 
   Laney squints, tries to make out the letters. “H-E-M-S-A-V-E-T,” she says. Trish stops, looks at her sister expectantly. “Hemsavet,” Laney says. “I don’t understand, Sis.”
 
   “No,” I say. “The ‘S’ is first. ‘Save them.’”
 
   “Save who?” Laney asks her sister.
 
   Trish looks past me, down the road leading away from the bridge. 
 
   Just then, we hear a gunshot.
 
   It’s followed by a scream.
 
   “What the hell was that?” Laney says.
 
   “A scream,” I say. “And a gunshot.”
 
   “Thanks, that helps,” Laney says, rolling her eyes.
 
   Trish is frantically drawing in the air again, but Laney’s not even looking. She’s staring in the direction of the scream. I slide over to read the disappearing words. “Save them. Save them. Save them. She’s just repeating the same message.”
 
   “We need to save ourselves,” Laney says. “I’ve changed my mind. Let’s continue on to Washington.”
 
   “But your sister thinks…”
 
   “She doesn’t know what she’s saying!” Laney shouts.
 
   Trish stops drawing and puts a tiny hand on her sister’s arm. Laney grimaces as if hurt by the touch. “No,” she says. “No. We’re not going toward that scream.” When Trish and I both look at her, she repeats, “No.”
 
   Another scream shatters the temporary silence. I flinch, my nerves stretched as tightly as a leather canvas, on the verge of breaking, but unable to. 
 
   For some reason, the memory from my third field trip with Mr. Jackson pops into my head. When the Hallucinators killed the boy and his mom.
 
   I blink and Laney’s staring at me, but not at my eyes. Lower. I follow her gaze to my stomach, where I’ve lifted my shirt to reveal a long jagged scar, a white line against my dark skin. My fingers are running along its raised edges. 
 
   “Where’d you get that?” she asks. 
 
   I ignore her question, say, “I have to try to save them. Whoever they are.”
 
   “Fine,” Laney says. “But if you’re not back in an hour, we’re leaving without you.”
 
   “Do what you have to do,” I say, already turning away. “Hex, stay here with them,” I command.
 
   I’m already a half mile down the road when I realize Hex is just behind me, his head lowered to the ground as if I won’t be able to see him if he can’t see me. I smile because, of course, he wouldn’t listen to me. And the truth is, I’m glad.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
   The screams are coming from the white-siding house, taking shape as I get closer. 
 
   “No! Leave them alone! Do whatever you want with me, but let them go!” a woman’s voice pleads frantically. 
 
   “Where’s the fun in that?” a sharper woman’s voice says, amusement in her tone.
 
   The wail of a child pierces the silence in between the mother’s shouts.
 
   Hex looks up at me. Is he frowning? If he is, he’s only mirroring my expression.
 
   I have a pretty good guess as to what is traumatizing the people inside the house. Witches. Likely having a bit of fun before finishing the job. A chance for me to stop them?
 
   I leap over a chain link fence and dart to the side of the house, keeping low. 
 
   “Please! Please…” The mother’s voice is losing strength, her children’s sobs reduced to muted whimpers. I have to hurry or there’ll be no one left to save.
 
   There’s an open window on my left. Hex paws at my leg, his expression intense, as if to say, Let’s do this.
 
   A new voice carries through the window, a deep grumble. A warl. “Slow down! We need the blood while they’re still alive!”
 
   “Maybe I’ll just take yours instead,” the witch fires back.
 
   “I’d like to see you try!”
 
   “Children, behave or I’ll kill you both.” A third voice, like thunder. Another warl, his tone commanding attention and obedience. By the sound of it, the leader of the gang that’s terrorizing the people inside.
 
   “Buzzkill,” the witch mutters, but she doesn’t argue further.
 
   I pop up and sneak a glance through a thin white curtain that’s blowing in the breeze. When I duck back, the image remains in my head. A woman on the floor, cheeks streaked and glistening with tears, held down by a gargantuan warl, skin like night. Two children, strung up, held over some sort of a basin. A witch and another warl standing near them, fiddling with some sort of contraption attached to their skin. Red tubes running from them to the basin. And I know:
 
   The tubes are only red because they’re filled with the children’s blood. 
 
   A flood of anger and fear gushes through my veins. I can’t bear to see another child die. But Mr. Jackson’s words after the incident with the Hallucinators freezes me in place:
 
   Do you see why you can’t save them all? Do you see? If you die, then they all die. If you live, then maybe some will live. You have to choose your battles wisely, when victory is guaranteed.
 
   Would Mr. Jackson advise me to attack two warls and a witch to save a mother and her two children? I know the answer is no, that he’d liken this to the Asian woman and her son. Do I care what Mr. Jackson would think? It’s not his battle anymore.
 
   My decision. And I say these people need my help. 
 
   I raise a finger in the air, then a second, glancing back to make sure Hex is paying attention, that he’s ready to spring into action when I raise my third finger.
 
   A shadow looms, its dark fingers clamping over my mouth…
 
   A pungent, chemically smell fills my nostrils and the world begins to blur, to spin like an amusement park ride. And all I see before everything goes dark are pink lips outlined in black, shoved out between coils of ebony fabric. 
 
   The world fades to nothing.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Beth nestles into my side, clutching at me like I’m a warm blanket. 
 
   She tilts her head and her lips part, ever so slightly. I dip my chin and close my eyes.
 
   Her mouth is soft and moist, and moves against mine. Our teeth clack off each other once, awkwardly, but we don’t stop, not until we’re out of breath and laughing, and when my eyes flutter open I see the truth…
 
   I gasp, horror filling my chest, twisting my grin into a tortured grimace of revulsion, as bile rises in my throat…
 
   Beth’s lips are covered in blood, smeared in a horrifying clown’s smile. I reach up to touch my own lips and the tips of my fingers come away crimson. As she leans forward for another bloody kiss, I scream—
 
   A hand blankets my mouth, cutting off my scream. “Shut it,” a voice says. “You’ll wake the children.” Her laugh is gleeful and slightly deranged.
 
   As my eyes snap open I want to claw at the hand, rip it away, but my arms won’t move, like they’re frozen. A face appears over me, attached to the muffling hand by a thin, bony arm and pointy shoulder. A witch, with the yellow eyes of a cat, shining in the relative darkness. A thin layer of black fur coats her skin, and the beginnings of white whiskers are poking from just under her smallish round nose. 
 
   It was a dream. Just a dream. In reality, my first kiss with Beth was perfect, so perfect, not some terror-filled nightmare.
 
   Blink, blink. Blink, blink. The nightmare hovers just behind my eyes.
 
   “Are we ready to behave?” she asks, her head rotating to the side in question.
 
   I narrow my eyes, but manage a nod. 
 
   When she lifts her hand from my mouth, I say, “What are you?” Mr. Jackson’s lessons about the various witch gangs flash through my head like a series of study cards. 
 
   “Not a very good witch hunter if you can’t even identify your prey, are yow?” she says, running a pink tongue over her white teeth. “Which makes me wonder…”
 
   “Where are the children?” I say evenly, once more tightening my arms against my bonds. Sharp cords bite into my skin and I realize I’m tied to a table.
 
   Next to me, there’s a muffled whine. I crane my neck to find Hex in a chicken cage, his mouth muzzled. He looks at me with big, apologetic eyes. 
 
   And then I realize what she is. A Shifter. Witches who perform spells to change into various animals; in this case, a cat. The transformation is only partially complete. “I’m looking forward to eating yow.”
 
   I suck in a shaky breath. Not what I expected her to say.
 
   Another voice chimes in from somewhere behind me, where I can’t see. “My sweet Flora, you will not be eating our prisoner.” The warl I heard earlier, the one who seemed to be the leader. Prisoner? The magic-born I’m used to meeting kill first, take prisoners later. Like the Necros. Only all their prisoners are dead.
 
   Flora hisses at the newcomer and I flinch. 
 
   “Prisoner?” I say, trying to keep my voice steady.
 
   “Haven’t you heard?” the warl says, stepping forward so I can see him. He’s tall, but an inch or two shorter than me, with dark eyes and a firm jaw. He’s wearing a tight tee and jeans. As far as I can tell, his body’s not undergoing any changes like Flora’s. 
 
   “Heard what?” I say.
 
   “You’re a hot item these days, although I have no clue why. You’re just another witch hunter as far as I’m concerned…”
 
   “What do you mean?” I ask. My heart is pounding, and I’m not sure why. 
 
   “You really haven’t heard, have you?” he says, tapping his teeth with his fingernails. “Interesting. Why would the Necros want you?”
 
   “The Necros?” I say, my heart beating even faster. 
 
   “Don’t play dumb, it doesn’t suit you,” he says, but I barely hear him because I’m still thinking about what he said before: The Necros want you.
 
   When he grabs my chin and squeezes, my attention jerks back to him. “I swear I don’t know,” I say. Unless…but they couldn’t know I’m following them. I’ve been careful, stayed out of sight, kept my distance…
 
   His hand tightens, crushing my cheeks and lips. He leans in closer, his face inches from mine. “We have ways of getting the truth,” he says, releasing his grip slowly.
 
   “I don’t know anything,” I say, looking straight into his eyes.
 
   “Now can we kill him, Ax?” Flora says.
 
   “No,” Ax says, “but we can hurt him.”
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   I’m sick with my own weakness. I’ve failed again. Failed to save them. Does that prove Mr. Jackson was right to ignore the cries for help from so many innocents?
 
   For once, I don’t feel so sure in saying no.
 
   We’re in some kind of a cellar, lit only by a lone, dusty bulb dangling from a wire. Hex is still in his cage, his chin resting on his paws. 
 
   The dead children hang from hooks descending from the ceiling, their skin so white it’s like they’ve been bleached. Their blood has been drained from their innocent little bodies. When Mr. Jackson explained how Shifters perform their spells, I didn’t want to believe it. The key ingredient is fresh blood from living children. A noxious mix of self-loathing and rage swirls through my chest. How could they kill children with such indifferent ease? 
 
   Their mother is propped up, her lifeless eyes open, angled as if she’s looking at her children. I thank whatever higher power might be out there that she can’t really see them. 
 
   I’m sitting up now, still bound, moved by the strong hands of a gargantuan warl. The one that was arguing with Flora earlier. They’ve been calling him Sledge. Shirtless, his dark skin bulges in all the right places. The beginnings of curving scythe-like horns extend from his forehead. There’s no doubt as to what he’s transforming into: a bull, the kind that tosses cowboys into the air at the rodeo.
 
   A fourth member of their gang, a tall shadowy witch, stands silently in the corner, her face covered in bandages, only her black-lined lips protruding. The one who snuck up on Hex and me. If mysterious was a person, it would be her. So far, she doesn’t seem to be changing into an animal.
 
   Flora prowls between me and the kids, almost fully transformed now. Not a housecat, but a panther, with razor sharp teeth, a lean sinewy body, and all the predatory instincts that come with the territory. She can still speak, but her words are higher pitched and tend to end with a “yow” sound.
 
   “I’m hungry,” she says.
 
   “Eat the kids,” Ax says indifferently, sending waves through my stomach.
 
   “I want him,” she says, her tail flicking back and forth as she stares at me. 
 
   “He’s off limits,” Ax says. 
 
    “Just a lick then. His toes?” I feel a crash of revulsion tremble through me. 
 
   “You’re sick, you know that?” Ax says.
 
   “C’mon—just a taste. I have needs,” Flora says, stalking past me, her tail curling around my neck, tickling my skin.
 
   “No,” Ax says.
 
   “Fine,” Flora says, “I’ll take the kids.” I look away as Flora leaps up and cuts the children down. In my peripheral vision I see her drag them into the adjoining room. The awful sound of eating—chewing and smacking and crunching—wafts into my ears until Ax mercifully shuts the door. 
 
   “Don’t let her back in,” Ax says to Sledge, who merely grunts in response. 
 
   As Sledge moves to block the door, Ax drags a folding chair over and sits across from me. “I don’t like being used,” he says, his face as hard as stone.
 
   “Who does, Boss?” Sledge says. I swear his horns are an inch longer than just a moment ago.
 
   Ax’s eyes roll toward the ceiling in frustration. “If you can’t keep your mouth shut, you can join Flora in the other room,” he says.
 
   “But how will we torture the prisoner if he’s in the other room?” Sledge asks. Wow. This has to be one of the most pathetically stupid gangs of witches I’ve ever come across. 
 
   “I meant you, you idiot,” Ax says. 
 
   “But how can I guard the door if I’m in the other room?” Sledge asks, scratching his horn.
 
   “Sheiloff,” Ax says, and the freaky tall witch, who’s been as still as a statue up to this point, thrusts her arm in Sledge’s direction. There’s a sound like the cracking of a whip, and Sledge’s mouth is gone. Not gagged or covered by a piece of cloth, just gone, as in not there anymore. From his nose to his iron chin, there’s just dark flesh. 
 
   That’s when I realize: The witch Ax called Sheiloff isn’t a witch at all. She’s a wizard. This gets better and better.
 
   Sledge reaches his hands up to touch the spot where his mouth used to be, only his hands are now hooves. He accidentally kicks himself in the face, his eyes flashing with pain. Dropping to all fours, he stares miserably at Ax.
 
   “That’s better,” Ax says. He turns his attention back to me. “If you want to avoid some serious pain, all you have to do is tell me why the Necros want you alive and in their possession.”
 
   “That’s something I’d be interested to know, too,” I say. 
 
   His eyes narrow. “Very well. Have it your way. Sheiloff, you’re on!”
 
   The bandaged she-wizard strides forward and places her hands on my forehead. They’re surprisingly warm. I wonder how she can even see me with bandages over her eyes. Maybe she sees from her mouth?
 
   At first nothing happens, and I wonder if perhaps she used up all her magic on removing Sledge’s mouth. Wishful thinking, I know. 
 
   It starts slow, the pain. At first, just around my temples, where her fingers are touching. A slight ache, nothing to worry about. But then it spreads, upwards to the crown of my skull, downwards through my cheeks, my spine, my chest, my arms, my legs—everywhere—growing in intensity with each passing second. The aches sprout sharp pains, like needle pricks all over my body. Then daggers, thrust deep: penetrating flesh and bone and organs; ripping at my heart, at my brain, at every last nerve; shredding me inside and out. 
 
   I yell something unintelligible, clamp my eyes shut, snap my teeth closed, biting my tongue, feeling the warm flow of blood in my mouth, not caring because I can’t feel such a minor pain amongst the agony roaring through me…
 
   And then it stops, so suddenly it takes my breath away, and I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to breathe again. 
 
   But I do, slowly at first, taking a hesitant breath, then another, my heart racing, my skin sheened with sweat. The tip of my tongue throbs, a dull pain that’s almost welcome compared to what I’ve just endured. 
 
   My eyes open when Ax speaks. “So, Rhett Carter, why would the Necros offer such a substantial reward for your capture? Their offer is so generous they’ve got every willing witch gang looking for you. But more importantly, why do they want you alive? The Necros are seekers of the dead, and yet the instructions were very clear: No reward unless you were brought in unharmed. Why is that?”
 
   I wish I knew. Every last taut muscle and frayed nerve in my body wishes I knew. But… “I don’t know,” I say.
 
   Sheiloff’s hands close in. 
 
   “Wait!” I say. “Wait.”
 
   “Willing to talk?” Ax says.
 
   “No, I mean, yes.”
 
   “Which is it?”
 
   “I’m willing to discuss this. Trust me, I want to know why the Necros put out a reward for me every bit as much as you do.” Unless they somehow figured out I’m hunting them, I think. I could see how that would piss them off.
 
   “Trust you? Trust a witch hunter? If you weren’t bound, you’d be doing everything in your power to kill me, and I’m supposed to believe a single word that slips from your lips?”
 
   “I have no reason to lie,” I say.
 
   Ax strokes his chin, glances at Sheiloff. Her lips move, but there’s no sound. “Mmm hhh,” Ax says, as if reading her lips. “That’s a good point.” She’s speaking in his head. Weird. “Let’s try once more, shall we?”
 
   Sheiloff bows once and pushes her lethal hands toward me.
 
   I close my eyes and wait for it. 
 
   “Eat steel, ya bastards!” a familiar voice shouts.
 
   BOOM! 
 
   Chook-chook! 
 
   BOOM! 
 
   Chook-chook!
 
   BOOM!
 
   My eyes flash open as the room erupts in gunfire. Sheiloff dives for the floor, but the shots aren’t aimed at her. Ax takes all three rounds in the chest, his t-shirt blossoming with wet, red roses of blood. He flies back, all the way into Sledge, who knocks him aside and charges across the room toward an open door I hadn’t even noticed, white light flooding down at an angle, illuminating the attacker, whose voice I recognized instantly.
 
   Laney raises her shotgun and pulls the trigger once more.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
   Whoomp, whoomp, whoomp!
 
   The heavy flap of wings resonates through the cellar door and, in a burst of feathers, Laney is thrown inside, her shotgun spilling from her hands and sliding to rest at my bound feet before she can fire again. She curses and tries to push herself up, but it’s too late. A massive, vulture-like creature unfolds itself through the entrance and pounces on her, pinning her chest-first on the hard cement floor. Its clawed talons tear holes in her shirt, which quickly fill with spots of blood.
 
   No. She’s not even supposed to be here. 
 
   The vulture—who I only now realize is part warlock, a fourth Shifter I wasn’t even aware of—arches its back, preparing to peck at Laney’s head…
 
   “No!” I shout. “Please…don’t!”
 
   “Do it, Crake,” Sheiloff hisses, floating up from the floor, where the dark wizard had sought cover from Laney’s shotgun blasts. “She killed Ax.” My eyes dart to where the gang leader’s shotgun-pellet-riddled corpse is crumpled on the ground. Holy crap. Laney just gained one on me in the warl-killing category.
 
   “If you spare her, I’ll cooperate,” I say quickly. “I’ll do whatever you want. You’ll get your reward.” Just don’t kill her.
 
   For once, Laney is quiet, unable to speak as she gasps and squirms, trying to suck a breath into her compressed lungs even as she attempts to free herself. 
 
   Crake the vulture-warlock cocks his head, as if considering. Long, dark, greasy hair hangs tendril-like over his black eyes, which almost appear sleepy and bored. And then he rears back once more, and bucks forward…
 
   “No!” I cry, a choked sob whimpering from my throat at the same time as there’s a vicious crunch. My vision blurs as I stare at Laney’s slumped form, no longer gasping, no longer struggling under her captor’s mutant weight. 
 
   Torn in half, I wait for the blood to pool around her, for the monster to finish the job, to tear at her flesh with its soul-cracking beak. 
 
   But wait. Wait. There’s no blood. 
 
   Crake crawls off, his beak morphing into a mouth and then back to a beak, his wings becoming arms. Like the rest of the Shifters, he’s still in transition, in-between warlock and the freakish creature he wants to become. 
 
   Behind him, Laney’s limp body expands and contracts as she breathes. Still alive. Hurt, but alive. The vulture knocked her out with the side of its hard beak, the slight change in the angle of his attack saving her life. 
 
   I let out a deep breath, wait.
 
   “What are you doing, Crake?” Sheiloff says, her voice floating eerily from the abyss that is her cloak-shrouded face.
 
   “What’s the girl to you?” Crake says, ignoring the wizard, his attention focused completely on me. His beak is a mouth again. Then not. The back and forth is really starting to freak me out.
 
   I hesitate. What difference does it make? If I say she’s a friend or an acquaintance or a stranger, will that change his response? I’m faintly aware of the looming boulder-like presence of Sledge moving closer, waiting for my response. 
 
   “We’re in love,” I say, trying to hide the lie. It’s not hard, not with my face twisted in horror as Crake’s red wrinkled face leans in.
 
   Sheiloff laughs deeply, raising every hair on the back of my neck. “That’ll make killing her all the more fun,” she croaks.
 
   Sledge cracks his knuckles.
 
   “No,” the vulture says.
 
   “What?” Sheiloff says. “You can’t be serious. She killed one of our own.”
 
   “Boss?” Sledge says, raising a heavy hoof and letting it hover over Laney’s head. His mouth is back, either because the spell wore off or because the wizard decided to have mercy on the bull while showing none toward Laney. All he has to do is let gravity take over…
 
   “No!” Crake says, more sharply this time. Slowly, grudgingly, Sledge lowers his hoof just inches from her cheek. “With Ax dead, leadership of the Shifters falls to me. Any who dare to disagree will be punished as a traitor.”
 
   “I’m not a Shifter,” Sheiloff says. From the darkness that seems to surround her, a bony, white hand appears, palm out. 
 
   “We had an agreement,” Crake says, venom in his tone.
 
   “My agreement was with Ax. And the only rule was that we wouldn’t kill the witch hunter.”
 
   “The rules have changed. Deal with it or leave. If you so much as touch one hair on the girl’s head, every Shifter will hunt you to the ends of the earth.”
 
   A creak and a slam turn everyone’s attention toward the other side of the room. Flora’s black, slinking form steps soundlessly inside. Two balls of yellow eye-shine pierce the gloom of the cellar. “What’d I miss?” she says, licking her lips, her pink tongue streaked with red. 
 
   Sheiloff turns and strides out the door. “You can keep your reward,” she says over her shoulder.
 
   Inwardly, my heart leaps. With the wizard out of the picture, maybe we have a chance of surviving this. 
 
   “Take them upstairs,” Crake says to Sledge.
 
   I don’t even have time to brace myself before the bull head butts me in the forehead and I black out.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Five
 
    
 
   Rumbling in the distance.
 
   A storm, moving away. Lightning flashes through a rain-streaked window and I groan, my head aching. When did it get so bright?
 
   No.
 
   Not bright.
 
   Just not dim. There’s a big difference.
 
   I try to move but I’m tied to a chair, my arms behind me, my legs shackled together.
 
   As lightning flashes again, I remember the hooked-beak vulture, Crake. What he said to Sledge just before he smashed his iron skull against mine. Take them upstairs. We’ve been moved out of the dark gloomy cellar and into a dusty, slightly brighter—although admittedly still cast in shadows due to the storm—attic. At least we’ve got a window, except there’s not much to see except a weed-choked lawn filling up with puddles, and occasional jagged slashes of lightning from the heavens. 
 
   Mr. Jackson’s many lessons sit in the back of my mind like clay pots, filled to overflowing with dozens of iterations of the same three words.
 
   Never. Trust. Anyone.
 
   Mr. Jackson’s advice and training have gotten me this far, but can things really be so absolute, so black and white, like the difference between the mountains and the sea? Somewhere there must be gray. Somewhere.
 
   At least that’s what I tell myself. Laney tried to save me, how can I not trust her? How can I not do everything in my power to repay the favor? And just because I want to protect her doesn’t mean I trust her, not really. Does it?
 
   “Hey jerkwad.” The sharp voice snaps my gaze away from Mr. Jackson’s three words and the storm. 
 
   Laney, tied to a similar chair, glares at me with one eye closed, as if she’s in considerable pain. 
 
   “You’re alive,” I say.
 
   “No thanks to you,” she says, trying to open her other eye. Thinking better of it, she keeps one eye shut. “Nice lump,” she adds as an afterthought. 
 
   Sharp voices cut through the floorboards, and I glance down. “They’ve been arguing for a while now,” Laney says. “One of them, Cat Woman, wants to take us to the Necros immediately. Bird Man thinks they might be able to get a bigger reward if they hold out for a while.”
 
   I sigh. “You shouldn’t have come,” I say.
 
   “Neither should you,” she says, accusation in her voice. 
 
   “I had to,” I say. Didn’t I? “I had to save them.”
 
   “Really?” she spits. “How’d that work out for you?” Low blow. I close my eyes, feeling the lance of failure deep in my chest. “You didn’t even know them. They’re not family,” she says.
 
   “They’re still people,” I say, not opening my eyes. “And it’s not like you’re my family either.”
 
   Silence. Uh oh. Somehow Laney not talking is worse than her venomous words.
 
   I ease open my eyes amidst the roar of another thunderclap. 
 
   Laney’s eyes are narrow and filled with heat. “Maybe not,” she says. “But Trish is the only family I’ve got left, and if something happens to her while…”—her voice hitches slightly and I see her swallow a thick gulp of emotion—“…while I’m saving your sorry ass, I swear I’ll…” She lets the threat hang in the air, the heavy silence finishing it in a way that’s worse than any words she could have conjured up.
 
   “Look, I—”
 
   “No, you look,” Laney interrupts, sticking her chin out. “Until you stumbled up our steps we were doing a pretty good job of surviving the apocalypse on our own.”
 
   I blow out a hot breath. Suck another one back in. Swallow. “I know. I’m sorry.”
 
   “Are you?”
 
   “Yes.” I’m sorry about everything. The same words I spoke to the bloodstained wall at Beth’s house.
 
   A portion of the anger leeches from Laney’s cheeks. “Why’d you just run off like that? We should’ve talked about it. Maybe you could’ve changed my mind, convinced me to come with you. We could’ve done it right.”
 
   “There was no time,” I say. 
 
   “What happened to you?” she asks, and my chest tightens because I know she doesn’t mean today.
 
   I play dumb. “I got captured by a wizard, nearly had my toes licked by a shapeshifting cat, and was knocked senseless by a half-bull/half-man.”
 
   “Before,” Laney says with patience I didn’t know she possessed. “Before you met me.”
 
   “Where’s Hex?” I say, suddenly realizing that the cage my dog was held in is now empty.
 
   Laney shrugs. “That’s one strange mutt you got there. Ten minutes ago he melted into a puddle and…I don’t know how else to put it…flowed out of here.”
 
   Traitor, I think, but I can’t help but laugh even though it makes my damaged head hurt even more. “He does things like that,” I say.
 
   “Will he come back for us?”
 
   “Usually.”
 
   “You never answered my question,” Laney says.
 
   “What do the Chinese characters tattooed on your neck mean?” I ask.
 
   “If I tell you, will you answer my question?” she says, raising an eyebrow.
 
   I stare at her. Never. Trust. Anyone. A crack forms in my shell. “Okay,” I say.
 
   She shrugs. “I don’t know what they mean,” she says. “I thought they just looked cool and my friend dared me to get a tattoo, so I did. My parents were furious.”
 
   “Liar,” I say. 
 
   “No, really, their faces were so red I thought they might catch on fire.” She stops suddenly, as if only just realizing her word choice. 
 
   “Tell me,” I say. She tries to act stupid and immature, but I can tell it’s a defense mechanism. I have the feeling I’m only beginning to understand just how smart she really is. 
 
   Her eyes narrow further, just cracks in the gloom. “Fine. They mean”—she pauses, almost seems to think to herself—“family, okay? Now you can laugh at the fool who thought the universe revolved around her family, when in reality they were ashamed of her because she didn’t have one speck of magical ability.”
 
   I don’t laugh. I close my eyes. Memories of my family’s deaths may shriek through my nightmares, but at least I don’t have to be reminded every time I look in the mirror. And at least my family didn’t turn on me. I can’t even imagine…
 
   I open my eyes.
 
   “Aren’t you going to say anything?” Laney says, her mouth a red slash in the shadows. 
 
   I shake my head. “I’m sorry,” is all I say. “I’m sorry I asked.”
 
   “Serves you right,” she says, and it’s good to hear the daggers in her voice again, chasing away chinked-armor and frayed ropes. “Your turn,” she says.
 
   “I’d rather not talk about it,” I say.
 
   “Right. Nice try. I spilled, so now you’ve got to.”
 
   “I’ve…” I start, trying to decide where to begin. “I’ve let a lot of people down,” I finish lamely.
 
   “Who hasn’t?” Laney says.
 
   “I was trained to only help people when it was a sure thing,” I say. “You know, like when I know I’ll win.”
 
   Laney screws up her face. “You’re a witch hunter, right? That sounds pretty pathetic.”
 
   “You think I don’t know that?” I say, sounding harsher than I’d planned. My gaze travels down to my bound-together legs. “Mr. Jackson, the man who trained me, taught me that if I get myself killed, then a lot more people will die. So I have to put my life above all others for the greater good.”
 
   “And here I thought you were some kind of hero the way you rushed into danger,” Laney says. “You’re just another coward.”
 
   “I’m not,” I say quickly, attempting to meet her eyes but ending up on her nose. Am I? “At least, I’m trying not to be. Mr. Jackson taught me things that have kept me alive so far, so it’s not easy to just unlearn some of it.”
 
   “It’s creepy the way you talk about him so reverently,” Laney says. “It’s like you’ve been brainwashed.”
 
   I cringe at her words. Sometimes they feel closer to the truth than I want to believe. “He took me in when I was alone and broken and…”
 
   “Scared?” Laney’s grin flashes annoyingly.
 
   “Yeah, scared. So what? My family had been killed, maybe my girlfriend, maybe my best friend, too…so hell yeah, I was scared.”
 
   “I—” The certainty fades from her voice. “Just. Sorry,” she says. “I didn’t know.”
 
   “I didn’t tell you,” I say, wishing I hadn’t told her. I’m not looking for pity. I’m not looking for any of this. Being prisoner. This conversation. I just want to freaking find the Necros and make them pay. Considering they’ve put a bounty on my head, I should probably be careful what I wish for.
 
   “You said your friends might have been killed?” she asks.
 
   I tell her everything. I don’t know why I do it, and I don’t know why it feels so good to do so. Maybe because hiding secrets is like burning away your insides with a hot iron. Maybe because I’m beginning to trust someone for the first time since Mr. Jackson told me not to. Maybe because I know I’m probably going to be dead soon anyway—like a deathbed confessional. 
 
   When I finish, she says, “I’ll do what I can to help you avenge them.”
 
   The air whooshes out of my lungs. “What? No,” I say. “No.”
 
   “Yes. So long as we can keep Trish out of the middle of it, in a safe place, I’ll help. But this is the last time I rush into a house full of witches to save your un-hero-like rear.”
 
   I shake my head in disbelief. “Okay,” I say, although I’m not sure how she can help me when she’s tied to a chair. I keep that thought to myself.
 
   “Why am I alive?” Laney says, and it sounds like a deep, universe-shattering question, but I know what she means because I’ve been thinking the same thing. Witches don’t spare the lives of humans. 
 
   “Because they need me for some reason,” I say. “The Necros want me.”
 
   “That explains why you’re alive, but not me.”
 
   At that, I smirk. “Well…I might have, kind of, sort of…told them that we’re lovers.”
 
   Laney makes a sound that’s half-laugh, half-choke. “You what?” she says, but I know she heard me the first time.
 
   “It’s all I could think of,” I say, feeling a strange rush of amusement that’s completely inappropriate for the situation. 
 
   She laughs and then I laugh, and I suspect we look like a couple of crazy people as flashes of lightning illuminate the room. Our absurd mirth is cut off by a shout that starts inside and works its way outside our window. A dark wing-shaped shadow bursts across our view. The vulture—Crake. And beyond…
 
   Beyond a familiar form seems to glide along the damp, overgrown lawn. Something unnatural tugs at my chest.
 
   The Siren.
 
   And past her, a rumpled brown figure, his coat soaked through, running toward the house.
 
   The mute beggar.


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Six
 
    
 
   The Siren has remade herself once more. Straight, shoulder-length blue hair. A sparkling turquoise dress that seems to swim around her invisible feet as she crosses the tangled yard. Waves of rain sweep across her, but then gloss away, as if bouncing off of an invisible force field. 
 
   As untouched by the rain as the Siren is, the beggar man is soaked to the bones, his long trench coat clinging to him like a wrinkly second skin. 
 
   And I can’t get over the fact that they’re both here. There are way too many coincidences in my life.
 
   With an angry caw! Crake dives from the sky, right at the Siren. I feel a bolt of fear in my chest, and I find myself unwittingly struggling against my bonds, which cut painfully into my wrists and ankles. 
 
   The Siren raises a slender arm, aims it at the vulture, and…
 
   The vulture drops from the sky, smashes into the ground, and skids across the waterlogged lawn. 
 
   A door slams and the bull charges out into the storm. Sledge has joined the fight, and the Siren is still focused on Crake, who’s slowly pulling himself up, using his wingspan to balance his gangly body. 
 
   The bull crashes into the Siren, sending her soaring through the air, raindrops bouncing off of her fluttering gown. My body aches as if I’m the one who was hit by the Shifter. 
 
   “Carter!” Laney yells. “What are you doing?”
 
   I tear my eyes away from the scene outside to find Laney staring at me in horror. My lip is stinging and I realize I’m biting into it with so much force that blood is rushing out, copper-flavored on my tongue. My wrists and ankles are on fire, as I continue to pull with all my strength against the tethers binding me to the chair. All at once, I stop chewing my lip, stop struggling. What am I doing? 
 
   Get control. It’s just the Siren’s magic. She’s pulling me to her, trying to control me, like the Sirens in crazy Bil’s story. Trying to make me her slave. 
 
   But why? Why me? Why is she here, going to such lengths to save me—is that really what she’s doing?—putting her own life in danger by fighting a gang of Shifters?
 
   With a sharp woof! Hex appears back in his cage, which fades around him as if evaporating into the air. He bounds to Laney first and bites at her ropes, which fall away, uncut.
 
   My dog is more talented than Houdini.
 
   He lopes over to me, pauses, as if considering whether I’m worth the effort, and then does the same. I’m free! 
 
   Laney rushes to the door and I step to the window. “What are you doing?” Laney hisses. Hex barks at me, as if to ask the same question.
 
   But I ignore them, because I have to see what happens to…
 
   To the Siren? 
 
   To the beggar?
 
   To both of them?
 
   Something tugs me to the window, holds me there, fastens my gaze on the violent scene unfolding before me like a creased painting. 
 
   The Siren is back on her feet, raising an arm, but she never gets to unleash her spell, because the vulture is on her, clawing at her face, tearing at her perfect ivory skin. The bull is there, too, practically on top of the both of them, stamping and bucking, trying to find a way to harm her. 
 
   For the moment, the beggar is alone, running toward the house, looking up at me, his eyes locking on mine, and then—
 
   The black panther streaks from the shadows, a graceful blur of agility and speed. There’s no escape for this man. No way he’ll be able to outrun or outmaneuver the natural predator who’s got him in her sights. 
 
   He raises his arms, and—do his lips move? And…
 
   Nothing happens. His expression flashes with surprise, and he tries to duck out of the way, but the panther—the witch, Flora—is too close, too quick, and she rips into him, knocking him back, landing hard on his chest. 
 
   No! I don’t know who this guy is or why he keeps popping up, but I can’t let him die like this, not if he’s trying to save me. I start to turn away, a plan of attack forming in my head, but wait.
 
   Wait.
 
   With a yowling scream, the panther is flung off the man, clawing at the air, twisting to land on her feet. And the beggar no longer looks old and weak, but powerful, almost throbbing with energy. 
 
   And in a flash, it’s gone, and he’s just an old man again, a pained expression cutting into his cheeks. He looks up at me, his finger pointing away from the house. Go, is what he means. 
 
   The panther charges toward him. 
 
   Laney pulls me away from the window, through the door, down the steps—pausing only to grab our bags and weapons from the bloody kitchen countertop—and out the backdoor into a raging storm and away from the shouts and screams of the battle that saved our lives.
 
   And I let her. I let her pull me away while a Siren and a homeless man die so we might live.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Words have power, for better or worse.
 
   Like the smell of fresh rain on cut grass,
 
   Or the stench of a decaying corpse,
 
   Like the soft comfort of a warm blanket on your shoulders,
 
   Or the agony of a dagger splitting your chest in two.
 
   Use them wisely.
 
    
 
   Words to the Wise, Rhett Carter
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
   Corpses and daggers and split chests feel like the right words for our current situation, even as I shiver so much I can barely hold the pencil I use to write the new poem. Somehow I find the poem more comforting than formulating a blog post for a book about shape shifting witches that will never be written.
 
   Laney’s not much better off. She and Trish and Hex—thanks a lot, buddy—are huddled under a dusty old blanket we found in the abandoned home furnishings store we managed to break into. Wet footprints and sopping articles of clothing are strewn everywhere, illuminated only when lightning flashes through the cracks in the boarded up storefront window. I almost expect a scraggly, bearded janitor to shuffle out and stick a yellow Slippery When Wet sign in the center of the entrance. 
 
   If the Shifters manage to track us here, we’re in no shape to defend ourselves. My only hope is that the heavy rain—while cold and miserable for us—will be enough to confound their heightened animal senses. 
 
   My poem finished, I tuck my journal into my backpack and pull the covers up under my chin, covering the whole of my naked body. I hope none of us catch pneumonia. 
 
   “D-Do you th-think we lost them?” Laney asks, her teeth chattering like she’s in the middle of a snowstorm in her underwear.
 
   “Yeah,” I say. 
 
   “That w-woman…w-witch…she looked familiar.”
 
   I nod, although I’m not sure Laney can see my face in the dim lighting.
 
   “From just b-before we b-battled the b-boners?”
 
   I nod again. 
 
   “Why is she following us?” she asks. “And what g-gang is she with?” Her voice is getting stronger as she exercises her numb lips.
 
   “She’s a Siren,” I say. “I think she wants me to be her sex slave.”
 
   A sharp laugh escapes Laney’s throat. “Seriously? You are into some weird stuff, Clark Kent.”
 
   I raise an eyebrow. “Clark Kent?”
 
   “Y-yeah. You know, like Superman’s mild-mannered disguise identity?” Laney says.
 
   Hex’s chuff is muffled under the blanket, but I can still tell he’s laughing. 
 
   “You think I’m like Superman?” I ask, unable to hide the incredulity in the question.
 
   “You rushed into a dangerous situation to try and help people,” she says matter-of-factly.
 
   “I’m black and can’t fly and didn’t save anyone,” I say. “And Superman is never black and always flies and wins every time.”
 
   There’s a flash of lightning and I see Laney roll her eyes in the dark. “For being so smart you can be a real dumbass sometimes,” she says. “The President of the United States was never black or a woman until Obama and Collins. Just because something hasn’t ever happened doesn’t mean it won’t. And anyway, being a hero transcends race and color and religion and age and gender. It’s ordinary people doing things that are beyond what they think is possible, all for the sake of another. You might look like a total geekball behind those glasses, but I’ve seen what you’re capable of. It’s like with playing football, you might not want to do it, but if you play, you’re going to be the hero.” 
 
   Her words take me by surprise, but then I realize something. “I never told you I didn’t want to play football,” I say. 
 
   Her eyes dart to her feet, stay there. “I’m—I’m sorry. I read your journal. Beth seems like an amazing person.” 
 
   “You what?” I’ve never felt so violated, so disappointed. I didn’t even want Beth reading my journal, although now I’d let her read every page if I could only see her again. 
 
   “You were asleep—I was looking for food. I found your book and flipped it open. I only read one entry, and when I realized what it was, I stopped. I’m sorry.” 
 
   “Don’t ever touch my stuff again.”
 
   “I won’t.” I try to read the expression on her face, but come up empty. Does she look guilty? Or is it the face of sadness? I can’t tell.
 
   As the minutes tick off in silence, and weariness and fatigue pull me toward sleep, three words dance circles in my head.
 
   Never. Trust. Anyone. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
    
 
   I awake to abject darkness. I realize right away that something woke me. A sound. An eerie creak, like an unoiled door hinge opening. There are no doors in this place—at least not that kind. And the sound is too close to be a door opening and shutting.
 
   Staying silent, I wait for my eyes to adjust to the darkness, my hand slowly reaching for my sword, which I always keep next to me when I sleep. 
 
   Gone. My sword is gone.
 
   My heart begins to beat faster and my mouth goes dry. Who would take my sword? Laney? Did she grab it and take off?
 
   As the inky black slowly transitions to a murky gray, I see two white eyes staring at me in the darkness, not far away. The creaking sound is coming from near them. “Hello?” I whisper.
 
   A small, pink hand flashes in the dark. The eyes belong to Trish. 
 
   I scoot over to her, getting close enough to see her face clearly. Her hand moves near the floor. Creeeeaaakk!
 
   Peering down, I see that my sword is laid out in front of her, and she’s running her finger back and forth along the metal face, creating an unpleasantly high-pitched sound. Trying not to spook her, I slide my hand over to the sword and grab the hilt, withdrawing it slowly. 
 
   “Are you okay?” I ask her.
 
   She just stares at me. Another question hits me, one I’ve been wondering about for a while now. “Why were you looking at those photo albums before? In the apartment. The pictures were of strangers.”
 
   She blinks in the dark. Her bottom lip seems to quiver for a moment, as if she might cry, but then firms up once more. She points to her mouth, then to her head. 
 
   “I don’t understand,” I say. “Your head and mouth can’t connect?” I guess.
 
   She shakes her head. Using both hands like claws, she moves them all around her head, as if trying to poke holes in her skull. What is she trying to tell me? 
 
   She taps her ear. “You’re hearing things?” I ask. 
 
   She nods, continuing the assault on her head. “Lots of things?” More nodding. “It’s all too much for you?” At that, she shakes her head. No, it’s not too much for her. She can handle it. I remember the way she pointed at her mouth and then at her head. “But all the things you’re hearing makes it too hard to speak, is that right? You have so many thoughts that speaking becomes too difficult?”
 
   One big nod. She stops clawing at her skull. 
 
   She takes my hand and squeezes it, her palm so hot it’s almost burning, and then lays down to sleep.
 
   Once more curling up next to my sword, I call the whole thing a major breakthrough in my strange relationship with Laney’s mute sister. And, despite the flurry of thoughts swirling through my head, sleep takes me once more.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Beth’s lips move against mine, slow and tender. 
 
   Her hand runs along my jawline, down my neck, and to my shoulder, where she begins shaking me. Pulling back to take a much needed breath, I open my eyes and gasp. 
 
   It’s not Beth.
 
   A red swirl of hair that seems to shimmer, even as it changes to gold and then blue, almost tauntingly; shining blue eyes; soft pale skin; graceful, seductive movements.
 
   Crying out, I squeeze my hands between us and shove the Siren as hard as I can, launching her against the wall. In one fluid motion, I leap up while grabbing my sword, which I raise to her neck. 
 
   “What the hell?” she screams in my face, but it’s not the Siren, and I’m breathing heavily, my heart racing at full speed, my eyes wide and searching, searching, searching for a trick…and finding none.
 
   There’s no Siren.
 
   Only Laney, her eyes full of anger and a hint of fear.
 
   I stumble backwards, withdrawing the sword, staring at her.
 
   Laney raises a hand to her throat, as if to check that her flesh is still intact, and then glances to the right. Still panting, I follow her gaze to where Trish is watching with big, blue eyes, her hand on Hex’s back. 
 
   “I—I—” I say, looking back at Laney.
 
   “You scared the crap out of my sister,” she says. And I can tell I scared Laney, too.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I say. “I felt someone shaking my shoulder.”
 
   “I was just trying to wake you up. I thought I heard something, you psycho.” 
 
   “I’m sorry,” I say again, wondering how I’ve gone from Superman to psycho overnight. “I haven’t slept well since…” The witches killed my family.
 
   “I’ll use a ten-foot pole next time,” she says, grinning slightly. Already her anger’s gone. She can go from zero to sixty faster than a Ferrari, but without the sleek lines. She’s all hard edges. 
 
   “Better make it a twenty-foot pole,” I say, attempting a laugh but having it come out more as a cough. “Wait. You said you heard something?”
 
   She nods slowly, points toward the rear of the store. “A bang.”
 
   A twist of dread wrenches through my chest. Have they found us already? Managed to track us down despite the severity of the storm? It would make sense that creatures born from magic would have abilities beyond even that of the animals they’re attempting to mimic. 
 
   My sword shines as a shred of the coming dawn peeks through the front of the store. Laney reaches down and snatches her shotgun off of a display counter, checking that it’s loaded. In one swift motion, she cocks it. Chook-chook! She almost seems to relish it. 
 
   As she starts creeping toward the rear, between the aisles, I say, “I’ll go first.”
 
   She stops, looks back, amusement on her face. Whispers, “I get it, you’re the big hero, but as long as I’m around you’re going to have to get used to sharing the dangerous jobs. Okay?”
 
   I hesitate but then nod. 
 
   As she slithers toward the rear of the store, I stay as close as possible without crowding her, readying myself to spring into action at the first sign of shape shifting witches. We pass ornamental lamps and picture frames and a funky-looking chair that promises “a massage so good you’ll think you’re in Sweden!”
 
   My heart stops when there’s a clatter off to the side, behind a row of desks. We freeze, listening, trying to pinpoint the exact source of the sound. In the silence, a high-pitched keening comes from somewhere beneath us. I jump back, but Laney just bends down and plucks a light bulb from where it rolls to a stop at her feet. Holds it up. Smiles. Points two fingers to her eyes, then at mine. Watch me. She motions to the left. Points to me. Motions to the right. Split up.
 
   I give her a single nod to confirm my understanding of the plan.
 
   As I duck away to the right, there’s a scrape off to the left. My eyes dart in that direction, and I see a thick shadow bolt from cover, hear the slap of feet on the tile floor. Laney rushes forward, her shotgun raised like a club, leaps, brings it down with a heavy thud!
 
   She disappears behind one of the displays, crying out.
 
   My body takes over and I hurdle an easy chair, slip around the corner of an aisle as easily as I used to evade would-be tacklers on the gridiron, and spring forward where…
 
   Laney’s got the barrel of her shotgun pressed into a man’s face. 
 
   But not just any man.
 
   My friend, the beggar.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   “Who are you?” Laney demands, shoving the dark-skinned man into the area where we were sleeping. She’s still got her shotgun pointed at his face. 
 
   As usual, Trish is just staring at what’s happening, her face devoid of expression. To my surprise, Hex runs up to the man and starts licking his fingers. 
 
   “Get your dog out of the way, Rhett!” Laney shouts. 
 
   “Hex!” I command sharply, as if I’ve ever been able to control him. Hex turns in my direction, and then goes right on lapping at the beggar’s dirty hands. 
 
   “Answer my question,” Laney repeats, through gritted teeth.
 
   “Laney,” I say evenly. 
 
   “What?” she says, keeping her eyes—and gun—trained on the man.
 
   “He can’t speak,” I say.
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “I’ve run into him before. He doesn’t have a tongue.”
 
   The man bobs his head and, as if to demonstrate, opens his mouth and waggles the stub of a tongue he’s got left. 
 
   “Gross,” Laney says. And then: “What do we do with him?”
 
   “For starters, don’t shoot him. He helped save our lives from the Shifters.” A thought springs to mind. “Hold on.” I move to where my backpack is stowed, unzip it, and rummage through my stuff until I find my notepad. I tear one clean page from the very back. Turning toward the man, I ask, “Can you write?”
 
   He nods, but then cringes, his face contorted in what appears to be pain. “Are you hurt?” I ask.
 
   Still cringing, he shakes his head. If he’s not hurt, then why does he look like someone’s driving nails into his forehead? 
 
   I rest the torn-out page on the cover of my journal and hand it to him with a pencil. “Will you answer my questions?” I ask.
 
   “No,” Laney says. “He will answer your questions or he’ll get a face full of hot metal.”
 
   I give Laney a sharp look, which she ignores, and then take in the man’s reaction to her directness. He just shrugs. Is that a yes?
 
   “Who the hell are you?” Laney says, before I can ask anything.
 
   The man glances at me, almost curiously, but I can still see a twinge of pain in his eyes. I dip my head in encouragement. He lifts the pencil, holding it awkwardly, like he hasn’t used one in a long time, and then scrawls something on the page. Holds it up. Written in shaky block letters is a name.
 
   MARTIN. 
 
   “Good,” Laney says. “That wasn’t so hard, was it?” Her tone is mocking. Not helping. 
 
   I jump in before she makes things worse. “Why are you following me?” I ask.
 
   The man purses his lips and tucks them in his mouth. Returns to the paper. I’m not, he writes. 
 
   Laney takes two big strides forward and shoves the shotgun under his chin. “Listen, Stinky, Rhett says you keep showing up and there are no coincidences in this freak show of a world we’re living in, so you better tell the whole damn truth before I blow your brains straight through your scalp.” Almost as an afterthought, she glances over at Trish, a flash of regret crossing her face as she seems to realize her sister’s watching her every move. 
 
   The movement is so quick I barely see it. All that’s left is the end result: Laney’s gun twisted from her hands, spun around, and pointed back at her head. She backs away slowly, arms above her head. “Man, I’m sorry…I wasn’t actually going to—”
 
   Hex barks, as if to say Silence!
 
   I realize the beggar is still holding the pad in one hand while gripping the shotgun in the other. He’s much stronger than he looks, his muscles likely hidden beneath the thick folds of his brown trench coat.
 
   “Don’t,” I say, my sword raised. “You’ll be dead before you pull the trigger.”
 
   Nonchalantly, he flips the gun in the air, catching it by the barrel and handing it back to Laney, who looks as surprised as I feel when she accepts the weapon. 
 
   Hunching over the paper, the man writes something else, taking his time, almost child-like in the way he seems to form the big letters. Hands it over, where Laney and I huddle around it.
 
   I’m sorry. This was a mistake. Beware the Siren.
 
   When I look up to ask another question, the man is gone.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
    
 
   The road seems to shrink before us with each step, as if rolling itself up into a tight bundle, like a rug. We have less than ten miles before we reach Washington, PA, and all I want is some quiet thinking time.
 
   Not gonna happen.
 
   The broken iPod that is Laney asks the question I’ve been fighting for the last hour. “What are you not telling me?”
 
   “Nothing,” I say for the tenth time. 
 
   “There has to be something,” she says. “You’re being chased by a Siren who wants you to be her sex slave and a mute homeless guy who’s a lot more talented than he appears to be, and apparently the Necros have put a bounty on your head, which—oh yeah—means that every last witch gang in America is out looking for you. Sounds like nothing to me.” Her sarcasm slaps me in the face in a way only she seems able to do. 
 
   “Not only the witch gangs,” I say. “Other witch hunters are after me, too.”
 
   “Ha! This gets better and better,” she says. “Let me guess: The End. If I want to keep my sister safe, it seems like being near you is the last place we should be.”
 
   I stop and whirl on her. “Then why are you still here?” I spout. “I never asked you to come with me. You tagged along, Laney. For the last two months it’s been me and Hex and we’ve been just fine. And I know—as you’ve constantly reminded me—that you and your sister have survived on your own, so why are you here?”
 
   For a moment her face goes so red that I think she might spit in my face, or hit me, and I almost wish she would, because it would be better than what she does next. Her shoulders sag and she bites her lip and I can tell she’s fighting back tears. “I was tired of feeling alone,” she says, before stalking off. 
 
   I stand there for three minutes, watching Laney and Trish and Hex move off down the road, the only friends I have at the moment. 
 
   And then I follow them.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   I can’t stand the silence anymore, so I ask, “What else has she written?”
 
   Laney’s eyes shoot toward me, and I almost feel like I’m looking down the dark barrels of her shotgun, something I hope I never have to experience again.
 
   She looks away, keeps walking. “You mean Trish?” she says a minute later.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “You mean besides ‘Tall dead no’ and ‘Ads hall rise’?”
 
   “They might not just be gibberish,” I say. “They might mean something. Like they did before. Perhaps if we can decipher them…”
 
   “My sister isn’t some puzzle you can solve,” she says. “Not everything has an answer.”
 
   “You said it yourself, there are no coincidences.” I might be pushing her too far, but I’m tired of the awkward silence, tired of just taking everything this screwed up world is dishing out.
 
   She sighs and I know I’ve won. 
 
   “She’s all I’ve got,” she says. Not what I expected her to say.
 
   “Not anymore,” I say. “Hex and I won’t abandon you. If you ever want to go your own way, you can, but it’ll always be your choice.” I don’t know why I say it and maybe it’s a lame attempt to sew our frayed friendship back together, but it feels right the moment the words roll off my lips. 
 
   Laney seems to consider that for a moment. “She’s not some freak,” she says.
 
   “I never said—”
 
   “I know it’s weird that she doesn’t speak anymore and writes in the air and does that freaky staring thing…”
 
   “Like she’s doing right now?” I interject. Trish watches us curiously, a thin smile on her lips. 
 
   “Yes,” Laney says. “She never did that before…before my parents died.”
 
   “She never did anything strange?” I ask.
 
   “Kids do lots of strange things,” Laney says, “but nothing out of the ordinary. It’s like something snapped in her when she—” She stops suddenly, her lips clamping shut so tightly that her top and bottom teeth clack off of each other. 
 
   “When she what?” I ask. 
 
   She doesn’t answer. 
 
   “Laney?” I say.
 
   She won’t answer, even when I ask the question another half-dozen times. Now it’s me who’s being the nosy pest.
 
   I give up as we pass the Welcome to Washington sign, the W smudged out by what appear to be ashy fingerprints. Ashington. Scorched beneath are big black letters: PYROS RULE. 
 
   Washington, Pennsylvania has been taken by the Pyros. 
 
   Her lips a thin line, Laney fires me a look, but then trudges past the sign, holding her sister’s hand so tightly her knuckles turn white.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Curling fingers of smoke drift skyward in the distance. Splotches of bright blue and green stand out amongst the darkening landscape, almost like strange flowers in full bloom. Not flowers; magical fire. Welcome to Ashington. 
 
   As slinking shadows slide over me, throwing rocks and sticks around my feet, I grab Laney’s other hand. “We’ll find a detour around the town,” I say.
 
   She looks up at me, then down at our locked hands. “No,” she says. “I want to see it.”
 
   I frown. “Bad idea. Pyros are pretty badass, especially in large groups. I’m all for poking a sleeping bear if it’s absolutely necessary, but…”
 
   Laney stops abruptly, so I do, too. Then I realize: Laney only stopped because Trish did. Continuing to grip her sister’s hand, Trish begins writing in the air with the other one. Rapt, Laney and I stare at her finger moving gracefully in the moonlight. 
 
   “A,” we say at the same time as Trish connects the upside-down V with a crossing line. I go silent, letting Laney verbalize her sister’s message. “L. L. G. O. N. E.”
 
   “All gone,” I say, when Trish’s hand drops back to her side.
 
   “The Pyros,” Laney says. “They were here, but they’re not anymore.”
 
   When did Laney start believing in her sister’s messages? I don’t ask, because I think I know: She’s always believed in them, even if she didn’t want to.
 
   “I don’t know…” I say, not because I don’t believe Trish, or Laney’s interpretation of her words, but because I know what Mr. Jackson would advise. Don’t pick a fight you can’t win. Avoid large groups of witches. 
 
   Hex paws at my leg, whining. C’mon, he seems to say. 
 
   “If this goes all wrong, it’s on me,” Laney says. “My responsibility.” Her blue eyes are sparkling, prettier under the starlight than I’ve ever seen them.
 
   “Okay,” I say. What I don’t say is that we’ll all be dead if it goes wrong, so responsibility won’t matter one darn bit.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The warmth of the burning buildings is almost a relief after the cold rain of yesterday, but even that is dying. On the face, it appears Trish was right. The Pyros are gone, probably recently, leaving the fires to burn themselves out. 
 
   We stay low, below the thickness of the dark smog that clouds an otherwise clear night sky. Hex bounds ahead, as if to prove that his low stature has its advantages. He turns and looks back, barks once. Slow pokes, he seems to say, a gleam in his dark eyes.
 
   We pass a McDonald’s, the golden arches mostly consumed by flames, the green roof caved in, glowing blue with still-hot embers. “I guess the Pyros are joining the fight against childhood obesity,” Laney says, making an unexpected joke.
 
   I force out a laugh, although I know Laney’s overcompensating for whatever contradicting emotions are pouring through her. 
 
   They were holding fire in their hands. Not red and orange, but blue and green. Balls of fire.
 
   They were going to burn us to death.
 
   There seems to be no rhyme or reason to which buildings the Pyros set on fire, unless, of course, Laney was right and they’re trying to make a political statement to a country that no longer has politics. Regardless, the common theme is that the fires are dying out, which is strange in and of itself, because according to everything Mr. Jackson taught me, magical flames don’t die easily. Either the Pyros have to snuff them out or someone’s got to extinguish them. 
 
   “Weird,” I murmur.
 
   “What?” Laney says.
 
   “Uh, nothing.” No need to get Laney worried about something that might mean nothing.
 
   And then I see it. A noxious brew of horror and disgust rises up in my chest, but I choke it down, try to control it, even as I step in front of Laney and Trish, trying to shield their view. Of course, that only makes them try harder to see around me. “Outta the way,” Laney says, pushing past me. 
 
   “Ahhh, sick!” Laney exclaims, seeing what I saw. 
 
   Hex is sniffing around the pile of corpses, as if it’s nothing more than a bed of roses. Are they…human? It hits me. 
 
   “I think those are the Pyros,” I murmur softly, almost reverently. Any witch hunter that could take down an entire gang of Pyros deserves some level of respect. Unless it was another witch gang that did it…
 
   “What?” Laney says. “You don’t think the Pyros killed anybody?” There’s an edge to her voice that’s becoming all too familiar. 
 
   “That’s not what I said. I’m sure the Pyros killed many humans, probably hundreds of survivors just to take over this town. But I don’t think these are human bodies. They’re dead Pyros…that’s why the fires are dying, because the Pyros that set them are dead. And think about it. Any humans killed by Pyros would have been burned to nothing more than ash.”
 
   Laney chews on her lips, fingering her shotgun. “Well, any enemy of the Pyros is a friend to me,” she says. “I’d like to find them and say thank you.”
 
   “Funny you should say that,” an electronic voice blares. Instinctively, I duck, as if the sound might carry something sharp and deadly.
 
   Laney ducks, too, although Trish remains standing completely upright, staring at one of the buildings, one that’s relatively unscathed. Hex barks twice and then goes back to sniffing at the dead witches. 
 
   “Who the hell was that?” Laney asks, but I’m already smiling, because there’s only one person I know in this new world who would set up a microphone and speaker in a town half-burned to the ground. 
 
   “Tillman Huckle,” I say.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty
 
    
 
   Trish is already heading toward the building when I take off after her, loping toward it with long, practiced strides. Hex lets out a woof! and gives chase. 
 
   Behind me, Laney says, “Stop and tell me who Tillman Huckle is or I’ll shoot you in the back, Rhett Carter!”
 
   “Do what you gotta do!” I shout back over my shoulder, but I’m not stopping, because I haven’t seen Tillman Huckle in weeks and it’s not every day you get the chance to catch up with one of the few friends you’ve got left in the world. 
 
   I pass Trish’s shorter legs and only just arrive at the building entrance a split-second after Hex, who appears out of thin air, startling me. “Do you really have to do that?” I say, glaring at my dog. He smiles back, his pink tongue dripping droplets of drool at my feet. 
 
   I put a hand on the doorknob, but something stops me from opening it. What if I’m mistaken? What if it’s not my old friend, Tillman Huckle, the young, entrepreneurial magical weapons dealer? Absently, my fingertips graze over the magged-up throwing stars in my belt. How many times have they saved my life? Countless. And all because Tillman Huckle was willing to accept instant noodles as payment for something far more valuable. 
 
   I flinch again as I realize Trish is by my side, tugging on my arm. She’s nodding vehemently, pointing at the door. I hope she’s right and I’m not walking into a trap.
 
   “Follow me quietly,” I say to anyone who might be listening, jiggling the doorknob. It’s locked.
 
   I take a step back, considering.
 
   BOOM!
 
   I leap away as the doorknob shatters, along with a six-inch hole in the wood around where it used to be. Laney’s foot flies past me, kicking the door inward with a resounding thud that reverberates off the walls. 
 
   “I said ‘quietly,’” I say. 
 
   “It worked, didn’t it?” she says, rolling her eyes. 
 
   “And woke up half the town,” I say.
 
   “There’s probably only one person—besides us—in the town, so that’s not really possible,” she says.
 
   “Touché,” I say, stepping past her and inside.
 
   A small, dark apartment lobby. Torn flowered wallpaper. A smashed vase with crinkled fake flowers spread out at disjointed angles. A flickering light. Not a happy place. 
 
   “Who’s Tillman Huckle?” Laney whispers behind me. I look back and she’s got Trish’s hand, as if for support, although neither of them look the least bit scared.
 
   “A friend,” I say, moving toward the stairway. 
 
   “You have friends?” she says, and though I pretend to ignore her, I smile in the dark. 
 
   I pause at the stairwell. There’s a flight of steps leading downward—presumably into a basement or cellar or laundry room—into inky blackness. Above me, I can just make out the outline of the staircase railing, rising many floors. Five, maybe six, levels. 
 
   “Up or down?” Laney says.
 
   Just then, a light flashes on, illuminating the steps going up.
 
   “Up,” I say with a smirk.
 
   “Because the freaky speaker voice person turned the lights on for us?”
 
   “Yes,” I say, and because some people never change and it’s a good thing they don’t. Tillman Huckle is one of those people.
 
   We reach the second floor, and immediately, the lights for the third floor steps blink on. “Up again,” I say unnecessarily. I’m fully smiling now, despite everything including the pile of corpses just outside.
 
   Happiness comes in small measures these days.
 
   The moment my foot hits the third floor landing, I expect the next set of bulbs to light our way, but instead the steps above us remain mired in shadow. “Guess your friend got bored,” Laney says.
 
   “No,” I say. “This is our stop.”
 
   I push through the fire door—a very necessary safety measure in a town that was full of Pyros—and into the third floor hallway. Almost instantly, a series of lights flare to life, one by one, highlighting our path down the corridor. They stop maybe three-quarters of the way down, leaving the remainder of the hallway dark and invisible. 
 
   Paying no attention to whether the others are following me, I stride quickly to the end of the lights and glance left and then right. Two doors. 315 or 316. 315 has a welcome mat covered in dirty footprints. Soo not Tillman Huckle’s style. 
 
   I lean right and knock firmly on 316. 
 
   The door opens into a small, dark apartment. The only light is provided by a wall of screens showing the street outside, the stairwell, and each floor’s hallway. Two of the screens are dark, as if the related cameras have been destroyed. Laney, Trish, and Hex appear on the screen in the dead center, and I can just make out the back of my head, disappearing as I step inside. 
 
   “Password?” a voice says from the right, where there’s a largish couch, a loveseat, and a giant, plush recliner. There’s a flat screen TV on in the corner. A soldier that looks at least part cyborg is blasting away at what appear to be aliens with long, rubbery tentacles as feet and arms. Tufts of unkempt brown hair sprout like grass over the top of the recliner, and the sound of controls being mashed fills my ears. 
 
   “You know it’s me, Huckle,” I say.
 
   “Password,” he repeats, snorting out a laugh.
 
   I lower my voice, hoping Laney and her sister won’t hear, and say, “I like big butts and I cannot lie.”
 
   Tillman doesn’t hold back, letting out a loud guffaw. 
 
   “Really?” Laney says. “I’ll have to keep that in mind.”
 
   “Who are your friends?” Huckle asks, not bothering to turn around to look at us. Click-clack, buttons mashed. 
 
   “Strays,” I say, firing Laney a look that wipes the amusement off her face. 
 
   “What do you mean, strays?” she protests, but I hold up a hand.
 
   “I didn’t mean anything by it,” I say. “It’s just what witch hunters call surviving humans who are cut off from society, not connected to a larger group.”
 
   There’s a loud roar as a monstrous blue alien dies, severed tentacles flying like shrapnel. Stage Cleared pops up on the screen, and Tillman Huckle finally rises to his feet. Turns. Smiles. “Welcome to my shop,” he says. Hex scampers to him and accepts Tillman’s offered behind-the-ear scratch. 
 
   “Laney, Trish,” I say, “meet Tillman Huckle.”
 
   “How do you have electricity?” Laney says. 
 
   “Nice to meet you, too,” Huckle responds. He adds a quick belly rub to his repertoire of ways-to-steal-my-magical-dog-from-me. Ever since I introduced him to Hex, it’s been a mission of his to get him from me. Leaving Hex with his feet still in the air, Huckle lopes awkwardly across the room, nearly tripping twice over his own feet. His greasy brown hair is twice as long and twice as disheveled as the last time I saw him, and his glasses are cracked in half a dozen more places, as evidenced by the thin-cut strips of duct tape holding them together. A result of domestic accidents, most likely. 
 
   When my tall, gangly friend crouches down to look at Trish, he’s still as tall as her. “Trish, right?” he says. She nods. “Aren’t you a quiet girl, so unlike the feisty one.”
 
   “Quit talking to my sister,” Laney says, pushing between them, her shotgun across her chest.
 
   “What’s wrong with her?” Tillman asks.
 
   “You shut your mouth or I’ll shut it for you,” Laney says. “There’s nothing wrong with my sister.”
 
   “Huckle,” I say. “Leave her alone.” He glances at me, rises back to his full height, at least a foot taller than Laney. I crane my neck to whisper in his ear. “She’s traumatized. Hasn’t spoken since she watched her sister kill their parents.”
 
   Tillman doesn’t react, just keeps looking at Trish, who’s peeking out from behind Laney, just a single eye visible. “Hmm,” Tillman says, playing with the tips of a nasty mustache he definitely didn’t have the last time I saw him.
 
   “Nice ’stache,” I say.
 
   “Didn’t you hear? Mos are making a comeback,” Tillman says, looking Laney up and down, from her wide stance to the angles of her arms as she places her hands on her hips to her cock-eyed expression that I realize I’m finally getting used to.
 
   “You’re thinking of beards,” I say. And then, trying to ease the tension in the room, I change the subject. “Tillman Huckle sells magged-up—I mean, magical—weapons to witch hunters,” I say.
 
   “Why do you keep calling him by his first and last name?” Laney asks scornfully.
 
   I sigh. Leave it to her to zone in on the really important issues. “I don’t always. Sometimes I just call him Huckle. But Tillman Huckle sounds right, doesn’t it? I don’t know—it’s just one of those names.” 
 
   “One of a kind,” Laney says, and I can’t tell if she’s being serious.
 
   “As fascinating as it is to hear you talk about me as if I’m not in the room, I think I’ll go back to my game,” Tillman says, turning away. “Hex, you in?”
 
   Hex barks appreciatively and follows Tillman to his chair, plopping down beside him. With a few button crunches, the screen once again begins flickering with gratuitous violence.
 
   “Who is this guy?” Laney says. “Can we trust him?”
 
   “I can still hear you!” Tillman calls from behind his easy chair. Hex chuffs as if to say Me too!
 
   Laney and I both ignore them. “I know he’s a little eccentric, but I swear to you, he’s as trustworthy as it gets these days,” I say.
 
   “If you’re hungry, feel free to dine on a wide protection of Ramen noodles,” Huckle shouts above the boom of a mind-numbing explosion from a rocket he’s just fired from a shoulder-launcher. 
 
   “Don’t you mean, ‘selection’ of Ramen noodles?” Laney says.
 
   “That’s what I said,” Huckle says.
 
   “He does that sometimes,” I say. “Uses the wrong word intentionally. He’s really quite smart.”
 
   There’s skepticism all over Laney’s face, but finally she shrugs. “I guess we don’t have much of a choice, do we?” She wanders over and flops on the couch. I don’t miss the way her shotgun rests on her knees, aimed in Tillman Huckle’s general direction.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-One
 
    
 
   Ramen noodles never tasted so good. 
 
   I slurp down the last noodle, relishing the addictive taste of artificial chicken flavoring and a heart-attack-inducing level of sodium, considering whether I should go back for a fifth packet. 
 
   Tillman Huckle straps on a vest of dynamite and runs into a nest of scorpion-like aliens, instantly vaporizing them in the explosion. “Nice one,” I say. 
 
   “Isn’t the goal to survive the alien invasion?” Laney asks around a mouthful of curly noodles.
 
   “Eh, surviving can be so boring sometimes,” Huckle says.
 
   “You’re odd,” Laney says.
 
   “Says the shotgun-toting sister of the mute air-drawing pipsqueak,” Huckle says evenly, selecting a new character from a menu screen, a curvy blonde with a machine gun and a sash of ammunition across her chest. Over the last hour I’ve filled him in on everything that’s happened in the last week or so, from the Siren to the beggar—Martin—to the air raid to The End to the Necros, and everything in between. Laney crossed her arms over her chest when I mentioned her sister’s air-drawing, but didn’t contradict me. 
 
   “Don’t talk about my sister,” Laney says, but there’s less fight in her tone. Filling her belly with food seems to have a calming effect on her. I take that down as a mental note. 
 
   “Why? Am I starting to irrigate you?” Tillman says.
 
   “Don’t you mean—”
 
   “Yes,” I say. “That’s exactly what he means.” One of my major goals has just become keeping Laney and Huckle from killing each other. Well, more likely, keeping Laney from killing Tillman. 
 
   Giving me a death glare, Laney gets off the couch and sits on the loveseat, as if to send a message by putting distance between us. 
 
   Huckle’s attention remains firmly on his game, where his blonde warrior begins cutting down a robot attack squad in a barrage of automatic fire punctuated by a teeth-chattering grenade blast. Metal arms, legs, and heads go flying all over the screen.
 
   Laney looks at me as if to say Seriously? and then uses her index finger to make circles around her ear. The message is clear: Your friend is certifiably insane. I shrug one more time. 
 
   “Where’d you come from?” I ask Tillman.
 
   “I go where the action is,” Tillman says, which doesn’t answer my question at all.
 
   “I mean, how’d you get here?” I rephrase. 
 
   “Glad to see you still have all six of those throwing stars,” Tillman says, slamming his thumb down on a button. On screen, a wide metal door splits in the center, opening to either side. Hundreds of wolf-like beasts with snake heads charge right toward us, and I realize that video games don’t seem so unrealistic anymore.
 
   “What happened to the Pyros?” I ask, watching as his buxom character whips out dual swords and begins hacking body parts off the snake-wolves, splattering green blood all over the place.
 
   “You know, witch hunters and their games,” Huckle says cryptically. I’m beginning to wonder whether my questions are poorly worded. I can’t seem to get a straight answer out of my friend. 
 
   “Witch hunters did that?” Laney says, looking at me with newfound respect.
 
   “Sort of.”
 
   I have the sudden urge to rip the video game controller out of Tillman’s hands and chuck it out the window. “Huckle. This is important. We need to know what happened here.”
 
   Tillman sighs and pauses the game, green blobs of blood and furry body parts frozen amidst two arcs of slashing swords. Finally, he looks at me. “The Pyros moved in a week ago, took over. I’d been here for a couple of weeks, selling weapons to witch hunters passing through. There was a group here, maybe two hundred survivors. They never stood a chance.”
 
   “Then why aren’t you dead?” Laney asks.
 
   Tillman laughs, but there’s no humor in it. “I’ve been around awhile. I found a place to hide.”
 
   “Coward,” Laney says.
 
   “No,” Tillman says, his voice remaining level. “A survivor.”
 
   “What about the Pyros?” I say, trying to get things back on track. “They moved in and took over, but now they’re all dead.”
 
   Huckle’s fingers twitch on the controller, as if his addiction to gaming is urging him to hit the unpause button. “They got sloppy. Your friends snuck in, found me, bought some weapons, and then killed the witches. Hence Laney should be thanking me for the pile of Pyro corpses out front. Without my weapons things might’ve gone very differently.”
 
   “You’re a saint,” Laney mutters.
 
   “My friends?” I say, my lip turning up slightly.
 
   “The group of witch hunters you were talking about earlier. You know, The End.”
 
   Without thinking, I stand, subconsciously raising a hand to my forehead, which I suddenly realize is pounding with a headache. 
 
   Despite the missiles that destroyed Waynesburg, The End is alive and doing what they do best: killing. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-Two
 
    
 
   “And this is a brand new item—a Glock with bullets formed from cursed superheated steel.” When Tillman Huckle talks about magic weapons, his eyes light up the same way they do when he talks about video games. 
 
   “I’ll take one of those,” Laney says, reaching for the big weapon.
 
   “Not so fast,” Huckle says, pulling it away. “I require payment in advance of all sales.”
 
   “What happened to trying before buying?” Laney says.
 
   “What happened to you only going with me as far as the Necros’ stronghold and then going our separate ways?” I ask.
 
   Laney punches me lightly in the shoulder. “Jury’s still out on that one,” she says. “But regardless, I could use a weapon like this to protect me and my sister.”
 
   Huckle’s clutching the gun to his chest like an overprotective mother with her baby.
 
   “Tillman Huckle. Give it to her. She’s not going to steal it.”
 
   He squints an eye as if he finds that hard to believe, but hands the gun over, barrel first. Laney grabs it, spins it around, and points it square at Huckle’s chest. “Any cursed bullets in this thing?” she asks, peering down the sight.
 
   “What do I look like, an amateur?” Huckle says. 
 
   Laney plays with the gun for a minute and then says, “Where’d you get all these weapons anyway? I’m guessing the witches don’t just make them and then hand them over.”
 
   “Trade secrets,” Tillman says obscurely.
 
   “Whatever,” Laney says, testing the weight of the gun in her hand.
 
   “There’s no way you can afford a weapon like that,” Huckle says. 
 
   “Not even for a friend?” I say.
 
   “She’s not ‘a friend,’” Tillman retorts, his fingers forming air quotes. I swear his glasses have a new strip of duct tape from yesterday. “If you want the gun, you’ll have to pay up.”
 
   “We don’t have any money,” Laney says.
 
   “Money?” Tillman laughs. “Money is worthless. Trading is not.”
 
   “What do you want?” I ask.
 
   “I’d accept a certain four-legged beast whose name rhymes with sex,” Huckle says. 
 
   “Gross,” Laney says, as if just hearing that word roll off of Huckle’s tongue is more disgusting than trudging through a puddle of vomit.
 
   “Why do you want Hex?” I ask.
 
   “Companionship,” Huckle says. “All my other friends just end up dying.”
 
   I’m about to respond, but Trish starts air-drawing. “Trish, stop it,” Laney commands, but it only makes her sister form the letters faster.
 
   “Death…” I start to read, but then Laney grabs Trish’s hand. 
 
   “No,” she says. “No more.”
 
   Why is she so unwilling to explore her sister’s apparent gift, if that’s what it is? At the very least, we need to know what it means. Whether it’s real or just the random ambiguity of a child still in shock. 
 
   “Let her finish,” I say, taking hold of Laney’s wrist and trying to pull her away. 
 
   “Don’t touch me, Carter,” Laney says, her eyes blazing. She’s still got the Glock in the other hand and I’m tempted to reconfirm with Huckle that it’s not loaded. 
 
   “What are you scared of?” I say.
 
   “Nothing,” she says, but I can see the fire in her eyes die just a little, replaced by something resembling anxiety.
 
   Even as we stare at each other, we both seem to realize at the same time that Trish is now drawing with her other hand. “Cometh,” Tillman says. “Death cometh.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-Three
 
    
 
   Trish’s finger slashes at the air, moving with more vigor than I’ve ever seen from the small girl. Her blue eyes are beaming with intensity and there’s a determined line to her jaw and pursed lips. She looks a little scary, if I’m being honest.
 
   And she’s drawing the same message one more time, as if once wasn’t enough.
 
   D.E.A.T.
 
   Blood is throbbing in my head, pulsating in my temple, hot and fierce. 
 
   H.
 
   “Death,” I find myself murmuring aloud.
 
   “C. O. M. E. T. H.”
 
   I grit my teeth and hope for a few more words, something to change the message to a phrase less grim and horrible, but the nine-year-old’s slender hand drops back to her side. 
 
   “Death cometh,” I repeat, my voice nothing more than a whisper. “From where?”
 
   Her hand lifts once more and she points to the ceiling—but no, that can’t be it.
 
   She’s pointing to the sky.
 
   “Flying witches,” Laney says, quickly getting up to speed.
 
   “Destroyers? Maybe…” I say, but it doesn’t sound right and Trish is already shaking her head. An attack from the sky. Something overhead. Something that brings only death. Icicles lance down my spine and my legs freeze in blocks of ice, because I realize there’s only one answer out of a million that makes sense:
 
   Missiles.
 
   “We’ve got to go, now!” I say frantically, grabbing Trish’s hand and pulling her toward the door. When Laney and Huckle just stare at me, I yell, “NOW!” which Hex punctuates with a loud “WOOF!”
 
   Laney’s eyes widen but she moves, even grabbing Huckle by the elbow and hauling him forward. She looks like an elf trying to move a lumbering giant, but, despite the surprise plastered on his face, he allows himself to be dragged toward the door. 
 
   Down the hallway, into the stairwell, down the stairs. Second floor. Look back to make sure Laney and Huckle—who’s walking on his own now—are following. First floor lobby. Out the door and onto the street where the air is warmer than it looked from above. Perhaps winter is further away than I thought.
 
   I try not to look at the heap of dead Pyros, but I find I can’t look away from the gruesome spectacle, no matter how hard I try. Are they the target of the air strike? Did someone alert the military that the gang of Pyros had taken over the city, only to have them destroyed by The End before the air strike could happen? Is some kind of a perverted pattern of destruction emerging?
 
   I crane my head back, searching the endless miles of clear blue sky. Empty. Emptier than empty. Not even a wispy cloud or a patrolling bird paints a stroke on the rich blue canvas. Could Trish have gotten it wrong? Or did she hold back part of the message? Death cometh…in three weeks, maybe? Or—and now I’m starting to think like Laney, which scares me quite a lot—is her air-drawing just some weird form of post-traumatic shock syndrome, as meaningless as a firecracker with no fuse? Have I been forcing truth into something false?
 
   “What do you see, Sis?” Laney says, snapping me out of my convoluted thoughts. 
 
   I glance down at Trish, who’s still holding my hand. But now her other hand is pointing skyward. Toward the east, I think, the opposite direction to where the sun is beginning to set. I follow the invisible path of her aim, holding my breath…and seeing nothing.
 
   Letting out a deep sigh, my thoughts about whether I’m crazy for following this disturbed mute girl’s random messages return. And then I see it: a dark speck. Could be anything, a bird or a bit of dirt on my glasses or…
 
   No, it’s moving fast. Too fast to be a bird, and dirt on my glasses wouldn’t move. 
 
   “Run!” I shout, even as I realize it’s too late—far too late. But we have to try. 
 
   I take off down the road, practically ripping Trish’s arm out of her socket, yanking her with me, willing her to move faster than her tiny legs should be able to move. Huckle quickly outdistances me, his long, loping strides awkward and stumbling, but effective enough. Laney passes us, too, because I’m anchored down by Trish, but she stops, looks back, waits for us. She won’t leave her sister behind. 
 
   Her eyes widen as she sees something over my head, skyward. Her mouth forms a dark circle and I can see the fear penetrating every part of her expression, a look completely foreign to anything I’ve encountered from her so far. 
 
   Even as I gesture for her to keep running, Trish squirms suddenly, wrenching her hand from my grasp. Propelled by momentum alone, I take another two strides before I’m able to stop, turn, and watch her bolt away from me, back down the street, right toward where—I can barely believe what I’m seeing—a freaking missile is blazing across the heavens, right at her, as if she’s the very target of its pent-up destructive forces. 
 
   She stops in the middle of the street.
 
   —and the missile screams through the air.
 
   Trish raises her hands over her head, almost preacher-like.
 
   —and Laney screams from somewhere behind me: “Trish!”
 
   She’s so small, so small, and yet there’s something about the way she stands that makes her look so much bigger than she is.
 
   —the missile screaming, Laney screaming, and then…
 
   There’s a scream from somewhere else, so much LOUDER, an earth-shattering keening that forces my hands over my ears, my body to the ground, as if I’m praying or bowing to a king. 
 
   “Oh God, not again!” Laney yells from behind me, but it’s muffled through my fingers and I can barely discern it, almost completely drowned out by the pitch of the other scream, which I only now realize is coming from
 
   Trish.
 
    
 
   With a bright light, the world explodes.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-Four
 
    
 
   The earth trembles beneath my feet; rocks and debris rain from the sky like black hail; blinding red/orange/yellow/white light forces my eyes shut; a heavy WHOOOOSH! of air rushes over me, flapping and snapping the loose bits of my clothing. 
 
   Seconds—or is it minutes?—pass in that manner: trembling and raining and brightness and wind. Until the world turns black behind my squeezed-shut eyelids.
 
   Flashes of light crackle across my vision, and I realize they’re echoes of color, like when you stare at the sun for too long and then see tiny sun circles even when you close your eyes.
 
   Is this the end? Of us? Of the world? Will everything left be destroyed by rockets and missiles in an attempt to eradicate the witch gangs?
 
   Am I dead?
 
   I can’t seem to open my eyes. I can’t hear anything but a ringing in my ears, like after a rock concert when you’ve stood way too close to the speakers. 
 
   A hand touches my face, and I flinch away from it, but it persists, gentle and calm and—opening my eyelids. 
 
   I blink a few times, trying to erase the spots of explosive light, and an image becomes clearer. Blond hair, blue eyes, pale freckly skin. And a tiny mouth without a voice. Trish stands before me, looking small again, outlined by a gray/black smoky haze that seems to cover the entirety of a sky that was so recently clear and blue. 
 
   Clear and blue. Like her eyes.
 
   “You…you did it?” I say, unsure of what she did and whether it was her or what the hell happened at all. 
 
   Trish just looks at me in the way that used to freak me out a little but which now seems so familiar and welcome.
 
   I’m still huddled in a ball, my hands over my ears, my elbows touching in front of my chin. As I try to stand, to stretch out, my muscles ache and I start to stumble. 
 
   Someone grabs my elbow and helps me upright. Laney. Her face is serious again, absent of fear. “You okay?” she asks. It’s the most innocent thing I’ve ever heard her say.
 
   “Yeah, I think so,” I say, fighting back the urge to hug her. “You?”
 
   “I’m fine. A little shaken up, but fine. Trish?”
 
   Trish steps forward to her sister, takes her hand tenderly, strokes it once, and then releases her fingers. “I guess that means she’s okay,” I say.
 
   “Guess so,” Laney says, a shadow of a smile forming on her lips. I smile, too, because, well, sometimes just being alive is something to smile about. Laney’s hand is still on my elbow, and we seem to notice it at the same time. A flash of embarrassment crosses her face, but she hides it quickly, removing her hand and patting my arm firmly. “I’m glad you’re okay,” she says stiffly. 
 
   My smile vanishes when, over her shoulder, I see a body. “Tillman!” I say, pushing past her toward my friend, who’s sprawled out flat on his back, unmoving, Hex lapping at his chin. 
 
   When I reach him his eyes are open and he’s staring, unblinking, at the gray haze swirling above us. “Tillman?” I say again, scanning his body for injuries. “You okay?”
 
   He blinks and finally seems to notice me. “Yeah,” he says. “Why wouldn’t I be?”
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Tillman Huckle won’t go with us, but he did agree to leave town, just in case another missile is sent by whoever is shooting off the missiles. 
 
   “Are you sure?” I ask my friend. “You wouldn’t be alone anymore.” I help him load another crate of magical weapons into a white van that he’s managed to rig to run on solar power captured through large purple-black panels on the roof. 
 
   “Look, I appreciate the offer, but I’m okay. I’ve got witch hunters to supply, video games to play—”
 
   “Ramen noodles to eat?” I interrupt.
 
   “Exactly. Someone’s got to keep the high-sodium food industry booming.”
 
   I laugh and shake his hand, turning to Laney and Trish, who come up behind us carrying some of Tillman’s food supplies. “We should go. We can’t risk another bombing happening while we’re still here.”
 
   “What’s the risk?” Huckle says. “With that little lady over there”—he points to Trish who just stares at him—“they could send a whole fleet of missiles and she’d just blow them out of the sky.”
 
   “She didn’t do—” Laney starts to say, but I cut her off.
 
   “Thanks, Tillman, for everything.”
 
   He waves me off. “You and your friends saved my life, in more ways than one. I have a little thank you gift for you.” He hands me a large cardboard box. “I’m hoping what we’ve just been through is the storm before the calm, but just in case…well, I wanted you to have these. Don’t open it until you’re safely on your way.”
 
   Laney and I exchange a curious glance, but all I say is, “Thanks. Hope we see you around. Take care of yourself.”
 
   “You, too. Don’t be a ranger.”
 
   “Don’t you mean ‘stranger’?” Laney says, but Huckle’s already climbed into the van and slammed the door shut. With a low hum, the van starts, but not before vanishing as if it was never there. 
 
   Laney gasps. “Where’d it go?”
 
   But I don’t have to answer her question as a cloud of dust swarms past us, heading south, to where Tillman earlier told us “the action is.”
 
   “Even his van is magged-up,” Laney mutters. 
 
   Silently, I wish him luck, which is practically the only thing any of us have left in this world.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-Five
 
    
 
   Although I know we have to talk about what happened at some point, I’m not ready for it, and I know Laney’s in no hurry, so we stay mostly silent, following Trish’s lead as we make our way north on I-79, beginning the—according to my map—thirty mile trek to Pittsburgh.
 
   Of all of us, Hex is the most vocal, barking at everything: at parked cars; at a pair of dirty old boots that are, remarkably, standing upright in the middle of the highway, like its owner stepped right out of them and kept walking; at a group of sparrows hopping along the median, pecking at the brown grass in search of food. 
 
   At one point he barks at me for about ten minutes for no apparent reason. Sometimes I think he’s the smartest dog in the world, and other times, well, I think maybe I should have gone with a magical cat. 
 
   Finally, I can’t hold my tongue any longer, so I say, “Who do you think is shooting off the missiles?”
 
   Laney shoots me a look that almost contains missiles, and says, “This isn’t some backend way of starting a conversation about…”—she gestures to her sister—“…is it?”
 
   “No,” I say, shrugging innocently. “I’m just a little concerned that the last two cities we’ve been in have been blown up by someone.”
 
   “A. Only the first one was blown up. Trish saved the second one. Actually, scratch that last part,” she adds hastily. “What happened with my sister isn’t up for discussion, you hear me?”
 
   “What’s B?” I ask, letting it go.
 
   “What?”
 
   “You said ‘A.’ What’s B?”
 
   “Uhh…” She scratches her head, trying to remember. “Oh yeah. B is that we already talked about this. Who in the good old U.S. of A could possibly have missiles? Only the military. So that means the government and army is operating in some form or another. Which is a good thing, right?”
 
   “Not if they’re trying to blow us up,” I say.
 
   “You really think they care about us?” she asks. Hex barks a resounding “No!” Or is it a “Yes!”? “Carter, I know you think you’re this badass witch hunter that everyone wants to get their hands on, but—”
 
   “Those witches said the Necros put a bounty on my head,” I point out.
 
   “True,” she says. “But that doesn’t mean the government wants you, too. Those things can’t possibly be linked.”
 
   “Then why the missiles?” I ask, reverting back to a different form of my original question.
 
   “To kill large groups of witches,” Laney says, which makes sense. “There were a ton of Necros in Waynesburg and a whole gang of Pyros running Washington.”
 
   “The Pyros were already dead,” I say.
 
   “But maybe the government didn’t know that,” Laney says, cocking an eyebrow. “Maybe they got intel a day or two earlier and by the time they launched their missile it was stale. But they don’t really care because they’ll probably kill a few witches either way.”
 
   “Intel from whom?” I ask, churning through the possibilities. Other witch hunters, military spies, poor farmers…
 
   “Who knows, who cares,” Laney says with a shrug. “They might’ve even already known the Pyros were dead. A clean missile strike to clean up the mess.”
 
   “Without regard to potential human survivors?” I say.
 
   “Since when has the military worried much about civilians in a warzone? If the target is a high enough priority, innocents be damned.”
 
   I don’t have a question or an argument in response to that. War is hell, and no one is completely innocent in times like these. 
 
   “You know,” I say, “we’ve got to talk about how we’re still alive at some point.” Trish, for once, isn’t staring at us as we talk. 
 
   “Yeah, I know,” Laney says, averting her eyes, aiming them straight ahead. “Want me to help carry that box?”
 
   A classic attempt to change the subject. I let it slide. The box is getting heavy, but my arms are far from tired. “In a few miles we can trade,” I say.
 
   “What do you think is in it?” Laney asks.
 
   “Knowing Huckle,” I say, “a whole lot of cool stuff.”
 
   Laney nods in understanding. “Weapons.”
 
   “Magical weapons,” I clarify. “Which is exactly what I’ll need to take on the Reaper and his Necros.”
 
   “Exactly what we’ll need,” she says, kicking a stone down the road. It skips once, takes a big hop, and then clanks off the side of an abandoned Honda. 
 
   I look at her but she keeps staring straight ahead, so I don’t make a big deal out of it.
 
   Scuff, scuff, scrape, Hex barks at a scrap of exploded rubber tire, and the sun glows red on the western horizon. 
 
   We’ve probably put five miles between us and Washington, Pennsylvania, and we’re all tired, so as we approach an eighteen-wheeled tractor trailer on the highway shoulder, I motion our group to a stop. The broad side of the truck is painted with a logo of a black and white splotched cow. “Hager’s Fine Dairy Products, since 1943,” is stenciled beneath the painted cow. “This will be as good a place to sleep as any,” I say.
 
   I motion for Laney to go around one side with her shotgun, while I head around the other side. Simultaneously, we yank open the doors to the cab, each of us recoiling at the smell that wafts out, permeating our nostrils. Dried brown gore is crusted to the seats, the dash, and the windows. Thankfully, there are no bodies or bones.
 
   Tugging the top of my shirt over my nose and mouth, I say, “Necros,” disgustedly, because who else would’ve taken the dead bodies from the truck? Good Samaritans trying to help a fellow human being? Riiiight. Not these days. A kind soul looking to give someone a proper burial, whisper a few words, maybe light a candle or two? Ha! Funerals are as extinct as the dinosaurs. Survival is the only thing that matters. And death has become so commonplace that it’s like watching a speed limit sign fly by on the highway.
 
   We slam the doors on the odor and head back to the rear. Together, we shove the gate up, letting the force of the push roll it all the way into the roof. A thin beam of dying orange sunlight finds its way into the cargo space. 
 
   “Blech. Great idea, fearless leader,” Laney says, pinching her nose. If anything, the stench is even worse back here, thick and heavy with rotten eggs and rancid milk. Happily, Hex immediately jumps up to investigate. 
 
   “You have a better idea?” I say.
 
   Laney looks up and down the highway. There’s not another vehicle in sight. “After sleeping in there, the Necros will be able to smell us coming.”
 
   I don’t doubt she’s right, so I don’t respond, just follow Hex, who—tail wagging—has discovered a crate of smashed, rotten eggs, and seems to be soaking up every last odor into his high-powered smell-buds. 
 
   I watch as he makes his way toward the front of the compartment, where it gets darker and darker, more hidden from the minimal outside light provided by dusk. Hex’s body starts to glow, brighter and brighter, until it’s casting a decent circle of light on a relatively blank corner, scattered with empty milk crates. For the most part, the truck’s been scavenged, leaving only the damaged products to fester for the last six months. 
 
   Turning back, I help pull Trish into the cargo space and then Laney, who surprisingly accepts my offered hand. 
 
   They follow Hex, crunching brittle egg shells under their feet, while I grab the strap and tug the cargo door closed with a rattling crash. When I catch up, Laney has already positioned three upside-down milk crates around Hex, who’s lying in a heap on the floor, the light emanating from his fur transformed in a way I’ve never seen before. 
 
   I shake my head and take a seat next to Laney.
 
   “It’s almost like camping,” Laney says, smirking, pretending to warm her hands on the virtual fire that is my dog, red and orange flames licking around his sides and over his ears. I lean forward, and, feeling no heat, run my hand along Hex’s back, through the “flames,” which are almost like projected images.
 
   Maybe you can’t teach an old dog new tricks, but sometimes an old dog can teach itself new tricks. 
 
   “Shame we don’t have any marshmallows,” I say, retracting my hand and staring into the Hex-fire. 
 
   The thought of food makes my stomach growl, and I think Laney’s, too, as the both of us rummage through our packs at the same time. We eat from our measly supplies in silence, lost in our own thoughts. Even Trish eats without painting any invisible messages about death and destruction. Hex snores softly, his fiery chest rising and falling hypnotically.
 
   When we’ve finished our supper, I steel myself for the conversation that I’m one hundred percent positive Laney doesn’t want to have. As if sensing what I’m about to say, Laney slides her crate closer to her sister and puts her arm around her protectively. 
 
   I sigh.
 
   “Don’t say it,” Laney says.
 
   I raise an eyebrow.
 
   “Don’t ask it.” Laney’s glare is dark and heavy and flickering with orange and red light.
 
   I stay silent. 
 
   A few minutes go by, and then it’s Laney’s turn to sigh, much heavier than I did. “Okay, fine, you win. I’ll talk.”
 
   “Your sister is a…” I’m afraid to ask the question, especially when her shotgun is at her feet, easily within reach.
 
   Laney’s expression is cut from stone, and for a second I think she might just grab her shotgun and start blasting away. But then I detect a slight quiver in her cheek, there for a moment and then gone. She speaks in a monotone voice, a practiced tone meant to hide emotions. 
 
   “I didn’t shoot my parents,” she says. 
 
   My lips part. Not what I expected her to say. Is she lying, just trying to change the subject again, distract me from her sister?
 
   “But I thought they were witches…”
 
   “They were.”
 
   “And that they tried to kill you and your sister…”
 
   “Just me. Not my sister.”
 
   Something cracks in me and a deep, deep sorrow balloons in my chest. I understand. Do I understand? “They tried to kill you because you were—”
 
   “A disappointment,” she says, hot-iron-tipped anger sneaking into her voice. “A human. Filthy and weak and worthless to them.”
 
   “Hey, watch what you say about humans. It just so happens that I’m proud to be one,” I say, a lame attempt at humor. 
 
   I don’t even get a sarcastic “Ha ha,” out of her; she just starts gritting her teeth. “When Salem’s Revenge struck, I was getting a drink of water. I did see them standing at my bedroom door, holding fireballs. There was a look in their eyes, violent and malicious, something I’d never seen in either of them before. I freaked. I ran down the hall and locked myself in their room.”
 
   A trickle of sweat meanders from her temple to her cheek. She pauses, chokes down a swallow. 
 
   “They pounded on the door, their fists breaking through the wood, consuming it in a burst of flame, fire seeming to surround them, like it was a part of them.”
 
   I’ve seen Pyros in action before, and my heart sped up just watching them. I can’t imagine having my parents come after me like that.
 
   “I did grab my father’s shotgun, the one he kept near the bed for protection, which I know now was just a front. He never needed protecting. Neither of them did.”
 
   I frown. “But you said you didn’t shoot them,” I say, confused. So far the story isn’t that different than the first one she told me.
 
   “I—I—” Her voice falters for the first time and she seems to shrink before me. 
 
   “It’s okay,” I say. “Take your time.”
 
   She manages a weak, appreciative smile and glances at Trish, who looks wide-eyed and innocent, just a little girl again, not some all-powerful, missile-destr—
 
   “I couldn’t,” Laney bursts out. She’s breathless, gulping at the air, and…is that moisture in her eyes? She wipes at her face with the back of her hand and the tears are gone and her eyes are clear and her mouth is a snarl. “My finger was on the trigger, but I couldn’t pull it. I was too weak, too chicken. But I’m not anymore.”
 
   That’s an understatement, I think to myself. “No, you’re not,” I say. “Then how…”
 
   “Trish screamed,” Laney says, and I feel a rush of blood in my head as the final piece locks into place.
 
   “She saved you,” I say. She killed your parents.
 
   “Their fires went out, blood leaked from their noses and mouths and ears…and then they died.”
 
   “Holy…”
 
   “Yeah,” Laney says. “That about sums it up. Except what Trish can do, there’s nothing holy about it. It comes from a completely other place.”
 
   I can’t believe she’d say such a thing with her sister listening, but Trish, as usual, doesn’t react, just yawns and slides to the floor, curling up next to Hex, closing her eyes.
 
   “Your sister’s a…W-I-T-C-H?” I say, spelling it out, confirming my understanding.
 
   “She’s not human,” Laney says, “is she? And she knows how to spell, you know.”
 
   I shake my head. “And you think witches get their powers from…”
 
   “Hell,” Laney says. “Satan, the Devil, Lucifer, the Prince of Darkness. They are the epitome of EVIL with a capital E-V-I-L.” 
 
   “But your sister isn’t evil,” I say, realizing what I’m arguing for only after the words spill from my mouth. If her sister—a witch—isn’t evil, then that means not all witches are evil, just like Mr. Jackson said. Could he have been right? Is there hope for his son? I bite my tongue. 
 
   “I never said she was,” Laney retorts with a scowl. “Just that her powers come from somewhere—something—evil. She gets to choose whether to use them for good or evil.”
 
   My whole body feels numb, like I’ve eaten some weird anesthetic plant. I’ve never met a witch I didn’t have a strong desire to kill. Trish’s…I almost spit the word out in my mind…kind killed my family and probably my best friend and the love of my life. I hate them. All of them. Don’t I?
 
   But as I watch the cherubic, if somewhat strange, child sleeping next to my dog, I can’t find even an ounce of hatred toward her. Although most of the time she doesn’t seem at all like a child, when she was flipping through the photo album I could almost sense that she wanted to be a child again, but that the world wouldn’t let her. And she saved her sister’s life from her parents, and then all of our lives from the missile. All she did was scream and…
 
   “No,” I say. “It can’t be both ways. They can’t be evil but able to do good, too.”
 
   Laney’s eyes seem to catch on fire, but she’s just angled her head, catching the reflection of Hex’s faux-fiery body. “Trish. Isn’t. Evil,” she says.
 
   “That’s not what I’m saying,” I say quickly. “I’m saying that she’s not evil and her powers don’t come from evil. Wherever they come from, she can use them for good or evil. But how does she harness it?”
 
   “What are you saying?” Laney’s voice is a low growl.
 
   What am I saying? “Just that having Trish with us is a risk.” I hate that I sound like Mr. Jackson, making statements of cruel and indifferent logic. I hate it, but that doesn’t stop me from saying it. 
 
   “So…what—you want to drop her off in a ditch somewhere? Leave her to the mercy of the other witch gangs?” Her tone’s gone from fiercely defensive to sarcastic and incredulous in an instant.
 
   “No. I’m just wondering how she controls it.”
 
   “Controls what?” Laney asks, tucking a leg under her butt.
 
   “Her powers. We all heard her scream. I mean, it was crazy-loud, right? Why didn’t it kill us when it blew up the missile? And why didn’t it kill you when she saved you from your parents?” The questions are coming faster and faster, piling up haphazardly, like spare parts in a junkyard. 
 
   Laney shakes her head. “I don’t know. Does it matter?”
 
   Her question takes me by surprise. I’m used to questioning things and finding out answers. But she’s right. What difference does it make except that Trish is somehow able to control who or what she destroys with her power-scream? Could she ever hurt us by accident? Maybe, but so far the tiny nine-year-old seems to have complete control of her abilities. The bigger question is…
 
   “What gang does she belong to?” I ask.
 
   Laney’s eyes darken. “No gang,” she says.
 
   That’s not the way my world works. Every witch has a gang, a group with a similar skillset, whether they hang out with their kind or not. “Sure she does. Witches gravitate toward those they can relate to.” Mr. Jackson’s words, not mine, but I believe them.
 
   Laney scoffs. “That’s like saying just because someone has a hook for a hand that they’re a pirate. My sister doesn’t have a gang. We’re her gang.”
 
   She’s missing the point. “I just mean that it would help to understand her powers. Mr. Jackson taught me a lot about the various gangs, and if I could identify what she is…”
 
   “She’s not some subject to be investigated,” Laney says hotly. “And maybe she doesn’t fit into one of Mr. Jackson’s”—she exaggerates the name with her flippant tone and a roll of her eyes—“neat little categories.”
 
   “Sorry, I—”
 
   “No, you’re not thinking, are you? You’re assuming, and we all know what assuming does.”
 
   Yeah, makes an ass out of you and me. “Sorry. Just sorry,” I say. “Thanks for telling me the truth. And I’m sorry you had to go through all that.”
 
   “Yeah,” she says, which I think is the closest thing I’m going to get to her accepting my apology, as she turns away and joins her sister on the floor. Almost as an afterthought, she flips back over and says, “There are always shades of gray.”
 
   I step over them and take up a sleeping position on the opposite side of my dog, pushing in close to share his body heat. Though I can hear Hex’s heavy breathing as he sleeps, his firelight dims, becoming nothing more than glowing embers in the dark.
 
   I don’t know what to do. I never expected to have a witch travelling with me, never in a million years. But this is different, right? She’s just a kid, powerful yeah, but on my side, helping me. She saved us.
 
   Despite the many questions still running amok in my mind, weariness takes me and the world fades into nothing.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-Six
 
    
 
   It’s like our conversation last night never happened, which I think is what both of us want. 
 
   Laney is back to her normal, steel-like, feisty self—“Get your ass in gear, Carter, daylight’s burning!”—and I’m, well, back to focusing on my mission of revenge. So what if I’m travelling with a witch and her sister, right? Said witch is a child and she saved my life, so maybe she’s not like the other witches I’ve met, even if her powers come from the depths of hell, like Laney suggested last night. But every time I look around, I see Trish watching me, even more so than usual. Creepy kid, I think.
 
   I take a deep swallow of water and try to ignore her stare. 
 
   “Carter! You need someone to hold your hand or what? You move slower than my grandma, and she’s been dead for ten years.” My head snaps around to find Laney, hands on hips, staring me down. 
 
   I fake a smile. “We should check Huckle’s box o’ fun first,” I say. “Divvy up whatever’s inside. Could be useful.”
 
   Laney’s eyes light up. “I got first dibs,” she says, elbowing me aside as I throw open the box. 
 
   “Sure,” I say.
 
   She rummages through the container, says “Sick!” and pulls out the Glock, the one with magged-up bullets that Huckle showed us before the missile strike. Shoving it in her waistband, she removes a box of ammunition, which she sticks in her pack.
 
   “Your pick next,” she says, smiling wide with satisfaction.
 
   I lean over the box, which rests on the edge of the truck bed. There are a number of knives and short blades, each of which are surely tipped with cursed or otherwise magged-up steel. I take one, the longest and sharpest, and shove it into a leather holster next to my throwing stars. Reach in again…
 
   “Not so fast,” Laney says, pushing in. “Me again.”
 
   “Since you asked so nicely,” I say, waving her forward. 
 
   “Grenades!” Laney says, holding up a brown, egg-shaped device. 
 
   “Not just any grenades,” I say, peeling a Post-it note off the back. I read Huckle’s shaky child-like handwriting: “Not for use in small spaces. Beware of early detonation.”
 
   “Sounds right up my alley,” Laney says, gingerly placing one in her pack. She reaches for another.
 
   “Not so fast,” I say, mimicking her voice and words. “Me again.”
 
   “Ha ha, Carter,” she says, but steps aside and waves me forward.
 
   I snatch the last two grenades, one in each hand, wondering what type of magic is inside of them.
 
   “Cheater,” she says, but she’s smiling. Probably because she was going to do the same thing, I think.
 
   We continue on like that for ten minutes, taking turns in a somewhat pushing and shoving and cheating kind of way, until every last throwing knife, explosive, and club is accounted for. It’s like Christmas for witch hunters. There’s even a cool black collar for Hex with another Post-it. “Even an awesome dog like yours might need some extra protection,” I read, before fitting the collar to Hex’s neck. Hex swipes a tongue at me appreciatively.
 
   When we finally leave, the miles pour over us like waves, pounding on our muscles and our hearts. The morning is uneventful, save for when we break for a quick lunch and Trish starts drawing again, this time in the dirt on the highway shoulder. But all she writes is Yes about a dozen times. 
 
   Laney shrugs and winks as if to say, Told you so.
 
   Morning rolls into afternoon with our footsteps and heartbeats keeping time. The afternoon starts personal. “Tell me about Beth,” Laney says.
 
   I frown, my chest automatically constricting at hearing her name. “Why?”
 
   “You’re on a mission that’s taken you across hundreds of miles and pitted you against some of the nastiest witches in the world. And it’s all to get revenge because they probably killed this girl of yours? She must be something special.” Laney’s got a bounce in her step, like she’s enjoying being the one asking the questions, turning last night’s tables, so to speak.
 
   “I’m doing it for my best friend, too,” I correct. 
 
   “Okay, so tell me about both of them,” she says.
 
   I write about my friends, I don’t talk about them. Talking is…hard. Words don’t always come out the right way, and words about the two most important people in my life have to be perfect, the way I form them in my journal. My throat constricts just thinking about my friends being under Laney’s shrewd scrutiny.
 
   “No,” I say.
 
   “Come on,” Laney urges. “I spilled last night. Now it’s your turn. Think of it as therapy. Everyone needs to get things off their chest sometimes. And I’m bored of walking in silence.”
 
   My heart says NoNoNoNoNo, but my mouth says, “Fine. Whatever.”
 
   “Xavier first,” Laney says, her lips curling in victory.
 
   “He’s flamboyant, a romantic. Loud on the outside, but insecure on the inside—in a way that’s endearing.” So far so good, I think. Maybe if I just pretend like I’m writing about them, the words will come out right.
 
   “He sounds gay,” Laney says. “Not that there’s anything wrong with that,” she adds quickly.
 
   “He is gay,” I say, laughing.
 
   “That’s cool,” she says. “I have—had—a few gay friends. Nicest people I ever met. Good dressers, too. What else?”
 
   I bite my lip because thinking about Xave is starting to hurt a little. “He always made me laugh. Always. Not always on purpose, but still. Some of my worst days were fixed by Xave.” And he was my hero so many times I can’t count them. It’s what I should say, but I’m afraid I’ll completely break down if I go there.
 
   “I think I’ll like him,” she says, and I can’t help but appreciate the way she says it, like it’s a foregone conclusion that she’ll meet him someday.
 
   “Only idiots don’t like him,” I say, a challenge.
 
   She doesn’t take the bait. “Okay. Is that it? A gay romantic with a good sense of humor?”
 
   “He’s like a brother to me. We were both in the system, foster kids. We had the same foster parents once. We understand each other. He’s the best of this world.” The throat-tightening thing is happening and I have to stop, have to look away from Laney’s piercing blue eyes. 
 
   “Thanks for telling me about him,” she says. “What about your girlfriend? Was she an orphan, too?”
 
   I’m glad for her question because it makes me laugh and opens up my airways. “What—you think foster kids only make friends with each other?”
 
   She shrugs. “I’ve never met any. Well, before you.”
 
   “No, Beth had biological parents. Her mom was a good woman. A real mom mom, you know? She’d make lemonade in the summer and hot chocolate in the winter. Her father was a lawyer who only liked me up until the point when he realized I wasn’t gay and that I was interested in his daughter. Then he became my mortal enemy, although Beth told me it was all an act.” The words are spilling from my mouth like rainwater from a drainpipe, completely unblocked, unprotected. It feels good, like layers of dead skin are being peeled off my soul. Maybe I do need therapy. 
 
   “Beth’s dad thought you were gay?” Laney says, snickering. “Not that I’m surprised…”
 
   I ignore the jab. “He thought Xave and I were…together,” I say, smiling at the memory. “Then he caught me kissing Beth on the porch one night when I was dropping her off. I’d pay to have a picture of his expression.”
 
   “Except money is just paper now,” Laney says. “So Beth was cool, too, like Xavier?”
 
   “Cooler than Xavier. Cooler than me.”
 
   “Cooler than you?” Laney feigns shock. “How could anyone be cooler than you?”
 
   “I know, hard to imagine, right? She’s cool in a geeky kind of way and geeky in a cool kind of way. She’s smarter than me, is the most honest person I know, and loves all kinds of animals, not just the furry and cuddly ones, although she likes them, too. She stands up for what she believes in, no matter how hard it is. I learned a lot from her.”
 
   “I hope I get to meet her,” Laney says.
 
   My heart sinks just a little. “I hope so, too,” I say, because sometimes the allure of denial is too powerful to ignore. I’m unable to keep the image of her bloody message from my mind.
 
   The scuff of our sneakers on the asphalt fills in the sudden silence. And then Hex, who’s been consistently walking ahead of us, barks and rushes forward, diving off the highway and toward a hill in the distance where—
 
   —is it a mirage, a trick of the sunlight reflecting off the road?—
 
   —in this gray, broken world, where beauty is a lost thing of the past—
 
    
 
   An endless field of bright yellow sunflowers marches to the horizon.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-Seven
 
    
 
   “Hex! Stop!” I shout, and for once he does, turning back to look at me, tongue hanging out the side of a wolfish grin. 
 
   I almost forget why I was calling to him, I’m so dumbfounded. “Uh, thanks,” I say, which sounds ridiculous when you say it to a dog. “Come back?” Am I asking him or commanding him? He looks at me like I’m a fool—which, clearly, I am. 
 
   He comes, but then whines at my feet and jerks his head back toward the distant sloped field, glinting with gold and green. I rub my eyes. The sunflowers are still there.
 
   “Weird,” Laney says. “Have you ever seen that many sunflowers?”
 
   “No,” I say, “but sunflower seeds have got to come from somewhere.”
 
   “Pennsylvania?”
 
   It’s not what I would’ve guessed, but I’m no expert. I take a step closer, as if such a small movement will give me a better view. Then I feel it.
 
   The pull.
 
   Something familiar.
 
   The aromatic smell of flowers; the warmth of sunlight; the cool, refreshing taste of ice cold lemonade on a hot day, like today; the touch of a woman, gentle and tender and caressi—
 
   I shake my head, but the pull is still there.
 
   And Laney’s gone past me, her legs churning forward, her movements stiff and almost robotic. “Laney,” I say.
 
   “Smells so good…” she murmurs.
 
   “Laney!” I say again, louder, but she doesn’t respond, just keeps walking.
 
   Hex chases her, grabs her pant leg, and starts tugging back. Without a word, she kicks at him, dislodges him, and continues on. 
 
   Crap.
 
   I run over, fighting the magnetic pull, which gets more and more disorienting with each step, like I’m sprinting through a fog, past Hex, who’s barking his head off but unwilling to approach Laney after she kicked him, and in front of my friend, trying to block her view.
 
   She seems to look right through me and I feel ice down my back despite the heat. “Laney?” I say, but she’s gone, her eyes glazed, her expression distant. She plows right into me.
 
   When I grab her, she seems to suddenly realize I’m there, scratching and clawing at my face, her eyes white and wild. It hurts like hell and I can feel the warmth of blood from broken skin flowing down my face, but I ignore the pain, picking her up and rushing her forward—with Hex barking around my ankles—like a tackling dummy in a football practice drill. All the while she’s kicking and screaming and hitting me with tight fists that are a lot stronger than they look. 
 
   “Ow-ow-ow-ow-OW! Damn, Laney, cut it out!” I finally scream, tossing her to the shoulder on the other side of the highway. 
 
   She tumbles backward onto her butt, relatively cushioned by the brown, overgrown grass. When she looks at me, her eyes are her own again. “What was that, Carter? Seriously, you think that just because you’re gorilla-size and bigger than me that you can just toss me wherever you choose? Do that again and you’ll end up as holey as Swiss cheese.”
 
   Trish stands behind Laney, her lips curled slightly. Is that a smile?
 
   Half-grimacing from the cuts and bruises on my face, I start to laugh. She’s back, no doubt about that. 
 
   “What do you think you’re laughing at?” Laney says, pushing hard to her feet.
 
   “What do you remember before I picked you up and chucked you in the grass?” I ask, still chuckling. Pulling out a torn piece of cloth from my pack, I dab at the stingy cuts on my cheeks.
 
   Laney screws up her face, looks at me like I’m out of my freaking mind, and then says, “What’s that supposed to mean? I remember…” Her voice trails off and she gets this faraway look in her eyes. Oh no. It’s happening again, I think, preparing my battered body for another round with the human wildcat. 
 
   But no, she’s just realizing that…
 
   “I don’t remember,” she says, almost sheepishly, a look I’m pretty sure I’ve never seen cross her face. “Hex came back and we were looking at the sunflower fields and then I took a step forward next to you, and then…”
 
   “Then what?” I prod.
 
   “Then you dumped me in the dirt,” she says, brushing at her pants, although it’s not like they’ve ever been clean since I met her.
 
   “One—it was grass, not dirt. And two—the part you can’t remember? You were staggering forward like a zombie, heading toward those fields. I tried to get you to come back, like I did with Hex, but you couldn’t—or wouldn’t—hear me. So yes, I picked you up like a child and carried you away. And you punished me for it,” I say, waving my hand over my face. “Your Honor, People’s Exhibit A. Perhaps you should consider trimming those retractable claws of yours.”
 
   For the first time since I met her, Laney ignores my verbal jabs and manages to focus on the important parts. “Like a zombie?” she says. “What was that? I remember amazing smells, tastes, and, uh, other feelings.” She says the last part awkwardly, looking at my feet, like the way you’d talk to your parents about sex.
 
   I smile, but without humor, because I’ve figured it out. “Sirens,” I say.
 
   That’s when Hex barks a warning.
 
   In tandem, Laney and I spin to follow my dog’s gaze, which is locked on forms moving across the landscape on the other side of the highway.
 
   “Oh no,” I say.
 
   “Let’s get out of here,” Laney says.
 
   “Can’t,” I say. “Can’t just walk away when I might be able to do something.”
 
   “Cut the Superman crap,” Laney says. “You’re just a teenager.”
 
   “I have to,” I say, because of the promise I made to myself. As long as I’m alive, I won’t look the other way if I can make a difference. The soon-to-be victims are already at the base of the hill—four people, two men, two women—moving forward in the same herky-jerky way that Laney was just a minute ago. 
 
   Consumed by the pull. 
 
   “Then I’m coming with you,” Laney says, that familiar stubbornness evident in the hard line of her raised chin.
 
   “You can’t resist the Siren’s Call,” I say.
 
   “The Sirens’ Call will take you, too,” she says. 
 
   “I’m able to…resist it,” I say. 
 
   “How?” she says, and I’m not sure if she’s really interested in the answer or just trying to buy some time to convince me not to go.
 
   “Don’t go any closer to the flowers,” I say. “If I’m not back in an hour, get as far away from here as possible.” I turn to go but she grabs my arm. 
 
   And then suddenly she’s so close, right up against me, and her lips meet mine and I’m falling, falling, falling to a place that’s warm and comforting and—
 
   “What the hell?” I say, pulling back sharply. 
 
   Her eyes dance with amusement. “It was worth a try, right?” she says, and I realize she was willing to try anything to distract me, to get me to stay, to keep my nose out of this fight. The warmth of the kiss sits on my lips, and I realize I don’t hate the way it feels.
 
   “Stay. Here,” I say, although I know it’s as futile as commanding Hex. I flick a glance at Trish, who’s staring absently at the sunflowers. “Don’t leave your sister.”
 
   Drawing my sword, I sprint across the highway and onto the opposite shoulder, leaping the guardrail like I’m dodging a diving defender’s tackle. Letting gravity—and something else?—pull me down a small hill, I watch the four people enter the sunflower fields, disappearing amongst the green stalks. 
 
   The black iciness of dread fills me.
 
   The last time I tried to protect anyone from the witches…
 
   Thankfully, the thrill of the Sirens’ Call pulls me away from the weight of my regrets, replacing it with a flighty bolt of energy that seems to throw me forward with reckless abandon.
 
   Control. I’ve got to get control.
 
   But the closer I get, the more I lose control. In my mind I realize it, that something beyond me is dictating my actions, but I can’t make sense of it, can’t stop it.
 
   “No!” I shout, slamming to a stop, my fists tightening like hammers, my teeth hurting from grating against each other, my jaw locked and achy. “Enough,” I hiss under my breath, fighting the urge, fighting the Call. 
 
   Deep breaths, deep breaths. 
 
   Slowly, slowly…
 
   I. Get. Control.
 
   The pull is still there, but like a background force, like a gentle breeze, able to touch me but nothing more. 
 
   I step forward tentatively, but I’m okay now. More swiftly, I dart up the hill, until the first sunflowers rise above me, their happy, smiling faces looking down. 
 
   And the smell is so good…
 
   I can almost taste the cool breeze on my tongue…
 
   The touch of impossibly soft lips on mine…
 
   “Shut up,” I breathe, and the thoughts and sensations slink away to the background again.
 
   Through the flowers I wade, pushing the stalks aside with my hands, scanning ahead for the people and for danger, seeing only green pipes and gold faces. 
 
   And the pull, getting stronger by the second. The Call.
 
   You are not your own anymore.
 
   You are ours.
 
   You are safe.
 
   More out of anger and resistance than necessity, I slash through one of the sunflowers, decapitating it. The face continues to smile up at me from where it now rests in the dirt at my feet. 
 
   Safety.
 
   Warmth.
 
   Love.
 
   Come to us. Be saved.
 
   “Oh, I’ll come all right,” I mutter.
 
   Screams tear through the day’s silent fabric. 
 
   Not again. Too late. Not again.
 
   Movement ahead. Another violent, horror-filled scream. 
 
   Slash, slash, slash! I hack my way through the sunflowers, adrenaline ripping me from the pull of the Sirens, until their Call is nothing more than a whisper in the dark.
 
   The clearing opens and I see them.
 
   Three witches, three warlocks. The women are clothed in yellow dresses, the material smooth and silky, tantalizingly close to being see-through. The men wear green suits and are tall, dark and would fit in just fine on a Parisian catwalk. 
 
   None of them are her—The red/white/blue Siren—for which I’m dimly relieved.
 
   One of the female Sirens, a tall blonde Barbie, extracts a long blade from a human man’s stomach, his blood glistening like wet dye on a freshly painted fence. The source of the screaming drops to the dirt, his yell cut short in a gurgle-sputter as blood fills his airways. 
 
   The other three humans don’t seem to notice, just move forward, entranced.
 
   Come to us. 
 
   Come.
 
   The blonde has turned her attention to me, still holding her blood-sheathed sword, which she wipes on her sunflower-yellow dress. She beckons to me with a provocative finger motion.
 
   I’m in dangerous territory now, the Sirens’ Call so strong that I fear a move forward will suck me into their strange hidden vortex. But the humans…
 
   Three more steps and they die.
 
   I leap into the clearing with a loud battle cry that I hope will partially help to shatter the spell the humans are under. The world tilts around me and it’s like an invisible hand is nudging me from behind, calmly and gently ushering me forward to my doom. 
 
   Not today.
 
   I whip out a throwing knife and chuck it at the blonde Siren, who takes it in the breast, wide-eyed surprise written all over face. She drops her sword and clutches at her chest, a crimson pool spreading amongst the yellow silk. I hope she has a good dry cleaner.
 
   The final remaining human man is approaching a dark-skinned Siren who’s clutching a curved knife, wild glee in her eyes. 
 
   The throwing star is in my hand and I’m flicking my wrist before my mind even catches up to what I’m doing. The deadly pinwheel rotates away, but it’s cut off when the third female Siren, a brown-skinned beauty with glossy black hair and dark mesmerizing eyes jumps in front of the blade, blocking it with some kind of a simple spell that raises a poof of green mist. The star stops in midair and then falls harmlessly, sticking into the dirt. 
 
   Behind her, the dark-skinned Siren closes in on the human man. Based on his attire, he’s probably a farmer. He’s wearing dirty overalls, a red and white plaid shirt, and dusty old boots. I start to run toward him, but the Siren is too quick, slashing him across the throat. There’s a spray of red in a rainbowesque arc, and then the man’s head drops sickeningly from his shoulders, rolling down the hill and past me, his unseeing eyes staring at me with each revolution.
 
   My stomach churns with horror, but I choke it down in an instant, one of Mr. Jackson’s lessons cutting through me like a scythe. The time for grief is after the fight.
 
   I charge the Sirens, careful not to slip on the gore coating the rugged terrain.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-Eight
 
    
 
   There’s a series of green poofs as I slash at the tanned Siren, each one blocking the path of my sword. But I’m filled with adrenaline and fury, the exact kind that almost gave me the strength to defeat Mr. Jackson on the fateful day that convinced me I had to leave his side, and I’m not to be denied. 
 
   One stroke slips through her defenses and she cries out as a long gash opens on her shoulder. My next attack is a jab and there’s nothing to block it. Her eyes widen as the sword enters her abdomen. As I push the blade in further, all the way to the hilt, her head lolls forward and her face is so close to mine, her perfect, unblemished skin and full lips tantalizingly near.
 
   With all my strength I wrench the weapon from her skin and draw it across her throat. 
 
   She dies with a bloody smile on her neck, just like she should.
 
   The third female Siren flees into the sunflower fields. 
 
   The three male Sirens haven’t been idle while I’ve wrought destruction on their sisters. One is already heading my way, a wicked, long black sword grasped in his right hand, his steps powerful and confident. The other two are focused on their human prizes, which are like senseless flies about to carom into a web.
 
   Clang!
 
   The first swing is like a hammer blow, but I block it and reduce the impact by twisting away, letting the Siren’s sword push through mine and into the dirt, throwing him off balance. One of Mr. Jackson’s tricks. I take advantage of my opponent’s surprise and kick him hard in the face, throwing him back. His sword, carried by the momentum of his strike, remains stuck in the ground, springing back and forth like a pendulum. 
 
   Like Zorro, I slash three times, carving up his chest. A mask of pain contorting his expression, he somehow runs off, retreating into the giant yellow flowers which will silently bear witness to his death. 
 
   Winded but still alive, my eyes flick back to the remaining male Sirens. One, a steroidal bruiser, brutalizes one of the women, punching and kicking her with something close to joy. Her head snaps back with a particularly vicious blow, and I see a glint of light rebound off the Siren’s knuckles. My mind processes the information without emotion. He’s wearing brass knuckles. He likes to hurt women. He likes to do it up close and personal. He’s a sadist. 
 
   I’m about to snap off a throwing star to end his vendetta against the farmer women, when I spot the third male Siren, his narrow eyes of Asian descent. He aims his bow at me and for a moment I freeze, caught down the shaft of his arrow. 
 
   At the last second I dive and the arrow whizzes over my head, too close, too freaking close.
 
   I look up and he’s already got another one nocked. Rolling hard to the right, gruesomely aware of the blood and ichor soaking into my clothes, I scramble to my feet just as he lets the next arrow fly. I juke right, as if the arrow’s the only thing keeping me from scoring a touchdown, but I’m a hair too slow, and the arrow grazes my left shoulder, tearing my skin and shooting lightning bolts of pain through my nerves. My breath leaves my lungs with a sharp whoosh! and my left hand has the sudden urge to open and drop my sword.
 
   But before it can, I grab the hilt with my right hand and stare at my attacker, who’s staring at me down the length of yet another arrow. Perhaps the final one. He shoots and I feel a surge of energy in my chest, and then everything seems to slow down, like I’ve pressed some magical slo-mo button on the remote control of life. 
 
   Although it’s stupid and makes no sense, I raise a hand as if to catch the arrow, which I can see spinning toward me. And then, although it’s impossible, the arrow seems to turn in midair as the whole world speeds up to normal again. 
 
   The Asian Siren tries to duck his head but he’s too slow. The arrow rips through his face, getting stuck deep in his bones. His own arrow has become a skewer and his head’s the hunk of meat. His bow drops next to his body on the cracked earth. 
 
   Laney strides from the sunflower field, just behind his corpse. 
 
   “Eat lead you pansy-ass warlock!” she says, with the gusto of a dough-spinning pizza chef announcing “Extra cheese!” She raises her shotgun, but then drops the barrel as she realizes I’ve already taken out her target.
 
   The last Siren, the meathead, climbs off of the woman he’s astride, dodging the final human woman as she attempts to—I think—hug him, and stalks toward Laney. 
 
   Chook-chook.
 
   She raises the shotgun again, even as the Siren raises his hand. 
 
   She takes aim. I wait for the blast but it never comes because Laney has dropped her shotgun. There’s electricity in the air and I know the Siren is working his magic, drawing her to him, her legs moving forward. Her desire is only to be as close to the Siren as possible. 
 
   “No!” I shout, rushing forward as the Siren extracts a knife from a pocket and slashes at Laney. Leaping, I stab my sword frantically at his gut, hoping—praying—I’m not too late. 
 
   I collide with the Siren, who rocks back, stumbles, his knife slash just missing Laney’s throat, but somehow uses his tree-trunk legs to maintain his balance. He turns his head to look at me, his lips a blood-red grin.
 
   Laney is practically on top of him, and he lifts his knife hand once more. I throw myself in front of her, prepared to block his blow with my own body if I have to, but then—
 
   The Siren pitches forward, barreling into Laney before I can block her, the knife coming down with a stomach-curling thunk! He lands directly on her, his knife hand thrust down, but it’s over so fast that she doesn’t cry out, doesn’t so much as utter a gasp of pain.
 
   It’s over and I’ve failed. 
 
   Clutching my shoulder, I look over at Laney’s collapsed form, the pain and sorrow tugging moisture from my eyes and blurring her body. Her head lifts up and I gasp. “You okay, Carter?” she says.
 
   I have no words. There’s death all around me, but not her. Not Laney. Thank God. I stumble forward and kneel down and ask her, “Are you hurt?”
 
   She shakes her head. “Just my pride, a little. The Siren’s Call vanished so I thought I could help.”
 
   “They were distracted when I was fighting them,” I say, still in shock that the knife somehow missed Laney and sliced directly into the ground next to her. I lift a hand to
 
   (Touch her hair?)
 
   (Rub her cheek?)
 
   Before I can decide my purpose, she grabs my hand and uses my weight to pull herself to her feet, recollecting her shotgun. “Thanks,” she says.
 
   “Help!” a high-pitched female voice screeches before I can respond. Laney and I look at each other, then at the mound that is the dead mountain-like Siren. “Help me!” the voice squawks again.
 
   Laney and I reach her at the same time and work together to roll the Siren off of her. I grit my teeth at the torturous pain that lances through my shoulder and arm, but don’t cry out.
 
   A scared, disoriented old woman with a sandy complexion and gray eyes stares up at us. Vines of greasy gray-white hair hang around her face. “Leave me alone!” she shouts. “Murderers, rapists! Help! Help!”
 
   “It’s okay, ma’am,” Laney says, her voice low and calm. “We’re not going to hurt you.”
 
   “Where’s my husband? What have you done with Jim-Bob?”
 
   Laney gives me a look that says Jim-Bob? Really? but she says, “Let’s get you somewhere safe.”
 
   “First I need to find Jim-Bob,” she moans. 
 
   Two horrific images flash in my mind, thankfully in black and white: a man dying with a sword in his chest and blood in his mouth, stifling the last noise he’d ever make in this life; and a headless corpse collapsing, its head tumbling past me. 
 
   Acid roils in my stomach, rises up. I turn to the side and hurl in the dirt. 
 
   “Ma’am,” Laney says, keeping remarkably calm. Spitting the foul taste from my mouth, my respect for her goes up another two or three notches. “Jim-Bob didn’t make it. I’m sorry.”
 
   “What?” I don’t look at her face, but I feel the horror and shock in her tone. “My Jimmy? What—what happened?” 
 
   “The witches got him, ma’am.”
 
   “No…No. And Mary and Tom?” Finally I look at her, using a small patch of non-bloody fabric on my shirt to wipe my mouth. Glistening tears are pooling in her eyes, which aren’t gray at all, but as blue as a clear mountain spring on a summer day.
 
   Laney shakes her head. “I’m sorry.”
 
   The woman weeps into her hands, and I bite my lip until it bleeds.


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-Nine
 
    
 
   The old woman fell asleep as soon as we got to her farm, emotionally and physically drained. 
 
   I saved her and I saved Laney. Finally. Before now, I was wondering whether the limit to my skill was saving myself.
 
   But what was that weird slowing-down-time thing? And the arrow turning in midair and impaling the Siren? Was it some glitch in the warlock’s magic? Or was it simply my adrenaline making everything distorted? I’ve got no time to think about all that though, as we’ve got a very distraught woman here to think about.
 
   After we collected Trish and Hex, the heartbroken and defeated woman managed to lead us to her farmhouse. I carried her thin, frail body the whole way, while she directed me in monotone emotionless whispers. 
 
   I have to admit, they have a pretty smart setup, which is what kept them alive for so long. They’d abandoned the farmhouse, leaving it with broken windows and a smashed-open door, making it appear as if whoever had lived here was long gone and that the place had been picked clean of anything of value. Instead, the four of them had been living in the big red barn a little ways off. Around the outside of the barn, they’ve scattered dead horse and cow carcasses, which are now half-rotted. An animal graveyard to ward off any humans who might happen upon their farm. And an indication to any passing witches that the occupants of the farm have already been killed, along with their animals. Pretty smart.
 
   And yet, not enough to fight the Sirens, an enemy they couldn’t even see, as an invisible force swept over them, turned their own legs against them, and pulled them out of hiding, across their farm, and into the sunflower fields. And now three out of the four of them are dead. 
 
   I feel my hands start to tremble at the thought of three dead people, but I don’t let them, squeezing them into fists. Because I can’t have any regrets when I saved one of them. And I killed a whole lot of evil in the process. 
 
   “You okay?” Laney’s voice cuts through the thick, wheaty barn air. She steps into a beam of dust-mote-filled late-morning sunlight that shines through a window high above us. Her gaze flicks to my fisted hands and I unclench them. 
 
   Pretending I don’t hear her question, I say, “Did you find anything of value?”
 
   “Some food, some water. We’ll take only what we need—as payment for saving her life.”
 
   I’m about to say that life-saving isn’t a paid gig, but she cuts me off. “Oh! And I almost forgot. They have an arsenal, too. All kinds of guns and plenty of ammunition. I think we’ve got all the weapons we can carry, but I restocked on shotgun shells. Can never have enough of those.” The way her eyes light up when talking about guns and ammo makes me want to laugh but I’m still in too much pain. 
 
   “Good. Is the woman still sleeping?”
 
   “Yeah. Trish and Hex, too. We need to do something about that wound, by the way.”
 
   I glance at my left shoulder, which is covered by a blood-soaked t-shirt that I wrapped around it to slow the bleeding and hide the injury. The ache and zinging pain comes back in a dizzying second. “Call an ambulance,” I say. “The cops, too,” I add. “I’d like to report a crime.”
 
   Laney looks like she wants to laugh, her cheeks lifting slightly, but she doesn’t and I don’t blame her. I can’t laugh either right now. “Today I’m the ambulance. And the cops. Vigilante justice and backyard surgery.”
 
   “What are my chances, doc?” I say.
 
   “Good if you let me see the wound.”
 
   So far I’ve refused to let her examine me, for no reason other than I’m afraid of what a hardened girl like her might do. “Maybe later,” I say.
 
   Two beats pass. “Okay, it’s later,” she says. “Pull up some hay and lie down.”
 
   I’m so close to smiling…but no. Not yet. Not with three dead farmers nearby. Someone’s husband, someone’s wife. Fathers? Mothers? Brothers? Sisters? Friends? Lives ended at the hands of witches, for seemingly no reason other than being human.
 
   Humans killed witches for no reason other than them being witches, Mr. Jackson had said. It shouldn’t be a surprise that they’d do the same to us.
 
   That doesn’t make it right, I’d argued.
 
   That doesn’t make it wrong, either, Mr. Jackson had said. I’d refused to speak to him the rest of the day after that.
 
   The glaze vanishes from my eyes when Laney says, “Now let me see that shoulder.”
 
   I cringe, but lay back on the hay-covered ground, grimacing slightly at the impact.
 
   Laney pulls out a knife. “Hey, that’s not one of Huckle’s knives is it?” I ask, imagining being cursed for life because of Tillman’s parting gift.
 
   “What do you think I am, stupid?”
 
   Guess not. I close my eyes and try to relax as I feel her cutting my shirt away. My shoulder throbs with each push and pull.
 
   I open my eyes to find my skin bare. “Whoa!” she says. “Nice six pack.”
 
   “Mr. Jackson didn’t hold back,” I say. Your body is your most important weapon.
 
   “We’ll burn your shirt,” Laney says, tossing it aside. “No amount of washing will scrub all the blood off of it.”
 
   “Don’t you think wearing a bloodstained ripped shirt will make me look tougher?” I say.
 
   “A big teddy bear like you? Nothing could make you look scary,” she says, her eyes twinkling in the light. 
 
   A sudden jolt goes through me as I remember how she mashed her lips against mine. “Laney…” I say.
 
   “Yes, Teddy Bear,” she says. 
 
   “About before…” I let the words linger in the air, hoping she’ll figure out what I’m asking about.
 
   “You mean before when you saved me or before when I gave you the kiss of your life.” Her eyes dance with amusement.
 
   “It wasn’t the kiss of my li—”
 
   “I’m just messing with you, Straight-and-Narrow. I know it meant nothing to you. Me either. Your heart still belongs to Beth.”
 
   Her words sound so right, and yet I hate the question that pops into my head. Can your heart still belong to someone who’s dead? I desperately want the answer to be yes, but the pain I feel in my chest tells me I don’t really believe it.
 
   And yet, I say, “It does.”
 
   “I was just trying to get you to stay, so we could’ve avoided you getting shot with an arrow and having to care for a shell-shocked and heartbroken old woman when we should be on our way.”
 
   I let out a deep breath and force a smile.
 
   “You were really worried I had a thing for you? C’mon, you’re a good-looking nice guy and all—more so after seeing you without a shirt—but I don’t think either of us are in the right mind for that kind of thing. I mean, what would we do for our first date? Tonight let’s have a real treat. We could eat instant noodles and go hunt a Siren or two, honey, what do you think?”
 
   I finally laugh, although it sends tendrils of agony down my arm, numbing my hand. “No, I was thinking we’d assassinate a dark wizard and then eat the Ramen noodles.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah,” Laney says, pretending to get excited. “To ration, we could even share a pack and slurp at opposite ends of one of the curly noodles Lady-and-the-Tramp style, meeting in the middle. That’d be H-O-T-T hot!”
 
   We’re both laughing now, except I’m clutching my shoulder, which feels like it’s been shot with an arrow. Oh wait.
 
   Blood dribbles from the wound, adding a second coat to the dried crimson river already snaking down my arm. 
 
   “Does it hurt?” Laney asks, giving my other arm a hard pinch.
 
   “Ouch!” I say. “What was that for?”
 
   “Just trying to take your mind off of it.”
 
   “Epic fail,” I say. “Now both arms hurt.”
 
   “It was worth a try,” she says. And then, “Oh, God.”
 
   I follow her gaze to my injured shoulder to see what’s caught her attention. A circle of bright green ooze has wormed its way through the hole in my shredded skin. My chest clenches. 
 
   Witch poison.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Forty
 
    
 
   “How am I not dead?” I breathe, feeling ill all of a sudden.
 
   “I—I don’t know,” Laney says, moving a hand toward the wound as if to touch the goo, but then pulling it away sharply. “Is that…?”
 
   “Yeah,” I say lifelessly. “Witch poison. According to Mr. Jackson it usually kills within seconds. And yet…I’m still here.” My heart stutters at the thought that it could just stop at any moment, like a watch hand the moment the battery runs out.
 
   “Maybe part of the arrow is lodged so tightly against muscle or bone or whatever that the poison can’t get into your blood stream,” Laney says.
 
   A good theory, but… “The arrow went completely past. It didn’t break, just sliced across my skin. Plus, witch poison doesn’t need to enter the bloodstream to kill you,” I say. “You get splashed with the stuff and it’ll eat right through you. It should be burning through my skin right now.”
 
   “But it’s not.”
 
   “It’s not,” I agree, watching as the green ooze sizzles on my skin, forming bubbles that pop and fizz. 
 
   “We need to get the poison out,” she says.
 
   “How?” My abs start to ache from my stomach being clenched. I try to relax them.
 
   “Are you scared, Carter? A big, bad witch hunter like you? Listen, I’ll suck out the venom. I saw this guy do it to a snake bite on TV once.”
 
   “I’ll pass,” I say. “Just get wet towels to clean it and see if the farm’s got any antiseptic and pain killers.”
 
   “Okay,” Laney says, and starts to turn away. 
 
   I close my eyes.
 
   Fire-lightning-pain-glass-spikes-agony-agony-agony-agony!
 
   “ARGH!” I roar as my eyes snap open to find Laney scrubbing at the wound with a wet cloth, her arm muscles tight and sinewy.
 
   Burning…burning…burning…“ARGH!”…STOP…Stop…stop…
 
   Just as I feel another lance of mind-numbing fire plunge through my shoulder my eyes flutter shut and everything goes black.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   With a jolt, I awake from the nightmare about Laney cleaning my wound. Staring at the dusty sunlight streaming above me, I take two deep breaths, hold the second, and then let it out in a rush of relief. Even Laney wouldn’t be so reckless.
 
   I spy movement on the edge of my vision. “Laney,” I murmur.
 
   “Welcome back,” she says. “Sorry about that. You were being a baby and didn’t give me much choice.”
 
   “Wha-what?”
 
   “You know, the whole getting-shot-with-an-arrow thing? It had to be cleaned eventually, and it’s not like it was going clean itself out, right?” 
 
   “You mean, you really did that?” I say incredulously. I look at my shoulder. It’s wrapped tightly with some type of gauze.
 
   “What did you think—that you dreamt that?” Laney laughs. I don’t tell her that’s exactly what I thought. “You should have seen what I had to go through to stop the bleeding. I had to use my shirt, which, by the way, we’ll have to burn along with yours now. It was half-chewed up by the poison.”
 
   “Did you—”
 
   “Use protection?” she asks, laughing at her own innuendo. “Of course. I already told you I’m not stupid.” She holds up four pairs of dirty work gloves. They’re full of uneven holes, charred around the edges. “I even double bagged,” she says, “although that witch goo is nasty stuff. It ate through the gloves so fast it almost got me.”
 
   Still wondering how I’m not dead, I eye the dirty gloves warily. “There’s a chance of infection,” I say.
 
   “Maybe,” Laney says, “but after I got all the green crap out of the wound I used about half a bottle of whiskey to clean you out. I used the other half to relax.” 
 
   “Are you drunk?” I say, wondering if I’ll find M&Ms stuffed into the arrow wound when I unwind the bandages.
 
   “Relax, Carter. It was just a joke. I only had a sip. You know, to even me out. My hands were shaking so badly after hearing you scream like that, I was worried I’d make things worse.”
 
   “God,” I say, realizing that what she went through to help me might have been worse than it was for me. At least I got to sleep through most of it. “Thanks. I wouldn’t necessarily refer any wounded friends to you, but still, you did good.”
 
   “No problem,” she says. 
 
   Then, randomly, a thought springs to mind, and I raise my eyebrows. 
 
   “What’s wrong?” Laney asks, and for the first time I notice her left hand is holding a bloody arrow like a trophy. 
 
   “Where’d you get that?” I ask.
 
   “You were out for a while, so I went for a little walk. Thought you might like a souvenir. What’s on your mind?”
 
   She’s just full of surprises. “You mean aside from the fact that you just scrubbed witch poison from inside my ragged flesh?” I say. 
 
   “And saved your life,” she points out. 
 
   “And that,” I agree. “Something doesn’t make sense. Why did the Sirens kill the farmers?”
 
   “Because that’s what witches do,” Laney says. “Do you really need a reason?”
 
   I narrow my eyes, thinking. “You could be right, but Sirens are different. They usually only kill when necessary to protect themselves, or if they feel a human has outlived their usefulness as their personal slave.” 
 
   “You’re asking why they didn’t try to capture them?” Laney asks.
 
   “Sort of. They had already captured them,” I say. “Their Call guaranteed that those people would follow them off a cliff if that’s what they wanted. And yet…they slaughtered them.”
 
   “You showed up,” Laney says. “Maybe you surprised them and they just reacted. Went nuts.”
 
   “No. One of the guys was screaming before I reached them, and they’d just killed him when they saw me.”
 
   “I don’t know what to tell you, except every time we come up with a theory to one of your questions, another ten questions seem to pop up. Maybe there are no answers. Maybe the witches are all crazy, performing random acts of cruelty just because they like it. Hell, Carter, maybe there is no government and the missiles were fired off by another witch gang looking to remove some of their competition. I don’t know anything except you should be dead right now, but you’re not.”
 
   I twitch because she’s right. That witch poison should have killed me for sure. Unless it wasn’t witch poison. Unless it was just meant to scare me. But what would be the point of that? And who would even think to do something like that? 
 
   The questions continue to pile up like blitzing tacklers on an unprotected quarterback.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Forty-One
 
    
 
   “You shouldn’t have interfered,” the old woman says.
 
   I just stare at her. 
 
   “We saved your life,” Laney says, eying her shotgun as if rethinking that decision.
 
   “I didn’t ask you to,” the old woman says. “The last thing I ever wanted was to die alone. My Jimmy…” Her voice cracks and tears fill her eyes, sliding into the canyons of her wrinkled cheeks. “He was a good man. Without him, I’m…” She doesn’t finish, but the emotion in the empty space is as heavy as if she did.
 
   “Come with us,” I say. “You don’t have to be alone. Maybe we can find you a safe place to stay. Other survivors. If not, you can stay with us.” She has to listen to reason, this woman. She’s alive and so there’s hope. 
 
   Right?
 
   “I’ll never leave this farm,” she says. “Leave me alone!” Her voice rises suddenly and sharply. “I just want to be alone.”
 
   “Gladly,” Laney says, stomping out of the room. “I’ll get Trish ready to leave,” she fires over her shoulder. “Immediately.”
 
   I stare at the woman, who stares right back with misty, but now determined eyes. “Please,” I say. “Come with us. Not all is lost.”
 
   “For me it is,” she says. “You wronged me when you saved me.” I should be angry at such an ungrateful statement, but I don’t have it in me. Instead I just feel sad. 
 
   “We’ll make it up to you,” I say.
 
   “There’s nothing you can do for me,” she says, and then pauses and looks to the ceiling, as if thinking. “Young man, do you really want to help me?”
 
   “More than anything,” I say. Hex pads into the room and pushes between my legs, his head sticking out to look at the woman, his tail whacking against my knees.
 
   “Bury them.” I arch my eyebrows and start to protest, but she cuts me off. “Please. They’ve lived good lives, all three of them. They deserve a proper burial.”
 
   I have no desire to see the faces of the men and woman I was unable to save, especially because one of those faces is no longer attached to its body, but I can’t say no. “Okay,” I say.
 
   And then I turn away because she’s sobbing into her hands and I don’t have the time or emotional energy to join her. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   When we reach the sunflower fields for the second time, I gasp. “Holy…” Laney says. “What happened?”
 
   The sunflowers, which were so vibrant and golden and beautiful just a day earlier, are now brown and dry and dead, bent over at the waist, their once smiling faces frowning into the dirt at their fallen brothers and sisters.
 
   “The magic is gone,” I say. “The surviving Siren has moved on.”
 
   “It’s sad,” Laney says, her arm around Trish’s shoulder. 
 
   “What is?”
 
   “That something so beautiful could be created from such evil.”
 
   Hex chuffs, as if in agreement. He moves off into the fields, nuzzling his snout against the first dead sunflower he comes to. My jaw drops open when the sunflower shudders and then straightens, reaching for the sky, as if stretching after a long sleep. A healthy bright green blush returns to its stem, which just a moment ago was brown and brittle. The flower itself glows unnaturally golden yellow for a moment, before settling into a happy-sun yellow. 
 
   As if it was no big deal, Hex moves on without looking back, touching his wet nose to each sunflower he passes, resurrecting them and creating a golden path through the fields.
 
   “Your dog is awesome,” Laney breathes, clearly as in awe as I am.
 
   “You hadn’t realized that yet?” I say.
 
   “Okay. Even awesomer than I thought.”
 
   With Laney and Trish behind me, I follow the yellow sunflower road that Hex has created. Opposite to the last time I pushed through the field—when I hacked and slashed at the flowers as if they were the enemy, in league with the Sirens—I’m extra careful not to touch any of the stalks, for fear that I’ll undo Hex’s magic.
 
   When we reach the clearing, Hex is sniffing at the ground.
 
   The empty, empty ground.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Forty-Two
 
    
 
   “Gone,” I say. “All gone.”
 
   There are footprints and bloody drag marks—which Hex seems to find particularly interesting—but no bodies, neither Siren nor human.
 
   Something clicks. A rare answer to one of the many questions I’ve been pondering. Apparently Laney has the same thought, because she says, “Necros.”
 
   I nod. “That’s why the Sirens were killing rather than enslaving the humans. They weren’t for them. They were for the Necros.”
 
   “A trade?” Laney says, raising her eyebrows. “Corpses for…what?”
 
   “Who knows? Something we’d probably rather not know about.” I run a hand over my short bristly hair. “But it provides further proof that the Necros are allying themselves with other witch gangs for some greater purpose. They want bodies, as many as possible.” Dark shadows crowd around my heart.
 
   “Why?” Laney asks.
 
   My heart pounds and my hands start to sweat. “They’re creating an army,” I say.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Today is the longest day of our journey so far. Mostly because we’re determined to reach Pittsburgh without stopping again. Every time we stop we seem to almost die, which is really starting to suck.
 
   While miles of mostly empty highway pounds away under our feet, Laney and I talk ourselves around and around in circles. About missiles and witch hunters and Sirens and the Reaper and, for a few minutes, Mr. Jackson. But I cut that conversation off pretty quick because Laney has a snide way of saying his name that I don’t like. Without Mr. Jackson, I’d be dead and no closer to avenging my friends than I was three months ago. Which is to say, nowhere. 
 
   Hex joins in the discussion occasionally, offering his opinions in yips and barks, although it’s very possible he’s just telling us to Shut up already! Trish, shockingly, is a silent observer. She even foregoes any air-drawing, preferring to just stare at us with creepy, unblinking—does she ever blink?—eyes. 
 
   Eventually, a green sign informs us that the next exit is for I-376 toward Pittsburgh. I extend my arm to the right, like a biker signaling a turn. Laney doesn’t laugh, Trish just stares, and Hex pretends he doesn’t know me. 
 
   We take the exit. Immediately there’s a noticeable increase in the number of abandoned cars on the road. Most of them are banged up, with large dents, flat tires, shattered windshields—some are even flipped over, resting on their roofs. These late-night drivers were heading home from…where? Out of town business trips or visiting family? They were so close to home, to their warm beds, to seeing their families or pets or whoever would greet them at the door. 
 
   All dead. All murdered in cold blood by an enemy they never even knew existed, despite the fact that the magic-born went to their churches, worked in their offices, shopped at their supermarkets, and were members of their gyms.
 
   The familiar ache of anger that Mr. Jackson warned me against creeps into my bones.
 
   “Are you going to hit me?” Laney says, glancing down at my sides.
 
   I realize my hands are tightened into fists. I shake my head.
 
   “You know, you can’t go around hitting people just because they don’t laugh at your stupid jokes,” she says, grinning.
 
   I relax my fingers, and some of the tension eases from my bones and muscles. “It’s not that,” I say.
 
   “I know, dummy,” Laney says. “I’m pissed, too. All these people…” She trails off, scanning the automobile graveyard as we slalom through it. “Wait a minute. What people?”
 
   I was so hung up on my own imagination—picturing what might have happened here: a dark wizard, maybe, standing in the middle of the highway, shooting invisible rockets at the cars barreling right at him, slamming on their brakes, never having a chance—that I didn’t even notice that there are no bodies, decaying or otherwise. Just cars. Empty, driverless cars.
 
   We exchange a look, but neither of us has to say a word to know what the other is thinking. Necros. Building an army of the dead. Mr. Jackson’s words stream through my head on repeat. The Necros deal in dark magic, using the dead as their tool of choice. The Necros deal in dark magic, using the dead as their tool of choice. The Necros deal in dark magic…
 
   “Where’d you go?” Laney says, and I twitch, jerking out of my stupor.
 
   “Uh, nowhere,” I say.
 
   “You were thinking about something,” she says, skepticism in her narrowed eyes.
 
   “There are just a lot of unanswered questions,” I say, which seems to satisfy her as she once more faces forward, weaving between an overturned tractor-trailer and a black, tinted-window Cadillac Escalade. 
 
   “Nice car,” Laney comments.
 
   “Yeah, if you want to singlehandedly burn a planet-sized hole through the ozone layer,” I say.
 
   Laney smirks. “Now that’s a bright side for you. At least without anyone driving cars—other than the vehicles running on magic and Huckle’s solar-powered van—global warming might not be such an issue.”
 
   I raise a finger in the air. “I think you’re on to something. What if the witches are just environmental activists looking to make a point?”
 
   Our eyes meet and the brief moment of levity goes a long way to easing the strain my body’s feeling after my thoughts about Mr. Jackson’s description of the Necros. Will I ever see him again? Do I even want to see him again? Has he been looking for me? Is he alive?
 
   An hour goes by as we swoop down a large decline and then up an even larger hill. I never realized Pittsburgh was so hilly. With the snow in the winter, it’s a wonder anyone can leave their houses. Thankfully, the snow and ice are months behind us, and the late summer heat has evaporated into a breezy even temperature that helps with our long hike, which is finally starting to take a toll on my feet and legs. Laney and Trish look tired, too. Only Hex seems to be able to walk all day and look as refreshed as if he just woke up from an eight-hour nap. 
 
   Another hour trudges by before we see the sign for the tunnel. Maintain speed through tunnel, it reads. “Shouldn’t be a problem,” I mutter. Maintaining our four miles an hour pace is as easy as putting one foot in front of the other and then repeating over and over again until you feel each step all the way to your spine. 
 
   “We should slow down,” Laney jokes. “See if we get a ticket.”
 
   I’m too tired to laugh. Should we keep going? I’m anxious to reach our destination, but showing up exhausted in a big city with who knows how many gangs patrolling the streets is a recipe for disaster, even with Trish-the-missile-exploder and Hex-the-wonder-dog on our side.
 
   “I see how it is,” Laney says. “I don’t laugh at your joke so you don’t laugh at mine. Hold a grudge much?”
 
   “I was laughing on the inside,” I say.
 
   “I’ll bet you were.”
 
   Another ten minutes slip by in silence as the road curves one way, then the other, and then a gray square block appears, surrounded by greenery that rises to the hill above. Two black corridors, one on either side of the highway, are drilled into its face like nail holes in a plank of wood. The words Fort Pitt Tunnel are etched into the gray stone. What I hope is red spray-painted graffiti, marks the tunnel entrance: KILL THEM ALL! Was it painted by witches or surviving humans?
 
   Matching hundred-car pileups are mashed into the tunnels on both sides, their fenders dented, their front hoods jammed up like accordions, and…their passengers gone. I only wish they’d fled the scene, but I can’t fool my mind into thinking that. They were taken.
 
   The Necros don’t usually kill people on their own, Mr. Jackson told me. It seemed like he made this point a dozen times in the few short months I was with him. They scavenge the dead, and then the dead do the killing for them.
 
   With that sickening thought curling through my mind, I say, “We should probably hide out in the tunnel for the night.”
 
   Hex whines and Laney says, “You want to stay in there?”
 
   “Scared?” I say.
 
   “Stop being a child, we’re not on a camping trip in some haunted forest. You know I’m not scared, but look at it. It’s jam-packed with cars.”
 
   “All the more reason why no one would go in there to bother us,” I say. “We’re either going to have to trek up and over or through. Your choice.”
 
   She sighs. 
 
   I say what I know I have to say even if I don’t want to say it. “Look, I appreciate you coming this far with me, I really do. I’ll understand if you want to take Trish somewhere…safer.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Just let me know where you’re headed and I can try to catch up with you after I’m done with this thing.”
 
   “This thing? You mean your mission to kill every last Necro? Is that the thing you mean? And oh yeah, I’m sure you’ll stop there. Next it will be all the rest of the witches, right?” Oh no. Her hands are on her hips, her eyes blazing with molten steel. 
 
   “Uh…”
 
   “Choose your next words very carefully, Carter.”
 
   I look at Trish, who offers no air-drawn words of advice. Hex seems to be smiling, as if enjoying our little confrontation. “You’re welcome to come with me?” I say.
 
   “Is that a question or an invitation?” Laney asks sharply.
 
   “Both.”
 
   “We’re coming. You’re my only friend and I’ll be damned if I let you get yourself killed.”
 
   End. Of. Discussion. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Forty-Three
 
    
 
   As we crawl onto the cars, I find myself thinking about what happened here when the most catastrophic event the world has ever borne witness to struck. Was this very tunnel the home to flashes of humanity during Salem’s Revenge? Did people try to help one another, pulling each other from crumpled cars, standing between the helpless and whatever witch gang was assaulting them? Or was it every person for themselves, the faster, stronger ones having a better chance of surviving and escaping? Would I blame any of them if that’s the way it was?
 
   The metal creaks and groans beneath our feet as we scramble from one car to the next, picking our way through the tunnel. My wrapped-up shoulder groans, too, firing bolts of pain through my arm, but I ignore it. Hex lights the way with a new trick: A flashlight-like beam shoots from his open mouth.
 
   Dried blood, tatters of ripped clothing, and discarded personal items, like purses and hats, are everywhere. We even see a dirty stuffed animal, a white bear with a sewn-on smile, crammed between a hubcap and the wall. Did the child it belonged to drop it while being dragged to safety by his or her parents? Or was it only in the child’s final breaths that his or her hands opened, letting the favorite toy drop to its final resting place? 
 
   Trish picks up the bear and hugs it to her chest. I’ve never seen her look so child-like.
 
   Laney fires me a look that I interpret as See? She’s just a kid. I don’t care if she’s a witch.
 
   I look away because I don’t know if she’s right.
 
   Clunk, clank, thunk, thump…
 
   THUMP!
 
   Our metallic footfalls echo through the tunnel, the latter being caused by Hex jumping from the hood of a red Nissan to the trunk of a blue Honda, his claws skittering on the metal. 
 
   “Quiet!” I hiss. Hex just looks back and wags his tail and then thump-skid, thump-skid, thump-skids! his way to the next car in three large bounds. 
 
   I roll my eyes, wishing once more for a stealthy lightweight magical cat. 
 
   “Where should we stop?” Laney asks.
 
   I consider the options, wondering whether it’s safer to be closer to the city or to the highway, but before I can respond, a voice says, “Hello, Rhett Carter,” and Hex barks madly in the dark. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   In the first moment I draw my sword with my right hand, and in the second moment I thrust Laney and Trish behind me with my left, which sends razors through my shoulder. 
 
   “Who’s there?” I shout, trying to be heard above Hex’s nonstop barking. 
 
   My dog also appears to be running in circles, because his light is flashing around like a strobe light, illuminating the walls and then the cars and then the ceiling, and then…
 
   A shadow, walking calmly toward us.
 
   Chook-chook!
 
   “Stop or I’ll shoot!” Laney shouts, roughly pushing her shotgun muzzle past my injured arm, my wound erupting with blinding pain. 
 
   “Relax,” the voice says, even as Hex’s barking stops and the movement of his light slows, zoning in on the intruder.
 
   That voice. So familiar…and yet so different than the last time I heard it, when it was full of insanity and barely restrained violence.
 
   “Bil?” I say. “Bil Nez?”
 
   “In the flesh,” the Native American witch hunter says, even as Hex leaps in front of him and shines his light in Bil’s eyes.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Forty-Four
 
    
 
   “You again,” Laney says, refusing to lower her shotgun despite my three polite requests to do so.
 
   “Sorry to disappoint,” Bil says, shielding his eyes from Hex’s light. His hands are empty, weaponless, but the sharp angles of his crossbow rise above his shoulders, almost like strange, skeletal wings. “I’m unarmed.”
 
   “That didn’t seem to matter when you almost shot me the last time I saw you,” I say.
 
   Laney’s lips tighten at the memory and she says, “Want me to do him?”
 
   I gape. “Laney, no. Just no. Lower the gun. It’s okay.” She doesn’t. If anything, she raises it slightly so her aim is on his head.
 
   “Yeah, after I saved your life,” Bil says.
 
   “I was fine,” I say. “I had things under control.”
 
   “The End was about to end you,” Bil says, chuckling lightly at his own joke. “All of you, including your hot new girlfriend.”
 
   “You shut your mouth, Running Bull,” Laney growls. Her grip on the shotgun is so tight all the blood has drained from her fingers, leaving them a pale ghostly white in the dim lighting.
 
   “Can’t take a compliment, can you?” Bil says. Turning back to me, he says, “Look, I know I might’ve seemed…out of sorts…the last time we were together, but I want you to know that’s not me. Not the real me. We’re on the same side in this. I want the witches—the Necros—dead as badly as you do.”
 
   “And The End?” I ask.
 
   “Murderers and mercenaries,” he says. “But we can’t deal with them until we’ve dealt with the witches.”
 
   He seems genuine enough, but he’d seemed himself when he saved me, too, and then…
 
   “Hey,” he says, drawing my eyes to his. “I’m sorry about before. I really am. I barely got out of there alive, and I realized what a fool I’d been, how stupid I was to push away one of my few friends. I’ve just been through a lot lately.”
 
   I can’t help but relate to that. We’ve all been through a lot, and Bil’s story about the girl he met who turned out to be a Siren was certainly horrific. It’d change anybody.
 
   “What happened in Waynesburg?” I ask. “How’d you escape the missile that destroyed the city?”
 
   His answer shocks and takes the breath out of me. 
 
   “I’m the one who ordered the air strike,” he says.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   We all need a minute to calm down and process things. We sit in the bed of a large truck, a Ford F-250 I think. Laney’s got her shotgun resting across her knees, but at least she’s not pointing the double barrels at Bil anymore. Bil sits across from her, sipping from a bottle of water. I ease down next to him, but not too close where I can’t go for my weapons if I need to. And Trish is across from me, next to her sister, her wide white eyes not missing a thing. 
 
   Hex poses in the middle, like a sphinx, glowing brightly enough for us all to see, but not so brightly that someone looking into the tunnel from either end would see the light. Good boy, I think. Smart dog.
 
   “Start over,” I say to Bil. 
 
   For a moment I see a flash of irritation in his eyes, but the look disappears as abruptly as it appeared. “What do you want to know?” he asks. “That I was born on protected Native American land? How I grew up learning to shoot arrows and throw knives while most kids were playing Xbox? Or how my family was slaughtered during Salem’s Revenge, and I was spared only because I’d gone for a walk in the woods after getting in a fight with my father over whether I’d go to college?” I detect a hint of the same crazy in his voice I heard back in Waynesburg, but not the same level. Even so, I inch my hand to the hilt of my sword, ready to draw it if necessary.
 
   “No, Bil,” I say evenly. “Start with how you’re able to order a missile strike. Who are you working for?”
 
   For a second he stares hard at me, the tension thickening into a heavy soup, and then he breaks into a huge laugh, shattering the dark vibe. “I was just messing around,” he says. “I knew what you meant.” He pauses, takes another sip of his water.
 
   “Well?” Laney says impatiently.
 
   “You’re a real firecracker, aren’t you?” Bil says. “No wonder Carter here’s got a thing for you.”
 
   Anger burns hot through my veins, but I know he’s just baiting me. Calmly, I say, “Bil, just answer, okay? You say you’re on our side…then prove it.”
 
   “Well, technically I’m on New America’s side,” Bil says thoughtfully, “but they’re generally pretty friendly toward witch hunters, so I expect you’d side with them, too, if you had the chance.”
 
   “New America?” Laney and I say at the same time.
 
   “Yeah,” Bil says, looking at us strangely. “Surely you know about…” He trails off, recognition flashing in his eyes. “You don’t know? This is too funny! I thought of all people, Mr. Rhett Carter would know about New America.”
 
   “Just tell us what it is,” I say, growing frustrated. 
 
   “The new government,” Bil says, leaning forward, his elbows on his knees. “After everything went down and the witches mostly took over, the surviving government leaders fled to a safe zone that was made for just such an emergency.”
 
   “Where?” Laney asks.
 
   Ignoring her, Bil rambles on. “I’m pretty sure the whole thing was set up in case of civil war or terrorists or something, not witches, but hey, you can never tell what the U.S. government really knows, can you? Maybe they were preparing for aliens.”
 
   “Where?” I ask.
 
   Bil squints, although Hex’s light isn’t bright enough to warrant it. “They’ve built a fence, well-guarded by soldiers and all the firepower the U.S. military has to offer. Even witches can’t easily get past tanks and missiles. New Washington,” he says. “That’s what they’re calling Washington, D.C. now.”
 
   “Who’s calling it that?” Laney again, her eyes fixed on Bil.
 
   “The government of New America. President Washington—”
 
   “You mean Vice President Washington,” I say, picturing the blond-haired woman with the striking pale blue eyes who, before Salem’s Revenge, held the second most powerful position in the U.S.
 
   “President Bartlet didn’t make it,” Bil says. “A gang of Destroyers took her and the entire Secret Service out as they tried to make it to Air Force One.”
 
   “The President of the United States of America is dead,” I say in utter disbelief. 
 
   “Former president,” Bil says. “President Washington is the president now. New Washington is named after her, although obviously it shares the name with its predecessor.”
 
   “Wow,” Laney says, blowing out a breath. “But at least someone in leadership survived, right?” 
 
   “Yeah,” I say. “But what does that have to do with you, and why didn’t you tell me any of this before?” 
 
   Bil winks. “I was going to, but our conversation got cut a little short. Look, when I headed east, I eventually made my way to D.C. I thought if anywhere had managed to organize our defenses, it would be the nation’s Capital. Turns out I was right. They knew about witch hunters and all the good we were doing in the fight against the enemy, and they were actively hiring, so I agreed to work for them.”
 
   “Work?” I say. “Work how?”
 
   Bil licks his dry lips. “At first it was just carrying out specific hits. Killing witch gang leaders who the government considered high value targets. I did well, so they gave me a promotion.”
 
   “Promotion?” Laney says, and I hear my own incredulity echoed in her question. The word sounds so foreign, like Bil’s just been sitting at a desk, churning out reports, climbing the government ladder. 
 
   “I guess you could call it that,” Bil says. “One of the major challenges of fighting the witches is that they’re so spread out, splintered into gangs with varying motivations. My new job is to locate large pockets of witch gangs, ensure the civilian presence is insignificant, and call in a strike. What’s left of the U.S. army shoots off a missile from some secret silo and then…”—Bil fills his cheeks with air and blows it out sharply, pantomiming an explosion with his hands—“boom. Bye bye, witches.”
 
   “You blew up Waynesburg,” I say. A statement, not a question.
 
   He shrugs. “There was a large gang of Necros there. They had one of their largest skeleton armies with them, and they’d been—”
 
   “You mean the boners?” Laney interjects.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “By skeletal army, you mean those boney reanimated people who try to kill everyone in sight?”
 
   “Yeah, that’s them,” Bil says, looking slightly confused. “The Necros had been marching them from city to city, killing anyone still alive, harvesting the bodies.”
 
   “Necros don’t kill,” I say. “Mr. Jacks—uh, someone told me that they let others do the killing for them, and then they scavenge the dead.”
 
   “That’s generally true,” Bil says, and suddenly I feel like I’m just a stupid ignorant kid being lectured at. Bil seems to know so much more than me. “But now that they have dead warriors, the Necros can use them to do some of their killing.” Duh.
 
   My head spins as I let in a swell of truth. There’s no reason for the Reaper to have kept Beth or Xavier alive. They deal in the dead. If they really did take my friends, it would’ve only been because they’d been killed by other witches. I close my eyes and try to breathe, forcing myself to remember that I’ve always known they were dead. That any hope I had was of my own foolish creation.
 
   Laney continues the questioning. “Earlier you said you barely got out of Waynesburg alive… why is that? If you were the one who ordered the air strike, then surely you’d have been miles away before the city was destroyed.”
 
   “I don’t know,” Bil says. My eyes flash open and I push away the shadowy claws of depression trying to grab me. I need to focus. “At first I chalked it up to a government screw-up. That’s certainly not unheard of. I mean, I talk to someone who talks to someone…up and up the chain of command it goes, until someone orders the missile to be launched.”
 
   “So you think something got lost in translation, like the time you wanted the strike to occur,” Laney says.
 
   “At first,” Bil repeats.
 
   “And now?” I ask.
 
   Bil sighs and suddenly looks the most uncertain he’s looked since we ran into him. “I’ve talked to other witch hunters working for New America. There have been unexplained deaths, designated as ‘accidents’ by those we report to. Witch hunters have died, but some people think the deaths were planned.”
 
   “New America is killing witch hunters?” I say. The intrigue seems to get deeper with every word out of Bil’s mouth.
 
   “It’s just a rumor,” Bil says quickly. “Look, I made it out—that’s all that matters. And then I set up another strike, and it went exactly according to plan.”
 
   “In Washington, Pennsylvania,” I say.
 
   “Yes. There was a large gang of Pyros. But how do you know that?” 
 
   I smile, glad that I can turn the tables on Bil and surprise him for a change. “We were there,” I say. “You almost blew us up.”
 
   Laney rises to her feet, props her shotgun against the side of the truck bed, and whips out her magged-up Glock. “You’re going to pay for that,” she says, and points it at Bil’s head.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Forty-Five
 
    
 
   “Whoa, whoa, whoa!” I say, rising quickly and positioning myself between Laney and Bil.
 
   Bil takes advantage of the distraction and swings his crossbow in front of him, a bolt already in position. For just a moment, I wonder what it would feel like to be shot by a cursed bullet and an arrow, also likely full of magic, at the same time. And by two people who are both supposedly my friends. 
 
   “Move it, Carter!” Laney says. “He tried to blow us up.”
 
   “Tell your new girlfriend to get her gun out of my face or she’ll have a lot more to worry about than getting blown up!” Bil shouts. 
 
   Technically, Laney’s not my girlfriend and her gun is in my face, but I don’t think correcting him will help, so I say, “Everybody just calm down,” something that cops always say on TV to diffuse a group of gun-wielding baddies. Just like on TV, my words have no impact, almost seeming to make things worse. 
 
   Laney pushes forward, jams her gun over my shoulder, as if using me as a human shield. I’ll have to talk to her about that. “I should shoot you right now,” she says, her face so close to mine that I almost feel like she’s talking to me. 
 
   “You’ll die before you pull the trigger. I’ve been doing this a long time, sweetie,” Bil retorts. I’m stuck, unsure of what to do, waiting for the shooting to start with me in the middle, Hex barking around my feet, when—
 
   A deafening scream rips through the tunnel.
 
   “Ahh!” I yell, covering my ears and dropping to the truck bed. I hear similar shouts from Bil and Laney, and am vaguely aware of the clatter of their weapons on either side of me, but most of my focus is on pressing the flesh of my hands to my ears to block out the horrible keening that’s exploding in my eardrums.
 
   In the background, there’s the sound of tinkling glass and crackling sparks, and although my eyes are jammed shut, I see a blaze of bright light behind my eyelids, flaring like the sun rising over the horizon, and then vanishing as quickly as it came. 
 
   The scream stops, echoing down the tunnel and into the night. My ears are ringing. There are voices, but they sound like they’re underwater. I realize it’s like when Trish blew up the missile. While we were arguing and her sister and Bil were about to do something hasty, Trish silently decided to do something about it. Something bold. And effective.
 
   Slowly, I lift my head and swivel it around. Bil is lying on the truck bed, craning his neck. Hex is licking Laney’s face and she’s making a futile attempt to push him away. Trish is standing over me, watching my every movement. She points two fingers at my eyes then at hers. Watch me, her motion says. Then she points down the tunnel. Follow me.
 
   “We’ve got to go!” I say, and I know I’m shouting because I can’t hear myself. Laney says something, but she doesn’t shout so all I see are her lips moving. “No time to argue!” I shout, even though I don’t know whether she was arguing. “The noise is going to draw every last witch in Pittsburgh to this tunnel!”
 
   Trish takes off, her short legs carrying her from the truck bed onto the next car. Ushering the others forward, we follow her. “What’s going on?” Bil shouts, his voice sounding far away and muffled. “What was that scream?”
 
   “No time to explain!” I shout back, pushing him onward. Some of the previously burnt-out tunnel lights above us are sparking. Glass crunches underfoot. Trish’s scream must have impacted their wiring and shattered their bulbs. And yet…
 
   Didn’t kill us.
 
   She has more control over her power than I think Laney or I realize.
 
   Laney’s little sister traverses six or seven vehicles, hopping from car to car like a frog crossing a lily-pad-covered pond, and then climbs down to the left, disappearing into a shadowy doorway. Tunnel maintenance staff only, a small red-lettered sign reads. 
 
   “Wait,” I say, when she pauses outside a metal door. “Let me open it.” Just in case, I think.
 
   “You haven’t changed,” Bil mutters. “Always got to be the hero.”
 
   I ignore him and tug at the handle. Locked. Won’t budge, even when I brace myself and give it a hardy yank.
 
   Trish motions me aside with a tiny wave. She turns the handle and pulls, and the door swings open. 
 
   I gawk at her as she enters the space and begins climbing a set of stairs. Hex clambers after her, emanating a reddish light now, which makes the steps appear almost molten, as if swarming with lava.
 
   Laney follows, but Bil hangs back. “What the hell is going on, Carter?” Bil says. “What is she?”
 
   “Who?” I say, playing dumb and starting up the stairs without looking back.
 
   “Damn you,” Bil mutters, but I hear the stomp of his footsteps as he follows me.
 
   We reach a concrete landing, where the steps twist back on themselves, heading up another flight. Trish continues on without hesitation, as if guided by some sixth sense. Up and up we go, until my calves are burning and trickles of sweat are running down my spine. Bil mutters curses at me for a while, but eventually stops, and all I can hear is his heavy breathing. Can’t handle a few stairs, eh, Bil?
 
   Finally, mercifully, we reach the top of the climb, where another door blocks our path forward. As before, Trish opens it easily, regardless of whether it was locked. A dark and star-glittered night sky greets us. A light fall breeze wafts over my sweat-sheened skin, instantly cooling my flesh and raising goose bumps. 
 
   Bil, hands on his knees, panting, says, “She’s a…witch.”
 
   None of us needs to look to know who he’s referring to. “She is,” I say. There’s clearly no hiding that.
 
   “Strange company you’re keeping these days, Rhett,” Bil says. 
 
   “Like you, you mean?” Laney says, giving him a dark look. Her fingers twitch around the handle of her shotgun. Here we go again. Even the exhaustion of a mile-high stair climb wasn’t enough to quell their anger.
 
   I hold up a hand. “Stop. Both of you. We don’t have time for this, nor can we draw any more attention to our location than we already might have.” I turn to Bil. “The last time we talked you said you still believe only bad witches deserve to die, right?” He frowns but nods. “Trish is not one of them, not like you think. She’s saved us once already. Trust me.”
 
   “Trust you? Maybe you, Carter, but not her. Not her sister.” Laney glares at him, but he continues on. “We’re in a war here and the last thing we need is a snake pretending to be a sheep.”
 
   I scoff. “Don’t you think that’s a little hypocritical? You almost shot me the last time I saw you. Forget you trusting us. You’re not one of us, at least not yet. The question is why should we trust you?”
 
   The question seems to give him pause. He cranes his neck to look at the cloudless sky, as if searching for something in the heavens. His soul perhaps?
 
   “I’m just trying to do the right thing,” he says slowly, sounding out each word at a time, as if afraid his loose tongue might betray him. “I didn’t know you were in that town in Pennsylvania. All I knew was that there was a large group of Pyros doing some pretty bad stuff and that they needed to be stopped. By the time you arrived, I would have been long gone.”
 
   Laney rolls her eyes, but doesn’t say anything, just stands partly in front of Trish, as if she expects Bil to try to shoot her at any second.
 
   “Look, Bil, I want to believe you, but the thing is, those Pyros were already dead when the missile arrived.” After my statement, I watch carefully for Bil’s reaction. 
 
   Either well-acted or genuine surprise lights up his eyes. “What? No. That’s impossible. I ordered the strike for a day after I’d moved on. The place was an inferno when I left it. Pyros burning buildings and survivors like pieces of kindling.”
 
   “They were in a deader than dead pile when we got there,” Laney says. “Then your damn missile came and my sister had to blow it up to save us.”
 
   “What do you mean ‘blow it up’?” Bil asks. Laney goes quiet, realizing that she’s said too much.
 
   I sigh. “Tell him, Laney. He already knows she’s not human.”
 
   She searches my eyes for a moment, but then says, “She screamed. Just like she did in the tunnel. The missile exploded, but in the air, before it reached its target.”
 
   “But I…” Bil’s eyes widen further, brown-white circles in the dark. “They confirmed the missile’s detonation at the target.”
 
   “Well, it was right overhead,” I say. “And it did detonate pretty freaking close to its target, so maybe their systems—satellites, GPS, or whatever—just saw the explosion and confirmed it.”
 
   Bil scratches his chin absently, still in disbelief. “It’s possible, I guess. Then that’s a powerful sister you have there.”
 
   Laney just glares at him. 
 
   Bil throws up his hands. “Look, I think we all got off on the wrong foot. If we work together, maybe we can take down the Necros. Trust me, you’ll need my help. This is a big gang and they’re not working alone. I’ve counted members of at least six other gangs working with them.”
 
   “Counted?” I say.
 
   Bil nods. “I’ve been conducting surveillance in the area for a couple of days, just before you arrived in the tunnel, which I was using as my base of operations. It’s safer outside the city, that’s for damn sure.”
 
   “And you saw other gangs in the area?” I ask, right away thinking of the Sirens killing the farmers and all the Shifters’ talk about how the Necros were offering a reward for handing me over to them. 
 
   “Yeah,” Bil says. “We’ve got one helluva fight on our hands.”
 
   I’m about to ask my next question when the sky blazes with fire and lightning.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Forty-Six
 
    
 
   We barely have time to duck beneath the thick leaves of a nearby tree before the Destroyers are overhead, circling in wide arcs.
 
   They’re not alone.
 
   In flashes of light against the dark blue sky, we see them in shadowy profile. Other witches and warlocks are hanging onto airborne chariots wreathed in fire and crackles of electricity. The Destroyers are pulling them across the starry firmament. 
 
   Pyros and Volts and Destroyers: all working together. And according to Bil they’re all working with the Necros. Not good. 
 
   “I told you,” Bil hisses.
 
   “Shut your mouth before I shut it for you,” Laney hisses back.
 
   “They’re looking for us,” I whisper. “They heard the sound and are investigating.”
 
   Bil and Laney both nod. At least they agree on something.
 
   Trish touches my arm. Motions up, into the tree. “Huh?” I say.
 
   Hex—who thankfully had the intelligence to turn off his inner light when the witches appeared—gets Trish’s message before I do, and starts rising up into the tree. He lands on a wide branch and settles on his haunches.
 
   “Climb,” Laney says, stretching up and grabbing the lowest branch. Doing a chin up, she pulls herself onto the bottom rung and then reaches down for Trish to grab her hand. I cup my hands and let Trish step into them, boosting her into Laney’s waiting arms. 
 
   “Why doesn’t the witch just fly herself up?” Bil mutters.
 
   I get in his face. “You want to work with us? You’ll keep those comments to yourself,” I say. “If I have to choose between the two of you, I choose Trish.” My own words surprise me, and I have to turn away and start climbing the tree so Bil doesn’t recognize my muddled expression. Am I really siding with a witch? Where’s Rhett Carter, feared witch hunter, and what have you done with him? 
 
   Simply using the long reach of my right arm, I’m easily able to pull myself onto the first branch without relying on my left arm. There, I stop to reposition myself, keeping my injured arm tight against my side.
 
   As I start to reach for the second branch, I realize something. You can remake yourself a thousand times in a thousand ways, but deep down, where it counts the most, you’ll always be the same. Hating based on being born into a group is just not in me, whether it’s people of other religions, races, or...even witches. I can’t hate Trish any more than I could hate the son of a serial killer. What we do with our lives, and how we are judged by others, should be entirely up to us.
 
   My epiphany still sliding around in my head, I climb higher and then settle in on a large, well-hidden branch, next to Laney, making sure the only room left for Bil is on my opposite side. I’d rather be between them, especially when silence is of the essence. 
 
   We arrange ourselves not a moment too soon, as there’s a heavy WHUMP! when a chariot-pulling Destroyer lands atop the hill. I can just make out a pale black-cloaked warlock. I almost mistake him for a Necro, except his robe doesn’t have a hood to hide his face. 
 
   “Nice landing,” a female voice says sarcastically. “I’ll be aching for days.” A tall, red-haired woman steps into view. Her hands are on fire. Laney grabs my arm, her nails digging into my skin. I bear it in silence.
 
   “I’m not your chauffer,” the Destroyer says, looking around. With a flick of his hand he sends a ripple through the air, which collides with a bush. The foliage immediately turns as gray and solid as stone.
 
   “You’re not good for much else,” the Pyro says snidely, sending a blue-green fireball bouncing across the grass, creating a trail of flames, before setting a small tree alight. 
 
   “Is that right?” the Destroyer says. “You want to try to back that up?” He aims a fist in her direction, like a challenge.
 
   You can try to make them work together, I think wryly, but you can’t make them be friends.
 
   “You’re not going to trick me into a childish test of power,” the Pyro says, tossing her long hair behind her. “You should stay focused on figuring out where the hell that scream came from. We thought we’d killed off the last of the Claires, but if there are any left…”
 
   “Yeah, yeah. They’re our top priority,” the Destroyer says, firing another ripple at the petrified bush, which shatters in a hailstorm of rock and rubble. “Seems like everything’s our top priority these days. Getting more corpses. Capturing the elusive witch hunter. Penetrating New Washington’s defenses. We’ve got to start focusing or we’ll stretch ourselves too thin.”
 
   Claires? I wonder. Is that another witch gang? I thought Mr. Jackson had taught me about all of them, even the ones that had been killed off, but that name doesn’t sound familiar. 
 
   “Are you questioning his orders?” the Pyro says. “Because if so, I’d be happy to pass your ideas along…”
 
   “Shut. It. You know I’m not saying anything different than anyone else. And don’t even try to accuse me of treason. You don’t want to pick a fight with the Destroyers.” He kicks a chunk of rock that used to be part of the bush.
 
   “We’d rip you apart,” the Pyro says noncommittally.
 
   The Destroyer laughs. “Ha! I heard about what happened just south of here. An entire Pyro gang finished off. By who? That pathetic group of cowboys that call themselves The End? Shameful.”
 
   I stop breathing, and Laney’s grip tightens on my arm. Although Huckle already told us it was The End that killed the Pyro gang, there was a part of me that didn’t want to believe it. But hearing it from another source makes it all the more real. To do that much damage they must be growing stronger, recruiting more witch hunters to their “cause.”
 
   “Whatever,” the Pyro says. “Driver! Take me back to the field. There’s no one here.”
 
   With that, the Destroyer/Pyro duo roar into the night sky, joining the dozens of others who are swarming toward the city empty handed.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Sitting on the edge of Mt. Washington, the city is dark and foreboding, but beautiful, too. I imagine it would have been even more beautiful before Salem’s Revenge, full of lights and city bustle.
 
   Now the buildings are dark, and made even darker by a mountainous black cloud that hovers over everything like a shadow. 
 
   The city is surrounded on two sides by two rivers, which come together at the corner closest to us, before forming a third river and racing off toward Ohio and the west. It’s no wonder they call Pittsburgh the city of bridges—there’s no way to get to the city without crossing at least one. However, as I scan the length of the three rivers, I notice only two bridges remain intact: the one just beneath us, the Fort Pitt Bridge; and another, just to the west of the city. The others, including the famous Liberty Bridge, have been devastated by an unnatural force, shattered into concrete shards and twisted metal beams that poke from the water, sending whitewater current flowing around them. 
 
   I shiver, but not from the cool autumn night. 
 
   As my eyes adjust to the dark, I realize something that Laney has already noticed. “Rubble,” she mutters. “Too much damn rubble.” She’s not referring to the bridges, but the city itself.
 
   Peering through the empty expanse of river and air between us and the city, I make out the truth of the dark beauty I recognized earlier. Amongst the shadows of the buildings are mounds of destruction. At least half of Pittsburgh’s buildings have been brought down, as if the city has been bombed to hell and back again.
 
   “What happened here?” I ask absently to myself.
 
   Bil’s white teeth grin at me in the dark, completely out of place considering what we’re seeing. “The witches destroyed half and New America obliterated the other half,” he says, his voice rising, almost sounding giddy with excitement.
 
   Crap. The slightly insane Bil is back. Where did he go when he seemed almost normal earlier? I believe everyone’s got a crazy gene in them, but for some it’s larger or more prevalent, like a protruding nose or a particularly flabby set of jowls. I’m not saying my crazy gene is tiny, because it’s not, but it’s certainly not as big as Bil Nez’s. Not yet anyway.
 
   Before I can stop Laney from getting him riled up, she says, “You blew up the city?”
 
   Bil’s on his feet in an instant, his hand curling over his shoulder to grab his crossbow. “New America did! I just gave them the information!” I’m almost afraid his shouts will be enough to draw the Destroyers out again. 
 
   “Whoa, Soaring Eagle, chill out. It was just a question,” Laney says, surprisingly calm. 
 
   “Questions have teeth,” Bil says.
 
   “I won’t even try to figure out what that means,” Laney says.
 
   “They bite and tear.” Bil gnashes his teeth. Oh boy, this situation is about two seconds from getting out of control.
 
   I put a hand on Laney’s arm. Let me handle this, I plead silently. “We understand why you had to do it. There are hundreds of witches here.”
 
   “Thousands,” Bil says.
 
   God. “Thousands,” I correct, a sick feeling creeping into my stomach. If there are thousands of witches, what chance do we have? “So you had no choice. Destroy a city to take out a large portion of the enemy, right?”
 
   Bil just stares at us, his hand still touching the weapon strapped to his back. He looks surprised, like he’s expecting more of a confrontation than he’s getting. “So New America bombed the city?” I’ve got to get him talking, make him feel calm and comfortable. Try to bring the “normal” Bil back to the forefront. 
 
   When Bil removes his hand from his crossbow, I do my best to hide the breath I release. “Yeah,” he says. “I told them the situation. That there were thousands of magic-born from all different gangs in Pittsburgh. A day later they bombed the hell out of it while I was watching from the tunnel.”
 
   “Awesome,” I say, although it doesn’t feel very awesome. Fear is rising inside me faster than I can swallow it down. How many innocents were killed in the bombings? And what if Beth and Xave were here?
 
   The familiar rush of denial takes away my breath. They’re dead they’re dead they’re dead, I chant in my head.
 
   The smarter part of my brain says Why would the Necros take any prisoners? I grit my teeth and blink away the moisture in my eyes and try to cling to the very last shred of hope I’ve got. But hope is an elusive thing, always there, but never where you expect it to be. After all, hope’s brother is despair, and they’re always working together to crush the minds and souls of even the strongest men and women.
 
   “But the witches are still here?” Laney asks, shrewdly taking over the questioning. As usual, she proves my equal in intelligence. She’s realized that Bil requires a special kind of touch to keep him from snapping.
 
   I pat the spot on the ground next to me. Bil looks at it, but remains standing. We’re not out of the crazy forest yet. 
 
   “The witches REFUSE to die,” he says, his hands raking a path through his jet black hair. He throws his ponytail over his shoulder to the front, where it hangs like a rope. 
 
   “It’s okay, Bil,” I say soothingly. “You’ve got friends now. We’re going to help you.”
 
   “And New America?” he says.
 
   “Yes,” I say. “And New America.” I don’t know much about the new government in place, but for now I’ll say anything to keep him calm. “But we need to know what happened after the bombing.”
 
   “The witches knew it was coming!” Bil says, spit flying from his mouth. “A traitor! There’s a traitor!”
 
   “Shhh,” Laney says. “We’ve got to be quiet. The hills have eyes and ears and we don’t want to make it any easier for them.” I try not to laugh at the forced seriousness in her tone. Thankfully, Bil doesn’t seem to realize she’s mocking him.
 
   “Yes,” he says. “Yes, you’re right. I’m sorry.” Finally he sits down, lowers his voice. “They had already relocated their stronghold from the city to…there.” He points to the left of the city, west, across one of the rivers, where the second bridge remains intact. A large dark oval blots the landscape. 
 
   “The football field,” I say. “The Pyro told the Destroyer to take her back to the field.”
 
   Bil nods. “That’s where they are,” he says solemnly. “New America bombed the city, but no one was there. I told them about the field, but when the missiles came, they vanished as if they never existed in the first place.”
 
   The statement could just be the ramblings of a mad man, but somehow I don’t think so. “They’ve got wards around the football field,” I say. “Heinz Field.”
 
   Bil’s next words seem as lucid as he’s ever sounded, despite the message of violence they carry. “If we can find a way to remove the wards, New America can kill them all.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Forty-Seven
 
    
 
   There’s no need to break a window; every house on the mountain is wide open. We pick one that has a long driveway and is partially obscured by trees and its neighboring houses. The moment Bil curls up on a dusty old couch, Laney and I agree to take turns keeping watch.
 
   I’m thankful when Laney volunteers for first watch, because my eyelids are heavier than a concrete block tied to a corpse’s feet. 
 
   She wakes me up four minutes later. Except it’s really four hours later. 
 
   “You look like hell,” Laney says. I want to say So do you, but exhaustion doesn’t seem to touch her appearance.
 
   “Anything?” I say.
 
   “Nope. Looney Tunes has been sleeping like a baby. In this screwed up world, I guess the crazy ones are able to get a good night’s rest, while the rest of us toss and turn.”
 
   “Was I…”
 
   “Tossing and turning? Yep. I’m glad I wasn’t sleeping next to you or I’d look like Rocky after his last boxing match. You were mumbling in your sleep, too.”
 
   I’m tempted to ask what I was saying, but the smirk on her lips tells me the embarrassment wouldn’t be worth the knowledge. As Laney steals a pillow from under Bil and stretches out on the floor, I try to remember what I might have been dreaming about, but there’s nothing but a big blank hole in my memory. 
 
   I don’t feel rested. My eyes sting. My shoulder is a tight ball of pain. Avenging my friends is just a river crossing away—well, two river crossings, technically—and yet getting there feels impossible. Not with thousands of witches standing in the way.
 
   Did I think this was going to be easy? If I ever did, because of some stupid form of teenage male belief in invincibility, or because I almost defeated Mr. Jackson on that life-changing day, I don’t anymore. If nothing else, the miles and battles have taught me that nothing in life comes easy anymore. Maybe they never did. 
 
   Because of how late it was when we finally settled down for the night, the light of dawn is already finding its way through the windows. Bored, I climb the stairs to the second floor and peer out the window to see if I can see the city. I can just make out the dark cloud that shrouded the city last night. If I could get a little higher…
 
   The pull-down ladder to the attic creaks with each step. The area is no more than a storage crawl space with more head room in the middle where the roof comes to a point. I push forward on elbows and knees, coughing when I suck in a mouthful of kicked up dust. A dirty circular window provides a northern view, like an all-seeing eye. I clean the window with the back of my shirtsleeve. 
 
   The devastated city appears, the scene so different than it looked last night.
 
   In daylight, Pittsburgh is so shrouded in rising mist it’s as if an artist has painted the city on a landscape, just smudges and nondescript brush strokes. An abstract creation. And to the west…
 
   Something catches my eye, barely. A darting shape, quick and lithe and gone.
 
   Did I imagine it?
 
   There it is again: a dark swirl of fur flashes past a tree and forms a there-and-then-gone arc as it deftly leaps over a wooden fence and into the backyard. 
 
   The black blur takes shape as it stops suddenly, sniffing the air. 
 
   No.
 
   It can’t be.
 
   Flora the panther Shifter looks up at me with bright yellow eyes.
 
   She smiles a knife-sharp smile.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Forty-Eight
 
    
 
   The attic steps don’t creak on the way down, because my feet don’t touch them. THUD! I land heavily on the floorboards, but I’m already moving forward to the stairs, taking them two at a time, my hand brushing the rail to steady myself.
 
   Hex is barking his head off.
 
   I swing around the bottom of the banister and into the den and I—
 
   Freeze.
 
   Numb horror washes over me. 
 
   Flora’s got Laney, her claws out and a hairsbreadth away from her neck, from slashing her open, from releasing her life to the open air. Laney’s jaw is tight and her eyes narrow with defiance. If she’s scared, I can’t tell. 
 
   Trish is standing nearby, watching, her mouth closed for the moment. Can she scream fast enough to kill Flora before the witch slices her claws across her sister’s neck? Probably not. It’s too risky. I only hope that the nine-year-old witch is thinking the same way. 
 
   Hex stops barking when he sees me. It seems even his magic is helpless with Laney in such a precarious position.
 
   And Bil…a shock runs through me when I realize Bil’s nowhere to be seen.
 
   “Hell-ow, Rhett Carter,” Flora says. Hearing a full-fledged panther speak raises the hairs on the back of my neck.
 
   “Let her go,” I say, because that’s what I’m supposed to say, right? I draw my sword.
 
   The panther laughs, a yowling cackle that’s more scary than funny. Perhaps having a magic dog is better than a magic cat. “Yow’re making this harder than it has to be.”
 
   “Don’t do what she says, Carter,” Laney says, making eye contact.
 
   “Where’s the rest of your gang?” I ask, trying to keep her talking. Maybe she’ll let her guard down and Trish, Hex or I can make a move. “They didn’t escape the Siren?”
 
   She laughs again. I really wish she’d stop doing that. “They were weak. I was always the leader of that gang. They just never knew it.”
 
   My head’s heating up and starting to feel like it might explode. I’m not sure if it’s ninety percent anger and ten percent fear, or the opposite, but it’s making it harder to stand still and keep talking. “They treated you like a child,” I point out.
 
   “And they’re all dead nowww,” she says. “The Siren and that smelly old warlock kept us busy until yow could escape.” So Martin is a warlock. I knew it! But why was he trying to save us? “But after they retreated, I killed the other Shifters anywayyy.”
 
   Thud thud…thud thud… My heart hammers in my chest as I realize the extent of the potential violence trapped inside the dark fur of the natural hunter standing before me. Laney could be dead in less than a second. I’m helpless. I try to gulp down a swallow, but the dry saliva sticks in my throat. “You killed your gang?”
 
   “Yow look surprised, witch hunter. I was only using them. They failed, so I decided to go solo.” Her yellow eyes shine as a burst of dawn streams through the window. “And now it’s time to claim my prize. Yow.”
 
   “What does the Reaper want with me?” I ask.
 
   “Don’t knowww, don’t care,” she says, her tail twitching behind her. “But they’ve promised me great power and all the children’s blood I could possibly ever need to work my magic. So do me a favor and drop yowr sword and allow my…associates…to bind yow.”
 
   I feel a presence behind me. Two warlocks close in on either side, bright white ropes in their hands. 
 
   “If I go without a struggle, you’ll let her go?” I say.
 
   “No,” Flora says. “But I won’t kill her. Take the deal or she dies nowww.”
 
   I’m about to add Trish and Hex to the no-kill deal, when Hex slowly pads toward Trish, away from Flora. “Tell yowr dog to stop,” Flora hisses.
 
   “Hex,” I say, but it’s no surprise when he ignores me. Trish extends a hand, which Hex nuzzles into, and then, they vanish.
 
   “No!” Flora growls. “Bring them back!”
 
   I’m thinking Holy crap, Hex, you’re the best, most awesome dog in the whole world, but I manage to keep a straight face. “I wish I could,” I say. “Do we have a deal or not?”
 
   Although her bared teeth say otherwise, she says, “Yes,” and though there’s a good chance she’s lying, I have no choice but to hope she’s not.
 
   My sword clatters to the ground, where one of the warlocks collects it while the other one roughly binds my hands together, shooting needles of pain through my arrow wound. Taking deep breaths, I try not to show my discomfort. The rope is pulsing against my skin, clearly charged with some form of magic. I hold my breath and stare at Flora’s claws, long spikes jutting out into the background of Laney’s white neck. “We had a deal,” I say.
 
   “Yow’re just lucky the Reaper wants her alive, too,” she says. “Because our deal was meaningless.”
 
   She drops her claws and I exhale. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Wind whips through us as we march across the Fort Pitt Bridge, the morning mist leaving the air wet and cold. Laney’s blond locks lash at her face, but she remains stoic. Her never-say-die demeanor gives me strength.
 
   “Whatever this is,” she says. “We’ll escape.”
 
   “Shut it or I’ll kill yow anyway and face the consequences,” Flora says, rubbing up against Laney’s hip. “I expect lapping up yowr blood would be worth any loss of reward from the Necros.”
 
   “Leave her alone,” I say, “or you’ll have to drag my dead body from the river.” I take a step toward the edge of the bridge, where the railing appears to be a pathetically low barrier next to my wide receiver height. 
 
   “Yow wouldn’t,” Flora says, calling my bluff. She’s right, of course. 
 
   I sigh. “Let’s just get on with it.”
 
   “They might not let me kill yow,” Flora says, batting my face with the tip of her tail. “But that doesn’t mean they won’t let me do other things.”
 
   Although revulsion tears me apart from the inside, I hide it, striding down the bridge faster than before. Being thrown in front of the Necros would almost seem like a relief after dealing with the psychopathic Shifter. 
 
   On the other side of the bridge, the city is a warzone. Glass and stone and steel beams lean against the surviving buildings. Entire streets are blocked off by the rubble, where crushed cars poke out like metal tongues.
 
   We skirt the southwestern edge of the city, into a corner of brown grass that juts out into the intersecting rivers. Point State Park a sign reads. Bound and marching along the river, I wonder about Trish and Hex. Where they are, whether they’re safe. I don’t know if Hex can read minds—I wouldn’t be surprised if he could—but I push my thoughts toward him. Stay with Trish. Don’t try anything heroic. Stay away. Knowing him, he’ll do the opposite.
 
   I also wonder where Bil ran off to. Did he know the Shifter was coming? Was he the one who alerted her to our presence? I wouldn’t put it past him. If so, our capture is my fault. I never should’ve let him inside our circle.
 
   Water laps at the shore. A family of ducks quack along the edge. One of the warlocks raises a finger and the ducks go crazy all of a sudden, pecking at each other, flapping their wings, stomping their webbed feet. I watch in captive horror as blood and feathers fly until they’re all dead. All except one, which, seeming to realize what it’s done, flies high in the air, and then dives downward, hurling itself onto the rocks with a sickening Crunch-thwap!, its body going still. 
 
   Flora and the warlocks laugh. “I like yow guys,” she says. “Hallucinators are so useful sometimes.”
 
   Hallucinators, I think, as Laney says, “Freaking sickos.” 
 
   “I’ll give you sick,” the duck-abusing warlock says, raising a finger in Laney’s direction.
 
   Instinctively, I step forward, between him and her. 
 
   My mouth is full of sand and I can’t breathe and I can’t think and my head’s spinning and I’m drowning in dirt and grit and…
 
   “No!” I growl, realizing I’m on my knees and sucking in deep breaths, my fingers halfway in my mouth, digging at something that’s not there. 
 
   Laney’s crouched beside me, her hands tied behind her back, her face flush with concern. “Are you okay? You were gagging.”
 
   “Fine,” I gasp.
 
   “What the—” the warlock says, his finger still pointing in my direction.
 
   “He broke yowr spell?” Flora says, her yellow eyes flashing with surprise.
 
   “Uh, no, I must’ve lost concentration, severed the link.”
 
   But even as I remove my fingers from my mouth and take another deep swallow of air, I can feel him probing in my mind, trying to twist things, break things, create things…that aren’t really there. The taste of sand, gritty and earthy, is still in my mouth. But he can’t reproduce the fullness of the illusion. Somehow I’m stopping him, willing his magic away, fighting back.
 
   But how?
 
   I can’t answer my own question.
 
   “Interesting,” Flora says. “The Reaper will want to hear about this. After all, he’s the one who put up the reward for the both of yow.”
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Twice Laney tries to whisper something to me, but both times it earns her a hard slap in the back of the head from one of the warlocks. 
 
   So we walk in silence, crossing another bridge to a large sheet of pavement. A parking lot, of all things. But it’s what’s next to the endless, sectioned parking lot that matters. Heinz Field, once home of the Pittsburgh Steelers, the city’s professional football team, now lair to one of the most powerful and notorious witch gangs on the face of the planet, rises up in a demonstration of the engineering power of humankind. The new home of the Necros. And their leader, the Reaper.
 
   And surrounding the field, spread out in an arcing circle of bodies, are witches and warlocks, their arms raised to the sky in unison. Immediately, I know what they are. 
 
   “Wardens,” I whisper.
 
   “Yow’re as smart as yow look,” Flora says. “Nothing’s getting through the protection spells that are maintained by the Wardens.” As we walk between two of the witches, who more or less ignore us, the panther adds ironically, “Yow’ve just entered the safest place in the world, although it’ll probably kill yow.”
 
   Once more, Laney tries to speak. “That’s fascinating, Cat-Woman. Almost as fascinating as the name Reaper, which sounds like the stupid made-up title of some video game boss,” she says. The warlock tries to whack her but she’s ready and dodges out of the way. “So melodramatic and predictable. These Necromancers have no imagination.” The warlock swipes again and connects with Laney’s ear. She grimaces but doesn’t stop talking. “I’ll bet he’s shorter than me. A miserable, shriveled up old ma—”
 
   “Silence, human!” Flora hisses. She pounces on Laney, her teeth bared, her claws out.
 
   I kick one of the warlocks and run toward the Shifter, but the other warlock tackles me and holds me down. I struggle futilely against him, but without my arms to help, I’m no better than a crushed worm squirming under a boot. 
 
   “One more outburst from yow and I’ll slash yowr throat and drink yowr blood,” Flora says, releasing Laney. 
 
   She muscles to her feet and mutters, “Always with the blood-drinking thing. Can’t you come up with a better threat?” The big black cat gives her an evil look and she shuts up.
 
   “Hurry up,” Flora says. “It’s time for me to claim my prize.”
 
   We enter the concrete-and-metal structure through an entrance marked “Players Only.” The hallway is long and blazing with torchlight. The air has a metallic taste to it; flecks and smears of dried blood coat the walls and floor in a way that almost makes it look like chipped red paint. 
 
   “Nice place,” I say dryly.
 
   “Yow’d better learn to keep yowr thoughts to yowrself before yow face the Reaper,” Flora warns. “Surely a warlock like him will have more use for yow dead than alive.”
 
   “If that was the case, he’d be dead already,” Laney shoots back, making me smile. And for once, she doesn’t earn a smack from her guard. Perhaps because she’s right.
 
   There are a number of unlit spaces shooting off to the right and left of the hallway, swarming with shadows, and I’m glad when we skirt past them without stopping. In the distance, there’s a wide swathe of white light, like a hole in the flickering orange torchlight. The entrance to the field, I realize, where the players would normally storm onto the gridiron, zinging with energy, the crowd cheering, music playing, adrenaline pumping. Something I’d done many times before, albeit in front of a much smaller crowd than would assemble to watch the Steelers. 
 
   Our entrance is much more muted, although just as dramatic. We walk into the open to an eerie tide of whispering voices, like static coming through a surround-sound speaker system. 
 
   “My God…” Laney murmurs as we both take it all in, scanning the bleachers. Black-cloaked figures line the arena, their thick hoods casting deep shadows over their faces. Destroyers circle overhead, like bats, some of them dragging witch-carrying chariots. Bil Nez wasn’t lying. There are thousands of witches in Pittsburgh.
 
   A hush falls across the stadium like a wave, as one hood after another becomes aware of our presence, turning toward us, countless eyes pointing in our direction. 
 
   This is supposed to be my grand moment, when I face those who destroyed my life. Who took the only people I cared about from this world.
 
   We’re screwed, is the only thought that pops into my head.
 
   A sharp instrument prods me in the back, and I realize one of the warlocks, the mighty duck-slayer, is urging me forward with my own sword. As we move further onto the field, I manage to tear my gaze away from the sea of Necros and flying witches. 
 
   A weird sort of thrill-fear buzzes in my head. For, placed across the field in perfect rows, almost like a giant checkerboard, are hundreds—no, thousands—of iron cauldrons, smoke curling from them in finger-like tendrils. The cauldrons are all different sizes, some exceptionally large, like vats, and others so small Hex wouldn’t even fit in them.
 
   Either the Necros are attempting to get in the Guinness Book of World Records for the largest simultaneous witch’s brew, or they’re in the process of performing some very dark magic. And the Necros only deal in one kind of magic: the dead-raising kind.
 
   As if on cue, one of the smaller cauldrons shoots a plume of fire into the air and starts shaking. A green-slime-covered hand shoots straight up, fingers spread, ooze dripping like mucous membrane down the arm. My stomach curls and bile rises in my throat as another hand appears, and then a foot, all working in a bizarre jerky dance to clamber over the lip of the pot. 
 
   The…thing—which is the only name I can come up with for it—rolls out and onto the field, moaning from a lipless mouth, its skin the color of human flesh.
 
   Laney makes a vomit noise. “What is that thing?” she says.
 
   Even as I consider how to answer, the thing pushes to its feet, completely naked but without any of the organs that would define its gender, and opens its eyes, which are black obsidian orbs.
 
   “I think it used to be a child,” I say.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Forty-Nine
 
    
 
   After the child-thing is chained and dragged away by one of the hooded Necros, a deep voice booms across the stadium, amplified by a speaker or megaphone or something. 
 
   “Flora the Shifter! What a pleasant and unexpected surprise. I didn’t expect to see you again after your pathetic failed mission.”
 
   “Yow! Reaper, you didn’t really think I was the type to give up, did yow?” Flora screeches, still leading us across the field. 
 
   “I guess not. But didn’t you know the reward period ended yesterday? I have nothing for you.”
 
   That voice…
 
   “So I’d heard. But I’m sure yow can make an exception for a valued and loyal servant.” The panther stops in front of a raised platform, upon which a dark, hooded figure sits. He’s tall and wide-framed, so I guess Laney was wrong about the Reaper being a bent-over old man. 
 
   “Loyal? Do you really expect me to believe that? You’re in this for yourself, plain and simple. Don’t pretend otherwise. It’s insulting!” The microphone and speakers are screwing with the tone of the voice, but there’s something in it that I’ve heard before. Perhaps a warlock I’ve fought along the way…
 
   “Fair enough,” Flora says. “I’ve brought yow yowr prize and I want my reward.”
 
   The Reaper stands and I notice he’s holding a long sickle-headed scythe. I almost expect Laney to crack a joke, say something like, “Wow, he’s really getting into the whole Reaper thing,” but even her tongue is tied, perhaps weighed down by the seriousness of our situation. 
 
   “Like I said, the deadline has passed. Now hand over the prisoners and be gone.”
 
   Flora lets out a howl that’s full of pain. “Yow can’t do that! Yow promised!”
 
   “I can do whatever I want,” the Reaper says, raising his scythe in the air. “Destroyers!”
 
   A half dozen of the flying witches and warlocks dive to the field and hover beside the Reaper. Two of them point toward us and I see the air ripple between Laney and I. 
 
   “No!” Flora yells. 
 
   The Shifter’s two Hallucinator guards are statues. Warlock blocks of stone. Flora crouches, her teeth bared, hissing, as two more ripples zip past. I have to close my eyes and turn away as chunks of rock explode into the air—all that’s left of the warlocks. 
 
   Flora springs away, dodging the Destroyers’ attempts to petrify her, chasing her across the field. 
 
   “Get her!” the Reaper roars, his order sounding like the voice of God amplified through the speakers and echoing throughout the stadium.
 
   I’d say the Shifter is moving with catlike quickness, but that would be selling her short. Her speed is nothing short of impossible, driven by magic, as she cuts left, right and through the entranceway to the field. The Destroyers are forced to stop in midair, as if afraid to attempt flying in such a small space.
 
   “Outside!” the Reaper says sharply. The Destroyers take to the air, zooming up and over the roofless stadium sides in seconds. 
 
   The Reaper turns his attention back to us, points a finger at me, and…
 
   “Carter, look out!” Laney yells.
 
   My hands drop to my sides as the magic ropes fall away. Who?—what?—huh? I spend my first second of freedom in utter confusion. I make better use of the next second, dropping hard to the ground and rolling, right onto my bad shoulder, which screams and screams and screams, grabbing my sword, which isn’t petrified. Maybe the warlock dropped it before he was hit…no time to think about it. In the third second, I slash through Laney’s ropes, which offer no resistance to the power of my magged-up sword. Laney dives for the ground where there are two weapons: her shotgun, which is now made of stone; and Tillman’s Glock, still made of metal, still gleaming. That’s when I realize: Only the magical weapons survived the petrification spell. 
 
   A sudden jolt of rage rushes through me as the power of my sword’s magic explodes up my arms. All thoughts of escape vanish, because I’m here. I’ve reached my destination and if Xave and Beth were taken by the Necros, I’ll hack and fight my way to them, to the bitter end if necessary. And if they killed my friends, then I’ll kill them all.
 
   But Laney. This isn’t her fight. She has nothing to die for here. “Go!” I yell to her, even as the Necros begin to pour from the bleachers and onto the field. 
 
   Thousands.
 
   Laney starts to run and then stops, hesitates, raises her gun, and fires into the crowd.
 
   As usual, Tillman comes through for us. The Glock’s blast is nothing like a normal gun, where one shot equals one victim—if you’re a good shot, that is. No, her single trigger pull takes out at least ten Necros, who explode in a burst of purple flame. Tillman’s favorite color is purple, I remember. 
 
   “No!” the Reaper yells, less commanding than before. Almost pleading. Is he scared of us? “Don’t touch them!”
 
   The tide of Necros stops.
 
   Wait…what? That’s when I realize: His commands were intended for his gang members, the Necros, not us.
 
   I give Laney a look. She shrugs, holding her Glock out in front of her, as if daring any Necros to attack. 
 
   “That’s better. Rhett and his friend are our guests,” the familiar voice says, no longer distorted by the electronic feedback of the microphone. Wait. Wait. I stare at the podium where the Necro leader, the Reaper, removes his hood. 
 
   My face goes numb with disbelief, and the unwanted and embarrassing spill of tears blurs my vision. Because it can’t be. It can’t. 
 
   And if it is, then I’m lost, so lost. 
 
   Broken, so broken. 
 
   His dark-skinned face is a black hole above me.
 
   “Mr. Jackson?” I say.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fifty
 
    
 
   “Rhett,” Mr. Jackson says.
 
   My mind is blank, my heart clenched. My fingers uncurl and my sword drops to my feet. “Mr. Jackson,” I say. “I don’t understand.”
 
   I’m dimly aware of Laney turning in a slow circle next to me, keeping her weapon trained on the hordes of Necros, but I can only focus on the man who trained me. 
 
   “I will explain everything in time,” he says, reaching out a hand as if to invite me up with him.
 
   “You…”—I can’t even say it; I can’t—“Xave and Beth,” I say. “What have you done?” I crouch down, resting on the balls of my feet.
 
   “No,” he says. “You don’t understand.”
 
   My mind is a mud puddle, being splashed about by children playing in the rain. Blink, blink. Focus. This is real. This is real. Everything comes down to this. “Are they alive?” I ask with a nonchalance that a year ago would have been impossible. But now…the line between impossible and reality is so blurred it’s like a windshield in a downpour.
 
   “I’ll explain everything in time,” Mr. Jackson says.
 
   “No,” I growl. “You’ll explain now.”
 
   “Rhett,” Laney says from behind me, but I don’t turn to look. My eyes are lasered on the man who used to be my instructor.
 
   “No,” Mr. Jackson says, in that definitive way he always used to reject my requests for information about his past. All of that makes sense now, too. His grandfather was a warlock. His son is a warlock. He is a warlock. 
 
   “Rhett!” Laney says again, this time more urgently.
 
   I turn, finding Laney alone in the field of cauldrons. The Necros have retreated, scurrying back into the bleachers like spiders. At first I don’t understand why Laney was calling me, but then I see it. The large black cauldron in the center, where the pregame coin flip would usually be held, is spouting clouds of smoke, black and white, swirling together to form a gray fog, which crackles with spears of lightning that dive into the cauldron. Into the brew. 
 
   A dozen Necros are in a circle around the pot, chanting, their hands raised to the heavens.
 
   “Stop!” the Reaper yells. “That’s an order!”
 
   It’s mutiny. The dozen Necros ignore their leader and continue speaking in a strange tongue. Or is this another of Mr. Jackson’s tricks? Pretend like he wants to protect me, explain everything to me, and then sick his creepy gang members on me.
 
   A boney hand reaches over the lip, bleach-white and clutching a curved dagger. Then another hand. And another. Dozens of armed skeleton warriors leap from the cauldron. Something’s different about them from the last of their kind that we fought, back in Waynesburg. They’re bigger, thicker, tougher-looking.
 
   “Super-Boners!” Laney yells, raising her Glock. 
 
   BOOM!
 
   An arm flies, and a head, too, but even the dismembered and headless skeletons keep coming, picking up speed as they get control of their newly forged frames.
 
   “No, dammit! No!” the Reaper cries.
 
   “Keep shooting!” I say to Laney, a pointless command because she’s been firing nonstop since her first blast. Her Glock seems to contain the magic of unlimited ammo.
 
   Chunks of white bone are crumbling behind the aptly named Super-Boners, but they push forward with what’s left of them, some even hopping on one leg. The swarm reaches us and I slash hard at the neck of the warrior leading the pack. Thuck! My blow makes a sound like I’ve just stabbed my sword into the trunk of a tree. The skeleton, his hand raised to catch my sword and prevent his own decapitation, smiles—well, the closest thing to a smile the nasty creature can manage, baring its teeth—and rips back its arm, practically yanking my shoulder out of its socket as I desperately cling to my weapon. 
 
   As it tries to wrangle my blade away, the Super-Boner swings a left hook. I try to duck but—
 
   CRACK! The blow glances off my temple and leaves me seeing stars and groggy. My grip on the sword falters and I feel it being wrenched away, even as I’m falling, falling, hitting the grassy field beneath me, looking up, into my own blade turned on me, falling like a guillotine…
 
   Ching!
 
   Suddenly Mr. Jackson is standing over me, blocking the attack, slashing the skeleton to mere fragments of bone. His familiar sword, the one that saved my life all those months ago, gleams brightly, magic streaming through it. 
 
   He’s saved me again. But why? Why would a warlock save a human?
 
   But he doesn’t see the other undead warrior looming up behind, jabbing a bone-handled knife toward my throat.
 
   BOOM-BOOM!
 
   BOOM!
 
   The three staccato shots hurt my ears and leave my head aching, but my attacker’s skull leaves his body, followed shortly by both arms, one of which lands on top of me, still clutching the knife.
 
   I rip my sword away from the skeleton that Mr. Jackson saved me from, shaking away the cobwebs that have taken up residence in my brain, while silently thanking Laney for not running when she had the chance.
 
   I snap to my feet using a move Mr. Jackson said I’d never be able to do because of my body weight and shape, and whirl my sword in a horizontal arc that cuts through the upper vertebrae of the three skeleton warriors closing in. I bump up against something, and I see that it’s Mr. Jackson, fighting back to back with me, destroying the creatures created by his own kind.
 
   Hack, slash, stab. 
 
   Death spills onto the field, and soon I’m stumbling on the chunks of bone, which are piling up around us, even while the tide of Super-Boners pushes forward, hands outstretched.
 
   Hack.
 
   Slash.
 
   Stab.
 
   The Destroyers and their chariots are gone, chasing Flora, and it’s just us and the undead.
 
   I cut and I spin and I destroy skeleton after skeleton after skeleton, two four six twenty thirty fifty, until there are none left, the shattered bones carpeting the field like long white stones. 
 
   And Mr. Jackson is so close, fighting alongside me, but then he’s running away, toward the rogue Necros, who have stopped chanting, watching in horror as we destroy their creations. They don’t even try to run as Mr. Jackson slashes them to ribbons, their pale faces spilling from their hoods as they die in a bloody circle around the giant cauldron. 
 
   “What a waste,” I hear Mr. Jackson say to the sky.
 
   His back is to us, his blood-soaked sword hanging loosely from his hand.
 
   My eyes find Laney, whose arms are scratched and bleeding. “Do it,” she mouths, and I know exactly what she means.
 
   But can I? Can I kill the man who saved me? Who trained me? Who…lied to me? Yes, I think. He constructed his casket on the lives of my friends. 
 
   I run toward the Reaper. I run toward Mr. Jackson.
 
   He doesn’t react, even when I prick the tip of my sword into the skin of his neck. I should kill him right now, but I have to know. I have to know the truth. “Are. They. Dead?”
 
   His sword drops and I spin him around roughly. His lips part, showing his unnaturally white teeth. “I won’t blame you if you do it, Rhett. But I wish only to tell you everything you need to know before I die.”
 
   Again, I hesitate. Everything I’ve done so far has been because Mr. Jackson wanted me to. All part of some plan he had for me. But what could he possibly hope to accomplish by me killing him? He’d be dead, and then what? He thinks I’d rise to take his place? I’m not even a warlock.
 
   “All I’ve ever wanted to do was protect you,” he says, and his words sound so true. But they always have, haven’t they? Every truth, every lie has sounded exactly the same.
 
   “Do it, Carter!” Laney shouts, egging me on. Why can’t I? 
 
   I draw back my sword, unsure of what I plan to do.
 
   “No,” Mr. Jackson whispers. “Please.”
 
   “Rhett, no!” a voice shouts from somewhere in the bleachers, stopping my hand. A voice that’s more familiar than even Mr. Jackson’s. A voice that’s impossible, and yet—I know what I heard. I stare into Mr. Jackson’s eyes. A trick? His brown eyes soften.
 
   “It’s me, Rhett. I’m here.” The voice again, closer now. I might be making a mistake, but I’ve come all this way, and even if it’s a final trap set by Mr. Jackson, I have to see. I have to.
 
   My sword still raised, I turn and look. 
 
   A hooded figure is making his way down the steps, onto the field, watching me the whole way. He reaches the bottom, waves, a gesture so out of place and yet so familiarly awkward, and runs across the grass in those short strides I’d know anywhere. 
 
   It can’t be.
 
   It can’t.
 
   The cloak climbs the steps, stands before me, my heart racing, every last muscle and bone tensed. 
 
   With two familiar dark hands, he pushes back his hood. And Xavier smiles his crooked smile.
 
   He’s a few inches taller, his face a little narrower, but still pudgy around the edges. His light brown eyes have the same brightness in them as always, and maybe even a little more. His hair is longer, thicker, and less sculpted than before. A wild sprout of tufted brown hair. He’s so different, and yet always the same.
 
   My eyes are full of waterfalls as I drop my sword and grab him and pull him toward me, squeezing him into a bear hug, feeling daggers in my injured shoulder but not caring one bit. “Xave,” I say. “I thought you were…”
 
   “Dead and gone? Six feet under? Embarking on the final journey?” he says, pushing me back to look at me, our arms still clasped. I laugh, because it’s so Xave. Clichés and gallows humor. “God, Rhett, I thought you were dead, too. The Reaper told me you were dead.”
 
   He turns his gaze to Mr. Jackson. “Son, I’m sorry,” Mr. Jackson says, and at first I think he’s talking to me, but no, his attention is on Xave. “I needed to protect you, and if you knew Rhett was alive, you would have tried to leave.”
 
   “Damn right I would have,” Xavier says.
 
   Suddenly, the world swims around me as if I’m caught in a whirlpool. Because none of this makes any sense. Mr. Jackson was trying to protect Xave, to protect me? By making us think the other was dead? Xavier’s wearing a dark cloak and is allowed to walk freely amongst the Necros. And he stopped me from killing the man who must have abducted him. “Xavier,” I say. “I don’t understand. Where’s Beth?” Do I want to know the answer? 
 
   Xavier’s eyes are full of emotion, but there’s something else there, too. Something I’ve never seen in him before. Confidence or—could it be pride? No. No. That’s not Xave. That’s not my friend. 
 
   “I have something to tell you,” he says. “Something that changed me a long time ago.”
 
   “What?” I say, searching his face for some hidden truth.
 
   “The Reaper is my father.”
 
   An uncontrollable shockwave runs from my feet to my head. “No,” I say.
 
   “It’s true,” Xavier says. “He showed me proof. Photos, records. But there’s more.”
 
   I can’t take any more. “No,” I say again.
 
   “My father knew your father.”
 
   I shake my head.
 
   “They were best friends.”
 
   I close my eyes. 
 
   “Your father was a warlock.”
 
   My fists clench, my mouth dries out, my head aches.
 
   “I’m a warlock.”
 
   God, no. All the fight goes out of me and my knees buckle.
 
   Arms that are too strong, much stronger than they were the last time I saw him, catch me before I fall. I open my eyes and look at my best friend, who has a slash of pain on his face. There’s only one thing left for him to say. If my father was a warlock, then what does that make me? Do I ask the question?
 
   But I won’t I won’t I won’t. I won’t listen to one more lie, to one more attempt to brainwash me, to change me, to control me. This is all lies and if I can just get rid of Mr. Jackson, if I can just end his influence, maybe I can convince Xave of the truth. 
 
   Squirming out of Xavier’s hold, I bend down, snatching my sword from the grass. Xave tries to grab me, but I’m already spinning away from him, so much faster and more agile, pushing toward Mr. Jackson—the Necro leader, the Reaper, whatever, not Xave’s father, not my father’s best friend—but he’s not there.
 
   I whirl around just in time to hear Laney’s shouted warning and see something dark and thick slashing toward my head. 
 
   A brain-jarring pain erupts in my skull, and then everything goes black.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fifty-One
 
    
 
   I wake up in the dark.
 
   Or are my eyes closed? It’s so black they might as well be. But no…I think they’re open. I poke at my eye just to be sure. Ow! Yeah, definitely open, and yet, I can’t see a thing, not even the finger that I just jabbed into my eye.
 
   I try to sit up and my head cracks open. “Uhh,” I groan. My skull splits again and again, throbbing with hammer beats. No…sledgehammer beats. 
 
   Like a nightmare, everything rushes back. How could my best friend do that to me? How could he lie to my face like that? Mr. Jackson is not Xavier’s father, and yet, Xave seemed so convinced. I know the only answer: He’s been brainwashed. Can I blame him? I was caught up in Mr. Jackson’s lies myself, once upon a time. Unbeknownst to me, he’s controlled my every move for the last six months, so can I really condemn Xave for falling for the act, too? But so many things don’t make sense.
 
   A scuffle and a groan slide across the darkness, echoing slightly. “Hello?” I say.
 
   “Carter?” Laney says.
 
   “I’m here,” I say. “You okay?”
 
   “I—I think so. My head’s pounding like a bongo drum, but other than that I’m alright.”
 
   A wave of nausea and guilt build in my stomach. “I’m sorry,” I say. “It’s my fault you’re in this mess.” My words sound weak in the utter blackness, but I’m not sure they’d sound much better in the bright light of the sun either.
 
   “Don’t. Don’t ever apologize,” Laney says. “Trish is safe with Hex, and I made my choice. I’m here because I want to be.” 
 
   “You want to be in a Necro dungeon?” I joke.
 
   “You know what I mean. Is that what this is? A Necro dungeon?”
 
   “Just guessing,” I say. “I don’t know. If it is, I’m guessing it was an improvement the Necros made when they moved in. Otherwise maybe the Pittsburgh Steelers used it as punishment when their players screwed up. Instead of running laps they sent them to the dungeon.” I try to push to a sitting position again, but a fresh jolt of dizziness hits me and I slump back to the hard ground. 
 
   Laney doesn’t laugh at my attempt at humor, and I don’t blame her. Nothing’s that funny at the moment. “So that was Xavier, huh?” she says evenly.
 
   Innocent words so full of accusation. “Yup. Only he’s different now.”
 
   “You think? He’s a damn Necro.”
 
   “He’s not,” I say. “He just thinks he is.”
 
   “Wait. You’re saying he’s been tricked into believing he’s a warlock?” Laney’s words are loaded with disbelief and a side of Yeah right. Rightfully so.
 
   “That’s the theory I’m working under at the moment,” I say. 
 
   “But what if he is? A warlock, I mean. He was a foster kid, right? Like you?”
 
   I see where she’s going with this, and I don’t like it. “Just because he didn’t have any parents to guide him doesn’t mean he didn’t realize he was some powerful warlock. Mr. Jackson’s using him, can’t you see that?”
 
   “But why?”
 
   “To get to me.”
 
   “But why?” she parrots.
 
   “I—I don’t know.” Because he thinks I’m a warlock, too. Is that why? Please, God, please not this. Anything but this. As usual, every answer to every question raises a dozen new questions. 
 
   “But you’re not a…”—she doesn’t say the W-word—“right?” Laney says, reading between the lines. I can sense the uncertainty in her tone.
 
   “You think I’m a—I’m a—”
 
   “A warlock?” Laney finally says, her voice rising. “How the hell should I know? All I know is that my parents were magic-born, my sister, too, and now my best friend—my only friend—has just been told by someone he trusts that his father was a warlock. What am I freaking supposed to think?”
 
   I close my eyes, although it makes no difference in the dark. All my theorizing and questioning and fighting fall away. I feel as empty as a hollow drum and as limp as an old sock. “They didn’t say I was a warlock though,” I say, surprised at my own calmness. Or is it numbness? “Just because they want to protect me doesn’t mean they think I’m a warlock.”
 
   “But if your father was a warlock then…”
 
   “Your mother and father and sister are witches,” I point out.
 
   “And you fight like you’re more than human,” Laney rebuts, ignoring my point, which I thought was a good one.
 
   “Like you don’t?” I say. “We were both pretty freaking awesome, and if I remember correctly, it was you who saved me more than once.”
 
   Laney goes silent for a moment. And then: “I’m not a witch. My parents tried to kill me.”
 
   “I’m not a warlock,” I say. 
 
   “Do you think Beth is alive?” Laney asks, changing the subject faster than she changes moods.
 
   “I…” I say. My mind spins and I try to force my muddled thoughts into a coherent order. “If Xave really is a part of this—or even just thinks he’s a part of it—then he would have demanded that she be protected. I know him.”
 
   “But that was the old him,” Laney says.
 
   I want to respond, to contradict her, but I can’t. The Xave I just saw was a far cry from the sixteen-year-old teenage boy who used to be my best friend. 
 
   There’s more silence, each dead second ticking by with the teeth-chattering throb in my skull. At least the pain in my head has taken my mind off the pain in my injured shoulder, I think, trying to be optimistic. 
 
   “You know, I’ve been thinking about some of Trish’s air-drawing,” Laney finally says, surprising me.
 
   “Why?” I say.
 
   “Look, Carter, I’m not in denial about my sister. I know I acted like I was, but I wasn’t. I just…didn’t want to think about it. But I accept her for what she is now, you know? I don’t care that she’s a witch, because she’s not a bad person. She’s just a kid.”
 
   “I don’t think she’s evil,” I say. 
 
   “But she’s a witch,” Laney says. “How can some witches be good after all they’ve done to us?”
 
   “Because they weren’t necessarily all involved in what happened. It’s like saying a war is caused by all humans. It’s just not true. Trish is good. That homeless guy might be, too. That Siren that saved us…maybe her, I don’t know.”
 
   “And that’s it? A good witch, a ‘might-be’ good warlock, and a ‘maybe her?’” 
 
   My frustration boils over. “I don’t know, okay? Is that what you want me to say?” Gritting my teeth through the pain and nausea, I finally push to a sitting position, scooting back until my spine cracks against a wall. 
 
   “Sorry,” Laney says, her voice closer now. “I know this is all…confusing.” Now that’s an understatement.
 
   I sigh. “What were you going to say about Trish’s messages?” I ask, trying to think.
 
   “Right. That,” Laney says. “The first one is easy, if we’d just thought about it for two seconds. Tall dead no, right?”
 
   I nod, but then remembering that she can’t see me, I say, “Yes. I think it’s clear that she meant ‘Not all dead.’ We just cut off the letters at the wrong place.”
 
   “Okay, Einstein, what does it mean then? What was she trying to tell us?”
 
   “Could be a number of things. That there are still humans alive. Maybe she was referring to New America.”
 
   “That’s what I figured, too,” Laney says. “And what about Ads hall rise’?”
 
   I scratch my head. Nothing jumps out. “I dunno.”
 
   “We were missing two letters. D and E. ‘Dead shall rise.’”
 
   “Meaning what?” I say.
 
   “That’s pretty obvious, isn’t it? We’re in Necro-land. Clearly they’re raising an army.”
 
   “We already guessed that,” I say.
 
   “Yes,” Laney admits. “But Trish confirmed it, and she’s never wrong. But the bigger question is: Why haven’t they unleashed their army on what’s left of the world yet?”
 
   As it is with most of the questions we raise, I don’t have an answer. As I rest my head against the wall to think about Laney’s questions, a light blazes somewhere in the dark and footsteps echo down a corridor. 
 
   Xavier whistles a tune I’ve heard a thousand times, one he used to play on the saxophone.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fifty-Two
 
    
 
   The light approaches, but at first I have to close my eyes as they adjust to something other than abject darkness, like when Beth and I used to exit a matinee movie into sunlight. 
 
   “Rhett,” my best friend says. If I keep my eyes closed, we could be hanging out on the football field bleachers, just talking, joking. If I never open my eyes again, can I erase everything that’s happened?
 
   Squint-blink-blink-squint. Ease my eyes open. Scan my surroundings. As I thought, I’m in a cell. Stone walls on three sides and red, magged-up bars on the fourth. Xavier is looking at me through the bars, his face tinted with the reflection of red lines from the lantern light off the bars. I can’t see Laney. 
 
   “Are we prisoners?” I ask. I don’t attempt to stand.
 
   “No,” Xave says. “This is for your own protection. Now that the Reaper has realized he has enemies within the Necros, he’s being very careful with you. These bars will protect you.”
 
   Whatever. Not worth arguing about. Not yet, anyway. “Where’s Beth?” I ask.
 
   “God, Rhett, I still can’t believe you’re alive,” Xave says, ignoring—or avoiding—my question. 
 
   “Where’s Beth?” I say again.
 
   “My father lied to me for so long. At first I was so angry, but now I understand why he did it. He was only trying to protect both of us. He told me everything. How he lied and said you were dead so I’d join the Necros and be safe from the other witch gangs. How he trained you in case you were ever on your own. How he kept making excuses to not let you leave his house.
 
   “I asked him why he didn’t keep us together. I mean, wouldn’t you have been safer here with the Necros? But I understand now. He knew you wouldn’t understand—that you’d be your own worst enemy. And we’ve got a target on us. There are powerful humans, and even more powerful witches, trying to destroy us.”
 
   “He shouldn’t have lied to us,” I say.
 
   “Maybe not,” Xave says. “I think he realizes that now. But he’s not lying anymore. He even told me about how when you escaped he freaked out and desperately tried to find you, eventually sending a Siren after you.”
 
   “What?” I twitch slightly and my head cracks off the wall, sending a fresh wave of agony through my skull.
 
   “The Siren. She was supposed to draw you to her and bring you in.”
 
   Another piece clicks into place, and I scratch the Siren’s name off the list of possible “good” witches. “Stop calling him your father,” I say, feeling ill. “He’s not. And you’re not a warlock.”
 
   “I know this is hard to understand. It was for me, too. But I am what I am.” His voice isn’t his. It’s his voice, but his tone and the words he’s choosing aren’t the Xave I once knew. “It’s a relief in a way. Knowing. Knowing who I am, where I come from.”
 
   “You sound like a robot,” I say.
 
   “I—Rhett, I—” The words seem to stick in his throat and he swallows twice before continuing. When he speaks again, he sounds like my best friend. “Since I was little, I was always alone,” he starts. “But then I met you.”
 
   “So was I. But then I met you and Beth.”
 
   He visibly jerks at Beth’s name, and then grips the bars with two hands. “I know,” he says. “But still. I always wanted a father.”
 
   “The. Reaper. Isn’t. Your. Father,” I say, flinging the words at him one at a time.
 
   Xavier shakes his head. “You don’t understand. He is, Rhett. Eventually you’ll come to realize it.”
 
   “Prove it,” I say.
 
   Xavier laughs, and I hate that it feels so good hearing his laugh. “You’re different and the same,” he says, and I swear it’s just him again, not the brainwashed robot I was talking to just a moment earlier. 
 
   “You, too,” I say, my breath hitching slightly. What have you done to my best friend, Mr. Jackson? Give him back.
 
   “I can do things, Rhett. Things that would’ve seemed impossible six months ago. Things that only the characters in those fantasy books that you love so much should be able to do.”
 
   No. “Like what?” I say, keeping my voice steady. Please no.
 
   “I’ve raised the dead, Rhett,” he says, and all the oxygen exits my lungs, leaving me gasping and hanging my head. God, no, this is wrong, so wrong. My friend, my best friend is…gone.
 
   Gone.
 
   “That’s disgusting,” I say, even as I’m hoping this is another one of Mr. Jackson’s tricks, that somehow he’s convinced Xave that not only is he his son, but that he’s a warlock.
 
   “No, Rhett,” Xavier says. “It’s beautiful. They’re our creations.”
 
   His voice sounds so Stepford Wife again that I want to plug my ears, say Lalalalala.
 
   Instead, Laney, who I’d almost forgotten was nearby, says, “We saw one of your so-called beautiful creations, and it looked like a demon-zombie-monster. You’re all sick in the head.”
 
   In the lantern light, I can see Xave’s face fall. “Is that what you think, too?” he asks.
 
   What I want to say is, Damn right, but I realize I need a change in tact. If we’re ever going to get out of here, playing along might not be the worst idea, as much as it will make me want to throw up. Hopefully Laney will catch on quickly. “I don’t know,” I say.
 
   “Carter!” Laney says. “What the hell are you talking about?”
 
   “This is between me and Xave!” I shout. “Butt. Out.”
 
   I hear her mumble something obscene, but then she goes quiet. I can picture her in her cell, back to the wall, silently fuming. 
 
   Xavier’s smiling. “Thank you,” he says.
 
   I push to my feet, swaying slightly as the room spins around me, and then walk to the bars. I clasp my friend’s hand through the barrier. “Look, Xave, I want to believe everything you’re saying, but it’s hard. The witches have killed so many, destroyed so much. They killed my foster family, the closest thing to a real family I’d had in a long time.”
 
   He squeezes my hand. “I know,” he says. “There are a lot of bad witches out there.”
 
   Out there? Meaning what? That in here all the witches are good? I raise my eyebrows in confusion.
 
   Xavier sighs. “I forget there’s so much you don’t know. While you’ve been fighting every inch, I’ve been participating in a cause so great it can only be good.”
 
   I’m still trying to play-act, but I can’t stop from shaking my head at the sheer wrongness of his words. “But all the killing,” I say, trying to appeal to the old Xave, who abhorred violence in any form.
 
   “Exactly,” Xave says. “We’re trying to stop it. Trying to bring peace.”
 
   “What?” I say, my voice rising in surprise. It’s the last thing I expected him to say.
 
   “It’s true. That’s why you have to listen, to hear us out. Join us.”
 
   Laney’s scoff-laugh carries across the space, but I block it out and focus on my friend’s face, which suddenly seems full of life and full of him, not the brainwashed kid I’d seen earlier. Is this really what he believes? That the Necros are doing good in the world? And if he wants me to join them, does that mean he thinks I’m a warlock?
 
   “Tell me,” I say earnestly. I need to know what Xavier thinks the Reaper is doing.
 
   Xavier shakes his head, gives my hand a final squeeze, and says, “My father will tell you everything. But first, there’s someone I’d like you to meet.”
 
   I want to demand answers, to pound the bars, to shout and shout until he tells me everything I want to know, but I’m too tired and too hungry and too thirsty. So I just wait. 
 
   Xave waves to the shadows, smiling so broadly that he almost looks giddy with excitement. What is this all about?
 
   The shadows move, shift, coalesce to form a warlock, who steps from the shadows. It’s like he stepped right off the cover of GQ. Wearing a smart, athletic-fit gray suit with pearly cufflinks, the warlock has the face of a model, or maybe a god. High cheekbones, a thin well-trimmed beard, startling blue eyes, perfectly tousled hair: He’s handsome in exactly the way that Xavier always dreamed his first boyfriend would be. 
 
   And I know, even before Xavier steps toward him and takes his hand, that this warlock means a great deal to him. 
 
   “Rhett—meet Felix,” he says, almost proudly. “We’ve just celebrated our four month anniversary.”
 
   “Four months…” I mumble numbly. Xave’s been dating a warlock for a third of a year?
 
   “Best time of my life,” Felix says, and Xave beams. “Nice to finally meet you, Rhett. Xave has told me so much about you, and I never thought I’d get the chance.” Because Mr. Jackson was telling them I was dead, I think. He extends a hand through the bars.
 
   What is happening? I’m in a cell, having just fought and killed dozens of skeleton warriors, after finally hunting down my best friend only to find he’s a wannabe Necro with a warlock boyfriend…who he’s now introducing me to? 
 
   “W. T. F,” Laney says loudly, which pretty much sums up my thoughts on the subject.
 
   “Uh, hi,” I say, taking the warlock’s hand, which is soft, with well-manicured nails. He’s clean, well-dressed—is that a hint of aftershave I smell?—everything Xave ever wanted in a boyfriend. He’s even polite.
 
   I have the sudden urge to squeeze hard enough to break his hand, but instead I just withdraw my handshake. 
 
   “I can’t wait for the two of you to get to know each other,” Xave says, doing that thing where he talks with his hands that I always used to love about him. Now it just fuels my anger. Get to know each other? “I’m sure you’ll become great friends.” Great friends? 
 
   He reaches out and grabs Felix’s hand, leans way up to give him a quick peck on the lips. “We’ll see you later, okay Rhett? As soon as we identify the traitors in our midst and you realize what you have the chance to be a part of, you won’t have to stay in this horrid place anymore.”
 
   “Wait,” I say, but they’re already disappearing into the shadows, leaving the lantern burning on the floor behind them. “Xave! Xave! Where’s Beth?” My hands grip the bars until they ache, and I shout and shout until my throat burns and my voice starts to crack.
 
   And then I slide down the bars and weep into my hands until exhaustion takes me away.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   I’m ten years old. The foster system doesn’t want me and I don’t want the foster system. 
 
   I keep my head down, don’t talk to anyone but Xave, who’s in the same compound as me, awaiting our next foster home. This life will harden you if you let it, but not Xave. For all he’s been through, he’s just a happy-go-lucky kid who hides his scars beneath the biggest smile in the world, which is eclipsed only by the size of his heart.
 
   But despite all my efforts, trouble is the leech that just won’t let go of me.
 
   “Hey loser,” someone shouts as I hurry down the narrow walkway between the dormitories, attempting to make it all the way through the facility to Xave’s building without talking to anyone. When I try to ignore the voice and keep walking, it gets louder. “HEY LOSER!”
 
   I push my glasses up further on my nose and start to run, but slam to a stop when someone steps out from an open corridor. A teenager who looks like a man. Everyone says he’s fifteen, but he looks more like twenty-one, with thick meaty arms and ropy beard that he ties into a braid in front. His birth records also say his name is Hugh, but call him that to his face and you’ll quickly find out why everyone calls him Hammer. 
 
   “Going somewhere, Brainiac?” Hammer says.
 
   “Uh, just to my…uh, to my room.” My hands start to shake and I clamp them together.
 
   “Isn’t your room back that way, loser?” the voice from before asks from behind. 
 
   I wheel around to find another teenager. They call him Jay Money. Jay is for Jayson and Money is because if he talks to you, you have to empty your pockets.
 
   And he’s talking to me.
 
   “I, uh, I mean…I’m going to my friend’s room,” I say, my unchanged voice rising pathetically high.
 
   “Ha! You hear that, Hammer? He thinks he has a friend! That’s the funniest freaking thing I’ve heard all day.”
 
   “For being so damn smart you’re a real moron,” Hammer says, kicking the back of my knee so I stumble forward. 
 
   “Leave. Him. Alone,” a voice commands. 
 
   I clamber to my feet to find Xave, who’s now shorter than me but still bigger by about thirty pounds, staring down the two meanest kids in the whole facility. He must have been coming to find me at the same time as I was looking for him. Figures.
 
   My heart falls. This is a scene that has become all too familiar. I get picked on. Xave stands up for me. Xave gets a black-eye and a bloody nose, taking the worst of it while I get knocked over and shoved aside. Xave’s been fighting my fights since the moment I met him.
 
   “I got this, Xave,” I say. “Get out of here.” The words come out with all the strength of a wet paper towel.
 
   “This is too good,” Jay Money says. “We’ve got a two for one deal. Listen, fatso, we’ll forget about this misunderstanding if you pay up. Both pockets—turn them out.”
 
   I’m already starting to rummage through my pockets when Xave says, “Make me.”
 
   Silence drops like a bowling ball thrown off a roof. Even the walls, which normally blare with radios and foster kid chatter, become quiet, as if listening. 
 
   “Say what?” Jay says. “Hammer, tell me I’m hearing things. Did that chubster just invite me to beat the living crap out of him?”
 
   “Hell yeah,” Hammer says, smacking a fist in his palm.
 
   “Forget fists,” Jay says, reaching behind him. “I’ve wanted to try my new toy for a while.”
 
   The gun is small and black and pointed at my head as Jay stalks toward me, holding it sideways like a gangster. My heart is skipping beats all over the place and my head suddenly feels like it’s full of ants scurrying through my brain. I’m going to die I’m going to die
 
   I’m. Going. To. Die.
 
   The five years since my first foster family died have sucked, but that doesn’t mean I want my life to be over. Not when I have Xave. Not when we can crack each other up so bad our sides hurt for the rest of the day. 
 
   But I can’t speak, not even to plead for my life. My mouth is so dry it’s like it’s full of sawdust, my tongue twice its normal size, my spit gone on vacation. 
 
   And I feel warm…down there.
 
   “Aw, did the little baby piss his pants?” Jay says, the gun so close to my head that I can see the letters tattooed on his knuckles. LIVE, they read. I know from experience that the tattoo on the knuckles of his other hand spells DIE. Funny that he would aim a gun at me with this hand. 
 
   I’m too scared to be embarrassed at wetting myself, and any second none of that will matter anyway. All he has to do is pull the trigger.
 
   But I step in front of Xave. For once, I’ve got to protect him the way he always protects me.
 
   “Rhett, what are you—”
 
   “No, Xave,” I say, cutting him off.
 
   He grabs me roughly and moves me aside. I try to struggle back out in front of him, but his superior strength holds me at bay. “Sorry. I’m sorry,” he says to the bullies. “I didn’t mean anything. I was just sticking up for Rhett. Please don’t hurt us.” His voice is pleading, begging, and when I meet his eyes, I’m surprised. The steel in them doesn’t match his words, his tone. He looks the same way he did when he attacked Marty Williams in the first grade because he was stealing my lunch. We both got suspended for three days for the brawl that ensued.
 
   “Oh, now you’re such a nice guy, huh?” Jay says, pointing the gun at Xave. My friend doesn’t blink, just stares straight ahead.
 
   “No,” he says. “But you’ve got a gun so you can have everything we’ve got.”
 
   “That’s right,” Jay says, shoving the gun hard into Xave’s gut, doubling him over. “The man with the gun is the boss. And since you offered, we’ll take everything.”
 
   We strip down. They take our shirts, our pants, our shoes, our socks, my glasses—they even take our underwear, including the pair I peed in. Humiliation tax, Jay calls it. 
 
   We get laughed at by the other kids all the way back to Xave’s room, where he lets me borrow a change of his slightly too short and slightly too wide clothes. 
 
   The next day a random search is conducted of Jay’s and Hammer’s rooms. In Jay’s room they find the gun. In Hammer’s they find a whole pouch full of marijuana. Both kids are sent to a juvenile detention center. 
 
   At lunch, Xavier smiles when I tell him what happened to them.
 
   “Must’ve been an anonymous tip,” he says with a familiar wink. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fifty-Three
 
    
 
   “Hey Four Eyes,” Laney says, startling me from sleep and the dream about Xave. But I don’t answer her. I have nothing left to say to anyone, not when the Xave from the dream doesn’t exist anymore. Of course, that doesn’t stop her from talking.
 
   “Very smooth acting,” she says.
 
   I draw in a shuddering breath. If I didn’t fool her, who I haven’t known that long, could I possibly have fooled Xave, who I’ve known most of my life? 
 
   Beth, where are you?
 
   “Do you believe him?” Laney asks. “About the whole trying to make peace thing?”
 
   “No,” I say.
 
   “Neither do I. Make peace against whom? The witches are the ones destroying everything. New America’s got the right idea. Blow them all back to whatever hole they crawled out of. Xave’s as crazy as the rest of them.”
 
   “That’s not the real him,” I say defensively. 
 
   “It is now.”
 
   “No!” I shout, my voice echoing through the empty dungeon. 
 
   There’s silence for a minute and I hang my head, ashamed at my outburst. Laney’s not the enemy. But neither is Xave, right? Laney says, “I guess Xave’s a touchy subject.”
 
   I blow out a breath. “Look, you don’t know him the way I do. Xave’s been my hero for a long time. He’s protected me more times than I can count. He would take a bullet for me.”
 
   “Maybe the old Xave, but that guy—that warlock—who was just here with his warlock boyfriend? That’s not your friend.”
 
   I crane my neck because I hear light footsteps approaching. Or it could be an echo from far off. “Shh,” I say.
 
   “I won’t shh, Carter. I won’t. They’re using your friend and they want to use you, too. And me? Who knows what they’ve got in store for a human. Nothing good, I’ll tell you that much.”
 
   She keeps talking, but I’m not really listening, because I hear the footsteps again, getting closer. And then I feel it—the pull. Although my mind knows it’s impossible, my body strains toward the bars, wanting to smash through them. I tense every muscle in my body, pushing back against the invisible force. The Call fades, just like it did in the field of sunflowers.
 
   “Remarkable,” the Siren says as she steps into the circle of light provided by the lantern. “Truly remarkable. Most humans would be beating themselves against the bars by now.” Although I can hear the light pitter-patter of her footsteps, she looks as if she’s gliding, her rose-red dress whisking along the stone floor elegantly. 
 
   The Siren. The very Siren who forced me from my cabin hideaway and later helped us escape from Flora. The Siren who’s been trying to get me to Pittsburgh. The Siren who’s in league with the Reaper.
 
   “Leave us alone, Pouty Lips,” Laney says. “The two-thousand-and-tens texted me and asked for their silicone breasts and lip injections back.”
 
   “Charming,” the Siren says, glancing toward Laney’s cell.
 
   “I’d suggest you go play in traffic, but there isn’t traffic anymore…so just get the hell out of here,” Laney says.
 
   “I won’t try to match your wit,” she says.
 
   “Good, because you can’t,” Laney says. “What do you want, witch?”
 
   “Want?” she says, responding to Laney but looking at me with sparkling green eyes. Her hair is blond and reaches all the way to her waist, shimmering as if plated with gold. “I have all that I want,” she says.
 
   “Listen, you murderer, you might think that just because your magic allows you to look like a supermodel that you can just waltz in here and say whatever you want, and break my friend’s heart…but let me tell you something, if these bars weren’t between us, I’d—”
 
   “Laney,” I say. “It’s okay.” 
 
   “Oh great, even the great Rhett Carter can’t resist her charms forever, I guess,” Laney says sullenly.
 
   “It’s not that,” I say. “She holds no power over me. I just want to hear what she has to say.”
 
   “A wise choice,” the Siren says, her eyes changing color to turquoise blue. I realize her facial features are changing slightly, too. Her eyes getting bigger, her lips fuller, her cheekbones more pronounced. She’s trying to find the face that will tempt me. 
 
   To my relief, I feel nothing for her.
 
   “Just get on with it,” I say. 
 
   “Remarkable,” she says again.
 
   “Why? Because I can resist you? Because I won’t bow down and kiss the feet of the beautiful and powerful Siren? You want to know the truth? You make me sick. I watched your kind slaughter three farmers for no reason at all. None. Drew them in and then cut them to ribbons. They seemed to enjoy it. So forgive me if I’d rather see you dead than in my arms.”
 
   The Siren takes a step back, as if physically shocked by the ferocity of my words. A tear dribbles out of one of her exquisite blue eyes. “I—I didn’t know,” she says. “My people…we don’t usually do that.”
 
   “You tried to kill me when you pretended to be a Volt in the cabin, didn’t you?” I say, a pinprick of accusation in my voice.
 
   “I was just trying to get your attention,” she says. “My control over electricity isn’t more than amateurish. You were never in any real danger.”
 
   “Right,” I say. “Your talent lies in trapping your victims and treating them like your personal slaves for the rest of their miserable lives. These Sirens were working for the Necros, just like you.”
 
   Either what I’ve said has truly saddened her (not likely), or she’s a damn good actress (more likely). She wipes away the tears and says, “I didn’t come here to talk about any of that. I came here to warn you.”
 
   “Yeah, right,” Laney says. “Warn him right off a cliff.”
 
   “Silence!” the Siren screams, her unblemished face contorting in a rare show of lines and anger. A second later, she’s plastic perfect again. “Bil Nez,” she says.
 
   I wrinkle my nose. “What about him?” I say.
 
   “You can’t trust him,” she says.
 
   “No kidding,” Laney says.
 
   “If that’s what you came here to tell us, you should’ve saved yourself the trip. We already don’t trust Bil Nez,” I say.
 
   “He’s not who you think he is,” the Siren says, her hair turning brown and somewhat frizzy. My heart beats a little faster.
 
   “Who is he?” I say, avoiding looking at her hair, which looks so familiar all of a sudden.
 
   “He works for New America,” she says.
 
   “We already know that,” I say. “He helps the military blow up entire gangs of witches, which we’re entirely in favor of.” I watch in horror as the blue in her eyes transitions to a warm chocolate brown. No.
 
   “No,” she says, as if echoing my thought. “That’s not his job.”
 
   Her face is changing, and I find myself mesmerized and horrified, unable to speak. Laney says, “He had proof. He knew all about the missile attacks. When and where and how. It was him.”
 
   “No,” the Siren says again, from darker lips, flashing pink on the inside. Her body begins to change, too, growing shorter, less voluptuous, her dress morphing into jeans and a t-shirt. 
 
   No.
 
   “That was someone else. Bil knew about that mission and claimed it as his own, because he couldn’t possibly tell you the truth.”
 
   Her skin darkens.
 
   No. God. No.
 
   “Just spit it out, you witch,” Laney says. “Enough of the dramatics.”
 
   The Siren smiles the most familiar, beautiful smile in the world and my heart snaps in two. “Bil Nez’s mission was to kill you, Rhett Carter.”
 
   And as my heart stops and tears stream down my cheeks, I watch the Siren, who now looks exactly like Beth, walk away, no longer gliding, but walking the same way my girlfriend does. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fifty-Four
 
    
 
   I’m all cried out. My eyes and cheeks sting. My chest hurts. My head is full of fog. My glasses are streaked and blurred.
 
   Laney’s been trying to talk to me for an hour. Or maybe ten minutes. Or maybe ten hours. It’s hard to tell time in this place.
 
   I’ve been ignoring her, running through the same dismal mental blog post over and over again, as if that shred of normalcy will keep me from slowly going insane:
 
    
 
   Today’s Geekologist Report
 
   Book title: I Hate Xave’s Father
 
   My teaser synopsis: While uncovering the Necromancers lair, Rhett Carter is shocked to discover his best friend’s real father is a psychopathic warlock set on bringing about peace by killing everyone.
 
   Geekyness: 1/10
 
   Happy ending: No
 
   Cliffhanger: No
 
   Overall rating: 1/5 techno-gadgets
 
    
 
   If my proposed post wasn’t so bleak, I’d almost find it funny. Ha ha.
 
   Unable to wallow in my self-pity any longer, I finally open my cracked lips to speak. My voice comes out as a croak, so I run my tongue along my teeth and swallow, and then try again. “Bil could’ve killed me several times,” I say weakly. “But he didn’t.”
 
   “We don’t have to talk about this right now,” Laney says. “I’m sorry. So sorry. You shouldn’t have had to see that. If I ever get the chance, I’ll kill that nasty witch—with my bare hands if I have to.” I give a tired half-smile. I’m not sure what I’d do if Laney wasn’t here. She’s holding my spirits in her hands, buoying them up until I get the strength to do it myself.
 
   “Thanks,” I say. “But I’m ready to talk now.”
 
   “She’s pretty,” Laney says. “Beth.”
 
   Oh. “That wasn’t Beth,” I say, digging my nails into my palms.
 
   “I know,” Laney says. “But I’m glad I got to at least see what she looks like.” I silently thank her for using the present tense when speaking about Beth. 
 
   “She is beautiful,” I say. 
 
   “You know what it means, don’t you?” Laney asks.
 
   What it means? “Uh, that the Siren is a cruel, sadistic devil?” I ask tentatively.
 
   “Well, there’s that. But it also means the Siren has seen Beth.”
 
   My heart stops and then starts hammering double time. “I didn’t think of that.”
 
   “I thought of something before Smarty Pants Carter did. I should almost pat myself on the back,” Laney says. “Don’t worry about it. You were traumatized.”
 
   I don’t want to poke a hole in Laney’s neat little theory, but… “She could’ve just seen photos. I had plenty of them. Mr. Jackson might have taken them, showed them to her…”
 
   “I don’t think so,” Laney says, and I almost want to kiss her for it. “There were too many details. More than someone looking at a few photos could have conjured up. Right?”
 
   “Yes,” I say. “Yes.” I want to believe that the Siren has seen Beth, maybe even recently, but it could have been weeks or even months ago, back when the whole world was being flushed down the toilet. “Thanks for the hope,” I say. “Back to Bil…”
 
   “Yeah, he could’ve killed you if he’d wanted to.”
 
   “So you don’t believe her?”
 
   “The Siren?” Laney says incredulously. “Hell no. She could win an Oscar for her tear-filled performance.”
 
   “But why would she come down here to tell us about Bil Nez?”
 
   “She’s acting on orders. The Reaper is probably trying to turn you against New America. If you thought the government was trying to kill you, maybe you’d consider joining the Necros.”
 
   “I never will,” I say.
 
   “I know that,” Laney says. “But the Reaper doesn’t. He probably thinks there’s still a chance to get you on his side. You’re part of his master plan, after all.”
 
   “I don’t see how.”
 
   Laney taps her fingers on the bars, making a metallic tinging sound. “I’ve been thinking about this a lot. You’re not as…susceptible to…magic,” she says slowly, deliberately.
 
   “I’ve just had a lot of practice,” I say. “I’ve fought a lot of witches and it’s my job to be stronger.”
 
   “Maybe,” she says, but just from her tone I can tell she’s not convinced. 
 
   “Rhett,” a voice says. Mr. Jackson—I mean, the Reaper—steps in front of my cell, startling me. I hadn’t even heard him approach. “It sounds like you’re ready to talk.”
 
   His hood is thrown back, his short gray hair framing his dark face. Although his wrinkled skin still makes him look grandfatherly, he doesn’t fool me. Not anymore. I can still feel the bruises from training with him months ago. 
 
   “There’s nothing to talk about,” I say.
 
   “You got that right,” Laney says.
 
   “Hello, Laney,” he says.
 
   “How do you know my name?” Laney says.
 
   “While I’ve been searching for Rhett, I’ve been searching for you, too,” the Reaper says.
 
   “Bullcrap,” Laney says, but there’s a hint of uncertainty behind it.
 
   The Reaper is silent. He looks at me with that same compassionate expression he tricked me with so long ago.
 
   “I won’t listen to anything else you have to say until you tell us why you’ve been hunting the two of us,” I say, trying to throw as much of my old rebelliousness into my words. If nothing else, Mr. Jackson knows how stubborn I can be. 
 
   “Of course,” Mr. Jackson says, which surprises me, because normally he’s equally stubborn and a hundred times less forthcoming with information. “We’ll start with Laney, would that be all right?”
 
   I can’t see her, but I think Laney provides her response in some form of an inappropriate gesture, because Mr. Jackson says, “I know you’re angry.”
 
   “You don’t know anything,” Laney says.
 
   “I wish that were true,” Mr. Jackson says. 
 
   “You’re not Xave’s father,” I say.
 
   “We can talk about all that later,” he says. Turning to wherever Laney is—in the cell next to me, I think—he says, “You need to help us find your sister.”
 
   “Why?” Laney snaps.
 
   “She’s in danger,” he says.
 
   “Ha! From you maybe,” Laney says. “Who else would she be in danger from?”
 
   “Powerful witches who want to use her considerable talents for evil. We have reason to believe she’s the last Claire.”
 
   “Her name’s Trish,” I say.
 
   “Not Claire like the name,” Mr. Jackson says, taking on his lecturer’s tone. “Claire like the shortened version of Clairvoyant. One of the most powerful witch gangs out there. We’d thought the Pyros destroyed them all in the first few months when they had their massive territorial feud, but we think…Trish…might’ve slipped through the cracks.”
 
   “My parents were Pyros,” Laney says.
 
   “The magical abilities of the parents don’t necessarily dictate what their offspring become,” Mr. Jackson says. “Take you, for example. You’re human.”
 
   “Thank God,” Laney says. “I won’t help you with my sister,” she adds. 
 
   “She’s in serious danger,” Mr. Jackson says. “They’ll try to turn her.”
 
   “Riiight,” Laney says. “You’re the only one who’s trying to—”
 
   “Wait,” I say, jumping in. “We might be able to do something.”
 
   “Carter!” Laney protests. “Shut your mouth before—”
 
   “You shut it for me. I know, I know. Just hear me out. Xavier was down here earlier. He said some interesting things. Things that made me question my view of the world. You have to give us time—both of us. We need to understand before we make a decision.” I’m proud when I realize how convincing my words come out.
 
   “Rhett, I…” Mr. Jackson says. “I’ve made many mistakes, but all I’ve ever wanted to do was keep my promise to your father.”
 
   “You really knew my father?” Although I’m acting, I’m surprised to find my heart leaping slightly. If only this one part of Mr. Jackson’s story was real. If only.
 
   “Yes,” Mr. Jackson says. “He was a good man. A good warlock. He and I were part of a small and secret group within the witch council. We fought against Salem’s Revenge for many years. Our wives, too. It cost your father and both our wives their lives. I was lucky to survive.”
 
   This is all too much. Too freaking much. But I can’t let him stop here. If any of this is true, I have to know. “My real parents were killed by…”
 
   “Yes. The head of the witch council arranged it all. Made it look like an accident. But I knew it wasn’t, just like I knew my wife’s death wasn’t. First her, then your mother, then your father. But before your father was murdered, he made me promise to watch over you. I promised him I would, and promised myself I would protect my son, Xavier, too, in the best way I knew how.”
 
   Despite the fact that I know this man is a liar, something about what he’s saying makes too much sense. It does explain a lot. “You abandoned us to foster care,” I say.
 
   “Getting you two away from me was the only way to protect you,” he says sadly. “I was in the throes of the biggest battle of my life, and my enemies would use any weapon they could against me. They’d already proven that.”
 
   “But you lived so close,” I say. 
 
   “Yes,” he says. “As you were handed from foster family to foster family, I watched from afar. I protected you where I could.”
 
   I can’t stop the sarcastic laugh from escaping my lips. “Oh yeah? Where were you when Big Hank was beating the living crap out of me and your so-called son?”
 
   Mr. Jackson winces slightly. “I was afraid they were watching me. That they’d see me protect you and Xave and that they’d realize who you were. That they’d kill you. But eventually I couldn’t stand watching the abuse any longer.”
 
   My heart dips. “Wait. What?”
 
   “I killed him,” Mr. Jackson says.
 
   “No,” I say. “His wife did. It was her gun. Her fingerprints.”
 
   “She was so drugged out half the time she didn’t know what she was doing,” Mr. Jackson says. “I wore gloves, used her gun. I shot him in the head. He got what he deserved.”
 
   Oh man oh man oh man. I cross my arms defiantly, but really I’m hugging myself, trying to hold it together.
 
   “If Laney’s here because of Trish, why am I here?” I ask. “Just because of some promise you made to my father?”
 
   Mr. Jackson’s eyes brighten and I hate that it sends an exhilarating thrill through my blood because that’s the way he always looked when I mastered something new in training. “You are one of only a handful of known humans who seem to have a natural resistance to magic,” he says.
 
   I stare at him. Laney was right. So right. Then that means… “I’m not a warlock,” I say.
 
   “No.”
 
   “But magic can’t hurt me?” I say.
 
   Mr. Jackson smiles. “Not exactly. Like anyone else, magic has great power over you, but unlike everyone else—including magic-born—the strength of your will plays a major role in how effective that magic is on you. You’re a powerful weapon.”
 
   “I—I don’t understand,” I say. But I do. Or at least, sort of. What Mr. Jackson just said explains so many mysteries. How I’ve managed to resist the wiles of the Sirens, why I didn’t die at the hands of the magic-poisoned arrow, how I fought off the hallucinatory magic of Flora’s warlock guards. 
 
   Mr. Jackson’s eyes twinkle, but he doesn’t say anything. Surprisingly, Laney is silent, too, perhaps shocked at how close to the truth she was.
 
   “But I’m human?” I say. I have to confirm it one last time.
 
   “Yes,” Mr. Jackson says. “We call those like you Resistors.”
 
   “There are others like me?”
 
   “Only three that we know of.” Mr. Jackson’s eyes never leave me, but that doesn’t mean anything when it comes to a professional liar like him.
 
   “Who?”
 
   “You, a girl who we think is working with the Changelings, and a friend of yours. Bil Nez.”
 
   I blink. Why does that guy’s name keep popping up? “He wants to kill me, right?” I ask, rolling my eyes.
 
   “I don’t know,” Mr. Jackson says, which confounds me. Is he lying? I was so sure he’d been the one to send the Siren down to warn me about Bil.
 
   “Uh…” I say, buying time to think, my mind spinning like a Tilt-a-Whirl.
 
   Laney, unfortunately, spills the beans. “But that Siren said Bil Nez was supposed to kill Carter. Maybe the two of you should get your stories straight.”
 
   “The Siren?” Mr. Jackson says, and I almost enjoy seeing the astonishment on his face. “She spoke to you?”
 
   I nod and tell him what the Siren said, watching his expression carefully. As usual, his face doesn’t give away his thoughts. When I finish, Mr. Jackson says, “Although the Siren cannot be trusted, she told you the truth in this instance.”
 
   “Wait,” Laney says. “You’re admitting that the Siren, who’s working for you, is a liar?”
 
   “I’m not sure,” Mr. Jackson says. “She’s supposed to be our spy within New America. She’s been pretending to work for President Washington, while feeding us information. She’s the one who warned us of the missile attack on Pittsburgh, allowing us to move here and set up our wards. Without her, we’d all be dead.”
 
   “Then why don’t you trust her?” I ask.
 
   “She’s missing,” Mr. Jackson says.
 
   “She was just here,” I say.
 
   “And now she’s missing. She took off. We’ll find her.”
 
   What next? Will Mr. Jackson tell me the Siren is my real mom? Things are already getting too crazy and confusing. “I don’t understand. So Bil is on a New America mission to kill me? Why would they want to kill me if I can resist witches? Wouldn’t they want me on their side?”
 
   “They believe you’ve gone rogue, because of your friendship with Xave, who, as my son, is the second most powerful Necromancer. Bil is working with President Washington and has been charged with killing you, but we’re not sure where his true loyalties lie. We’re still holding out some hope that he’ll join us when he finds out we’ve got you on our side.”
 
   “Join you,” I laugh. “He’ll never join you and neither will I.”
 
   Mr. Jackson sighs. “You said you’d listen. The other two sides want to take you out of the equation, and I just want to keep you safe.”
 
   “What sides?” I say, already feeling like the last few hours will bring on information overload, causing my brain to explode. 
 
   “There are three,” Mr. Jackson says, scratching his chin. “First, New America, who seeks to control the world and wipe every last witch gang from the face of the earth.”
 
   “Sounds like a good plan,” Laney chimes in, earning her a glare from Mr. Jackson.
 
   “Second, the other witch gangs, who wish for chaos and bloodshed. Those gangs hate humans with every breath. Killing them is their life mission.”
 
   “And the third group?” I say, growing impatient, just like I always used to when Mr. Jackson would lecture me about the various witch gangs, providing information in that slow, methodical way of his. 
 
   “Us,” he says. “The Necros and our allies, who seek to find a peaceful resolution, allowing both witch and humankind to live together in harmony.”
 
   “Bullcrap,” Laney says, disguising her opinion in a cough.
 
   “And how do you propose reaching this so-called peaceful resolution?” I ask, genuinely curious.
 
   “By killing all who oppose us,” Mr. Jackson says.
 
   “You’re completely nuts,” Laney says. “That makes no sense.”
 
   Mr. Jackson shakes his head. “If only the world still made sense. Unfortunately, the enemy we’re fighting won’t stop until they’re dead.”
 
   When my fists clench, Mr. Jackson says, “I know I’m a harder person than you want me to be, Rhett. I know I’ve let you down. But this world has left its mark on all of us, myself included.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fifty-Five
 
    
 
   Hours slip into days. 
 
   Xave visits every day, sometimes alone, sometimes with Felix. He seems so…happy. When he’s alone I try to argue with him, to change his way of thinking, but he’s convinced the Reaper’s his father and that he’s part of a great cause. When his boyfriend’s with him, I just listen and observe. Felix is so perfect…too perfect. Everything he does is for Xave. Although I’ve always believed my friend would be a great catch for some guy, Felix just doesn’t seem like the type to go for a guy like Xave. I don’t trust him. 
 
   Mr. Jackson hasn’t visited again since the first time.
 
   They give us food and drinks, and eventually pillows and mattresses. My small cell even has a proper toilet in one corner and a shower in the other. It’s not the Shangri-La, but we’re not roughing it either. 
 
   “They’re trying to slowly make us think of them as generous,” Laney says. “They’re trying to brainwash us.”
 
   “I know,” I say, but I can’t help enjoying the way my head sinks into the pillow, as opposed to the neck-breaking stone floor. 
 
   Every time Xave visits, I ask about Beth, and every time he pretends he doesn’t hear me. I never raise my voice. Keep playing the game, Laney and I tell each other when we’re alone. Good cop, bad cop. You can guess who’s the bad cop.
 
   “How’s your bore of a boyfriend?” Laney asks when Xave arrives alone for his daily visit. 
 
   He ignores the jab. “He’s working today.” The way he says it makes it sound so normal, like he’s waiting tables or something. As it turns out, Felix is a Warden, one of the warlocks maintaining the protective wards around Heinz Field. If those wards ever get broken, New America’s missiles can destroy everything.
 
   I’ve had enough of the play-acting. It’s time to get real. “How did you and Felix meet?” I ask casually.
 
   Xave’s eyes light up. “Father introduced us. Felix has been working with Father from the beginning. He knew it was the right thing to do.” His words make me want to gag, but they also make me realize: All those times Mr. Jackson went out and wouldn’t tell me where he was going or what he was doing, he was probably recruiting witches and warlocks to his supposed cause, setting things up remotely. The thought only makes me feel like even more of a pawn in this whole game. 
 
   “Felix sounds like a great guy,” Laney says sarcastically. 
 
   “If you’d bother to get to know him, you’d see what I see,” Xave says definitively.
 
   I have to try. “Xave, don’t you think it’s a little strange that Mr. Jackson—I mean, your father—introduced you to him and he fell so hard for you right away?”
 
   The moment the words leave my lips, I know I’ve struck a chord, but it’s too late to take it back.
 
   Moisture fills Xavier’s eyes. “You don’t know anything, Rhett! You never believed I’d find someone so perfect for me, and now that I have…now that I’m happy…you’re jealous! Well, I’m not going to let you spoil everything that’s good in my life. I’ve got a family here. A real father, a boyfriend. All I wanted was for you to see that and be a part of it.”
 
   I open my mouth to apologize, to try to make things right, but he’s already storming away. “When did you become so cruel?” he fires over his shoulder.
 
   “That went well,” Laney says when Xave’s gone. 
 
   And although I feel bad that I hurt his feelings, I manage a weak smile because of what I saw in my friend’s tear-filled eyes before he left: 
 
   Hatred of the truth.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Mr. Jackson shows up a day later.
 
   I’ve got a million questions, but he holds up a hand before I can ask them. “You hurt my son’s feelings,” he says.
 
   “He’s not your son,” I say. 
 
   “He is,” Mr. Jackson says, exasperation in his breathy tone and the slump of his shoulders. “And I care about you both. The last thing I want is for the two of you to become enemies.”
 
   “Where have you been?” I say. “If you cared about me, why have you left us down here so long?” He’s about to answer, but I cut him off. “And don’t say ‘for your own protection.’”
 
   He raises an eyebrow. “I’d forgotten how difficult you can be. You’re not that unlike your mother. She was a proud woman.”
 
   I cringe, but I feel something swell within my chest. “Don’t pretend like you knew her.”
 
   “I’m not going to lie to you,” he says. “Not anymore.”
 
   I sigh. “Fine. Then I have some questions.”
 
   “Shoot.”
 
   “What happened to Beth?”
 
   “Like I said, I won’t lie to you. But that doesn’t mean I’ll answer all of your questions either.”
 
   “Shocking,” I say. “Then I’m not going to waste my breath.”
 
   “Rhett,” he says, and I hate how familiar it sounds, as if he has the right to say my name. “I’m not the enemy.”
 
   “Is Beth alive?” I ask, hating the silence that always hangs after I ask the question.
 
   “Let’s talk about something else,” he says, looking away. 
 
   I almost explode with frustration. “Okay, you want to talk about something else? What part did you play in Salem’s Revenge?”
 
   Mr. Jackson’s eyes dart back to mine. I expect another refusal to answer, but he surprises me. “I was part of the group of witch leadership in charge of considering the witch rebellion,” he says. “I had…reservations about the whole thing. I was one of only a few leaders that wasn’t in support of a large-scale rebellion.”
 
   “Lies,” Laney chirps.
 
   “And my parents were also on your side?” I ask.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “As if,” Laney says.
 
   “So then what happened?” I ask.
 
   “We made enemies. Powerful enemies. This was all happening shortly after you and Xavier were born.” 
 
   “So that’s why you and my parents were siding with the humans?” I scoff. “Because you were cursed with human children.”
 
   “No,” Mr. Jackson says, but then looks away, unable to hold my gaze. “Well, yes and no. I can’t say that having Xavier didn’t change me. That would be a lie. But I was always for peace, Rhett. My wife, your parents, a few others on the council—we just wanted to live.”
 
   “But your skills are in necromancy. Surely you wanted to use them,” I say.
 
   Bingo. He flinches and I know I’ve hit on something important. Is that shame on his face?
 
   “You’re not wrong,” he says. “Having the ability to do something and not be able to use it is hard. It doesn’t feel natural to withhold something that’s a part of you, built into your very soul. But I was willing to. For Xavier. For my wife. For peace.”
 
   Laney laughs humorlessly. “You’re a piece of work,” she says. “You throw around the word ‘peace’ so easily, and yet you throw out a blanket request on Witches ’R Us for as many corpses as you can get your hands on.”
 
   It’s my turn to flinch, because I hadn’t been thinking about that. About how the Sirens were killing innocent farmers in the field in order to provide corpses to the Necros.
 
   “It wasn’t like that,” Mr. Jackson says. “Not exactly. I asked for corpses, yes.”
 
   “To build an undead army,” I say.
 
   He nods. “But I only asked for witches to bring in corpses that were already available—from Salem’s Revenge.”
 
   “What did you think would happen?” I say. “Your friends went after any corpse they could find, even if that corpse happened to still be walking around with a beating heart. Do I have to spell it out for you? All your request did was encourage witches to kill more humans.”
 
   There’s a touch of sorrow in his eyes, and I can’t help but notice how real it looks. “I was desperate,” he says. “I still am desperate. Our enemies have become far more powerful than even I expected. And they’re doing everything in their power to crush us so they can continue to carry out their plan.”
 
   “Which is?” I ask.
 
   He clams up suddenly, his lips pursed, as if he realizes he’s become far more loose-tongued than originally planned. 
 
   “Okay,” I say. “How about what happened during the planning for Salem’s Revenge. How did those in favor of a rebellion against the humans manage to win?”
 
   Mr. Jackson’s eyes cloud over, as if filled with the mist of a sorrowful memory, but his lips open. “At first it was just a stalemate, but then Salem’s Return began…”
 
   “Witches being burned…” Laney murmurs, her voice sounding faraway, perhaps because it’s the first thing out of her mouth that hasn’t been some form of an insult.
 
   “Yes,” Mr. Jackson says. “Not all real witches, mind you. But some were. In any case, it turned the favor somewhat in support of carrying out Salem’s Revenge sooner rather than later. You and Xave were very little when the talks of rebellion were intensifying. Because your parents and I were unwilling to support the rebellion, we started getting threats from those in support.”
 
   “So you were worried that…what? Your enemies would hurt us?”
 
   “Yes,” he says. “Another disagreeing leader died mysteriously in a house fire. His wife and three children were there, too. Some of the biggest supporters of the rebellion were Pyros.” An empty pit cracks open in my stomach. “And then they took Xave’s mother, my wife.”
 
   “And then?”
 
   “Your mother.”
 
   “My mother?” I say sharply. Having no memories of her, I’ve rarely thought of my mother. Of course, like any orphan, I’ve wondered who she was, what she looked like, whether I’ll ever see her. But over time those thoughts disappeared as fantasies. 
 
   Xavier’s father nods. No, not Xavier’s father. Mr. Jackson. Or the Reaper. Who is this man standing before me? Am I really believing any of this?
 
   “She got caught in the middle of a gang war, staged by two rival witch gangs. Each had leaders on the committee.” His dark lips form a tight line. “They killed her.”
 
   He keeps talking, but my mind is like a clamshell, blocking out everything except the thud of my heart and my ragged breaths, which seem to burn my lungs. I never even knew my mother, but hearing of her death seems to tear me apart from the inside out. I should feel nothing, like hearing about the death of a stranger, but I find myself aching with sadness. Can the blood-bond with one’s mother be so powerful that even years and years and miles and miles of distance can’t fully sever it? 
 
   “Rhett? Rhett?” Xave’s father—and it’s only now that I’m truly beginning to think of him as my best friend’s father, whether I want him to be or not—is trying to get my attention. My eyes snap to him—not to his eyes, but to his hand, which I realize is touching mine through the bars. Comforting me. 
 
   “I can stop,” he says. “We can discuss the rest of this another time.”
 
   “No,” I say. “Now. What happened to my father?”
 
   “While I was being a coward, silently grieving the death of my wife and your mother, trying not to draw the attention of our enemies, your father was trying to convince others of the truth. Of the murders. He put a huge target on his back, and the head of the council aimed every weapon she had at it.”
 
   “They killed him,” I say.
 
   Mr. Jackson’s nod is almost imperceptible. “But first they made an example out of him. I had the chance to speak to him while he was still a prisoner, before he disappeared and was proclaimed the victim of a terrible fire at work.”
 
   “What did he say?” I ask, although I already know.
 
   “To protect you,” Mr. Jackson says. “That’s all he ever wanted, was for you to live.”
 
   “And you abandoned us to protect us,” I say.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I don’t believe you.”
 
   “It’s the truth.”
 
   “Then why did you take Xavier with you, and not me? Why did you tell him the truth about yourself, about this world, and only give me useless bits and pieces?” I draw my hand away from his, my chest heaving with anger.
 
   “Maybe I did the wrong thing,” he says, which takes the wind right out of my angry sails. I’ve never heard Mr. Jackson admit he might be wrong. He was always so certain, so confident as to his abilities, both mental and physical. Was it all an act? “I was doing my best. Xavier is a warlock. He was needed right away. The other Necros trained him, put him right to work. We needed every body we could get.”
 
   “And me?” I say.
 
   “You were a human, but I loved you anyway, no matter what the others said. I knew you were strong, but I didn’t realize just how strong. I wanted to keep you away from it all. If I had told you the truth about me, you would have freaked out. You would have run away sooner than you did.” 
 
   “But you trained me. Why?”
 
   “Just in case,” Mr. Jackson says. “If anything ever happened to me, you’d still have a chance, no matter how small. As it turns out, your chances were probably better without me.”
 
   A fuzzy question flutters around the edges of my brain, slowly taking shape. “But you didn’t try to steer me away from going after the Necros. Why would you make me hate your own gang? You had to know I’d find out eventually.”
 
   “It was my failsafe,” Mr. Jackson says. “If we were ever separated, at least I knew you’d try to find the Necros, which meant you’d try to find me without even knowing it.”
 
   “And you told me exactly how to find you. Just follow the smaller groups of Necros back to the bigger group.” The puzzle is becoming clearer and clearer, but something’s still not making sense. “You said I’m valuable. A Resistor. How could you risk me being taken or killed by one of your enemies?”
 
   I hold my breath as if everything hinges on this one question. “I didn’t know that’s what you were,” he says. 
 
   What does that mean? That if he knew what I was that he would have done things differently? “And now you just want me because I can help you? That a lowly human could help your side come out on top?”
 
   “No,” he says, backing away slightly. “I’m just trying to keep my promise. Out there”—he motions beyond the walls of the dungeons—“there are powerful witches trying to find you. They might try to turn you to their side, or they might just find it easier to kill you, to eliminate you from the equation.”
 
   “And why did you split me and Laney up? Put us in different cells?”
 
   “I don’t know her. I don’t trust her. I have to protect you, no matter what.”
 
   “Rhett,” Laney finally says. “You’re not buying this, are you? C’mon, his lies smell like horse manure, even from over here.”
 
   I hate to admit it, but everything he’s saying makes sense. His words are answering so many questions. But still…
 
   “If you want us to believe you, let us out of these cages.”
 
   Mr. Jackson cringes, as if in pain. “It’s not safe yet.”
 
   I roll my eyes. “When will it be safe?”
 
   “When I figure out which Necros I can trust.”
 
   “See?” Laney says, as if she’s just won an argument. “You can’t even control your own kind. This whole world is a screwed up awful place because of the witches, and you want us to believe you, to trust you?”
 
   “All I’m asking is for you to think about what I’ve said. You’ll have more questions later. I’ll answer as many as I can, and hopefully all of them one day.”
 
   I can’t think about it. Not now. And I can’t be thinking about Mr. Jackson as an ally, someone to make choices with, someone on my side. He’s already done too much evil; and even under a flag of peace, evil is still evil, murder is still murder.
 
   I pull to my feet and round on him. “What you’re doing with Xave, leading him on like that—it’s cruel.”
 
   Mr. Jackson’s dark eyebrows lift. I’ve surprised him again. “I don’t know what you mean.”
 
   “You gave him Felix to make him more pliable, less rebellious through all of this. It’s the same reason you told him I was dead.”
 
   “Is it so wrong to give your friend happiness? That’s all I’ve ever wanted for the both of you.”
 
   “And when this is over? Felix dumps him, is that it? What then?”
 
   “You don’t know everything, Rhett,” he says.
 
   “And whose fault is that?” I say, suddenly wishing we never had any of this conversation. Wishing things could go back to how they were when my parents weren’t magic-born and the Reaper was just another evil warlock.
 
   “I loved your parents,” Mr. Jackson says. “I always will. But I won’t let her death go to waste. Do you want to meet her?”
 
   “What?” I say, not understanding. “Do you have a picture?”
 
   “Better,” he says. “Bring her in.”
 
   Two warlocks step into the light, dragging a cage on wheels. I shrink back when I see the creature inside. A woman, greased dreadlock-like hair hanging in brown vines around her face, which is eyeless and noseless, with just a gaping hole for a mouth, filled with rows of pointy teeth. 
 
   “I couldn’t leave her to rot in the ground,” Mr. Jackson says, and what freaks me out the most is that he seems so serious about it, like this…thing actually makes sense to him. The creature’s hands squirm through the bars, her clawed fingers raking at the air, her sexless body writhing with pent up fury and madness.
 
   The bile rises faster than I can choke it down and I throw up all over myself.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fifty-Six
 
    
 
   Long after the creature who the Reaper claimed was my mother brought back from the dead has been wheeled away, the image of her bony, naked body pollutes my mind, bringing up fresh waves of revulsion. 
 
   The smell of vomit on my soiled clothes doesn’t help either.
 
   Laney’s been silent for a long time. She asked if I was okay. I grunted a response, and she didn’t say anything after that.
 
   Honestly, I don’t think either of us are okay.
 
   Eventually, I think we both drift off to sleep.
 
   If my dreams are filled with horrible nightmares, I don’t remember them when I awake. “Laney,” I whisper to the flickering lantern-light, which never seems to go out. 
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “What do we do?” I ask. It’s a weird question considering the circumstances, but Laney doesn’t so much as snicker at it. She understands.
 
   “I don’t care if he’s Xave’s father or your uncle or a god. He’s not telling us everything. We need to ditch his magged-up ass. And then we’ll find New America and find out what’s really going on.”
 
   Instead of responding to her idea, I say, “I’m glad you’re here.”
 
   “You mean a prisoner in a cell?” she says seriously.
 
   “No. With me. I couldn’t get through this without you and your snarky comments.”
 
   “Good to know someone appreciates me,” she says, but I can feel a sliver of pride in her voice. And then: “Do you think Trish is okay?”
 
   “Hex will protect her. Not that she needs it. She seems more than capable of protecting herself.”
 
   “But they’re hunting her. She’s powerful, and the rest of her kind has been destroyed. Everyone will be after her.”
 
   I didn’t realize Laney believed that part of what Mr. Jackson said. “We’ll find her first,” I say, although I don’t have the slightest idea how we’ll accomplish that. 
 
   “A fine pair we are,” Laney says. “My sister’s a witch who killed my witch and warlock parents. And your parents were magic-born, only when they died no one could find your father’s body, and your best friend’s father—who, oh yeah, is also a warlock—brought your mother back from the dead as some creepy monster. Oh, and don’t forget your best friend is a warlock, too, or at least thinks he is.”
 
   “Yeah, we’re pretty messed up. We could start our own support group,” I say.
 
   Laney laughs. “Yeah, yeah! Screwed Up Witch Families Anonymous,” Laney says. 
 
   I laugh, too, doing my best to pretend we’re back on the road, far, far away from this place. Reality swoops in almost immediately. “So you believe what Xave and Mr. Jackson are saying?”
 
   Laney sighs, deep and blustery. “I don’t know what to think. But the Reaper seemed pretty sincere the last time.”
 
   I nod silently, thinking. 
 
   Laney says, “What I don’t get is why he would show you your mom like that. It was obvious he was getting to you with his softer side.”
 
   I think about it for a minute. A thought springs to mind. “I think he was showing me that he’s done with the lies. That he’s willing to lay everything on the table now. His past, his present, and his plans for the future.”
 
   “We can use that,” Laney says.
 
   “Yes. Yes we can,” I say.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Three days go by without visitors, and then Xave shows up. His jaw is tense, all hard lines. Unfortunately, he’s the type to hold a grudge. I waste no time on subtleties.
 
   “Xave, I’m sorry,” I say. 
 
   His black cloak shivers slightly, as if he’s cold. He hugs himself. “I…I was angry,” he says. 
 
   “I know, and I’m really, reall—”
 
   “No,” he says, cutting me off. My eyes dart to his face, which is no longer hard and tight. In fact, it’s the opposite—soft and falling. Is that shame? “I was angry because what you said about Felix is probably true.”
 
   I’m stunned, but I don’t say a word for fear of changing the trajectory of the conversation. Laney’s smart enough to withhold the Told you so that’s surely on the tip of her tongue. 
 
   “I’ve known for a long time that Felix was probably just helping me get acclimated, trying to ensure I didn’t do anything silly. I considered dumping him, but…”
 
   He trails away and I can see tears glistening in his eyes. “What happened?” I say. 
 
   “Nothing,” he says, “and that’s the problem. Felix is as perfect as always. We never fight. There’s never any drama. And you know how much I love drama.”
 
   I manage a smile, which he returns weakly. “You’ve always loved drama,” I say. “Hence your obsession with reality TV.”
 
   “I miss it,” Xave says.
 
   “Reality TV?”
 
   “No…well, yes. That. But not just that. Everything. How things used to be. You know, shopping and studying and movies.”
 
   “You hate studying,” I say.
 
   Xavier looks at me seriously. “You wouldn’t believe how much I miss studying. I’d kill for a good biology exam.”
 
   I laugh for the second time this week, which makes me realize this is the first normal conversation I’ve had with Xavier since I found him. No robotic voice. Just Xave. My best friend. 
 
   “How about a French final?” I say.
 
   He screws up his face. “I don’t miss studying that much,” he says.
 
   “Do you have any books? We could start a dungeon study group.”
 
   I thought it was funny, but tears well up in Xavier’s eyes. Uh oh. Normal conversation over. “You know, I really am a warlock,” he says. “A really powerful one. I know, I know, it’s hard to tell just looking at me, but it’s true. I’ve raised people from the dead.”
 
   The image of my mother-monster flashes through my head. “Like my mom?” I say.
 
   All humor is gone from Xavier’s face. “No. Father brought her back years ago. I know it’s hard to see her like that, although I guess you never really saw her before that anyway. I know it seems heartless to bring bodies back like that, but I believe they’re still in there somewhere, the people. We’re trying to use our creations to bring about good, as weird as that sounds. And my work is much more precise than Father’s. I’m an artist. I can reanimate a corpse and make the person look almost exactly like they did before they died. Fewer mutations.”
 
   Is he really comparing creating monsters to art? “Whatever you have to tell yourself to sleep at night,” Laney says, finally unable to hold her tongue.
 
   I’m glad she says it, because I was about to say the same thing and I don’t want to destroy any bridges Xavier and I have built during this short conversation. 
 
   Xave ignores Laney like she’s not even there. “Did you know it takes the same number of weeks to reanimate a body as the number of years old they were when they died?”
 
   The random fact startles me, because I didn’t know that. Mr. Jackson taught me so many things, supposedly everything there was to know about the Necromancers. But not that. I shake my head. 
 
   “What about the Boners?” Laney asks. “There seem to be a lot of them.”
 
   Xave wrinkles his nose in confusion. 
 
   “The skeleton warriors,” I explain. 
 
   “Ah,” he says. “Skeletons can be raised very quickly, almost instantly. In a desperate pinch, a bunch of them can be quite useful. But they’re weak. Or at least they were. And then I created a more powerful version of them.”
 
   “The Super-Boners,” Laney says. 
 
   “We fought them,” I add. “On the field.”
 
   “Yes,” Xave says, nodding eagerly. “They take a week to create, but they’re less brittle, wielding nearly the same strength as a fully reanimated corpse. The only caveat is that you have to strip the bodies all the way to the bones in order to perform the magic.”
 
   Who is he? Xavier was the one who used to cover his eyes during the scary parts of horror movies, who’d scream when the killer jumped out wearing a ski mask and carrying a bloody knife. And now he’s talking about stripping flesh off corpses? About new procedures for raising the dead?
 
   Apparently I’m unable to hide my disgust, because Xave says, “You don’t understand anything,” and walks away. 
 
   When he’s gone, Laney says, “Freaks. All of them.” Although Xave’s my friend and I should defend him, I don’t, because I’m leaning toward agreeing with her. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fifty-Seven
 
    
 
   Mr. Jackson’s been stopping by more and more. Sometimes staying for an hour, talking and talking and talking, and other times for just a minute, more than enough time to impart some pearl of wisdom. 
 
   Slowly, the full picture comes into view, however skewed it might be by the artist painting it:
 
   President Washington and the New American military have built a fortified compound, which is really a refugee camp, housing thousands of human survivors. Attempts to invade the camp by rogue witch gangs have been unsuccessful so far, but it’s only a matter of time before enough gangs unite to attack. The only thing the humans have going for them is that the various witch gangs generally don’t like each other and prefer to operate independently. Mr. Jackson seems to think it’s a wonder they managed to unite long enough for Salem’s Revenge. 
 
   Bil Nez and some of the witch hunters, like The End, have been recruited by New America to kill witches. Other witch hunters, like me, operate independently, almost like a calling. While The End has been ordered to kill me on sight, it’s not their primary objective, which is to locate large groups of witches and call in air strikes. Contrary to what Bil said, it’s The End and not him who are attempting to destroy the Necros. According to Mr. Jackson, they might have succeeded if not for him convincing a sufficient number of Wardens, like Felix, to join the cause and protect Heinz Field. Bil, on the other hand, has only one objective: To kill any human Resistors, like me, who refuse to join New America. I’ve never received a formal offer to join New America, but I guess because I’m best friends with a Necro—or at least I was—I have a major target on my back.
 
   Again, according to Xavier’s very biased father, the Necromancers are stuck in the middle between New America and the “rogue” witch gangs. He’s willing to destroy anyone who gets in the way of his version of “peace,” a world in which both witches and humans can live together in harmony. Although it sounds like a pipedream to me, I’ve listened patiently to his monologues, in hopes of gleaning as much information as possible from him. 
 
   Today, I’ve had enough.
 
   “Why did you bring my mother back from the dead?” I say heavily.
 
   “We need all the warriors we can get,” Mr. Jackson says.
 
   “You say you cared about my parents?” I move closer to the bars, sticking my nose through. 
 
   Mr. Jackson nods slowly. “I did.”
 
   “Then why would you turn my mother into a monster? She doesn’t even look human anymore.” I grit my teeth and try to fight off the memory of her grotesque, writhing body in the cage. 
 
   Mr. Jackson sighs, something he seems to do a lot these days. “It was the best I could do,” he says. Although he pauses, I can tell he’s not finished, his mouth hanging open thoughtfully. “Her soul wasn’t particularly willing.”
 
   Seriously? Is this guy for real? If I wasn’t so flabbergasted I’d probably try to bend the magged-up bars with my bare hands. 
 
   “Would yours be?” Laney asks. “Your soul, I mean. Would you want to come back as some monstrosity?”
 
   Without missing a beat, Mr. Jackson says, “Yes.”
 
   I let out a sarcastic scoff.
 
   “No, I’m serious,” he says. “To help our cause, I’d do almost anything. But I understand your mother’s reluctance. She probably wanted to be with your father—on the other side.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Laney says, not sounding sorry at all, “but I don’t know anyone who would want to come back like a zombie. Not even a freak like you.” 
 
   “She’s not a zombie,” Mr. Jackson says, sounding annoyingly patient. “She’s a Reanimate. And her new life will help the world find peace once more.”
 
   “So you want to create an army of the dead in order to make peace?” I say, summarizing. Laney laughs at the sarcasm in my voice. 
 
   “You think I’m evil,” Mr. Jackson says. 
 
   “Yes,” I say. “And I don’t believe you. Once your army destroys anyone getting in the way of ‘peace,’ then what?”
 
   “I call them off.”
 
   “You call off the walking dead?”
 
   “They’re Reanimates, not zombies,” Mr. Jackson reiterates.
 
   “I’m not sure I see the difference.”
 
   “One day perhaps you will,” he says in his usual cryptic way.
 
   “You’ll never stop,” I say. “Not until you control everything.”
 
   “I’m not looking for power, Rhett,” he says. “Only to make your parents’ and my wife’s sacrifice worth something.” With that, he turns, his cloak whirling around his feet, and walks away.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The following day arrives thunderously. 
 
   I awake to the ground rumbling and Laney shouting. “What’s going on?” she yells.
 
   I try to stand, but the ground moves and I stumble over, scraping my knee. “I don’t know!” I yell back.
 
   Footsteps slap the stone. 
 
   Xavier appears, skidding to a stop, water sloshing from the sides of a bucket he’s carrying. “Xave! What’s happening?” I drag myself to the bars. 
 
   Xavier’s eyes are wild, panicked. There are streaks of blood on his face and hands. He shoves the bucket to the ground, nearly spilling it. In his other hand there’s a knife, a bar of soap, and a wiry scrub brush, the bristly kind you’d use to clean crusty dishes. 
 
   When the knife clatters to the ground, I see the ribbons of blood slithering from it. 
 
   The ground shakes. 
 
   A heavy BOOM-BOOM-BOOOOOM! echoes through the dungeon corridors. 
 
   He doesn’t look at me, just crouches and dunks his hands in the bucket, retracts them, and starts furiously scrubbing his hands with the soap and brush.
 
   “Xave!” I say, but my friend is gone, somewhere else, a place beyond hearing. He keeps scrubbing, dunking, scrubbing some more, even as new explosions shake the plastic bucket, chattering it along the stone. I say his name a few more times, but if he hears me, he doesn’t acknowledge it. 
 
   “Carter, what’s going on?” Laney says.
 
   “We’ve got to get out of here,” I say. Somehow.
 
   My shell-shocked friend is our only option, and I have an idea. “Where’s Beth?” I shout as loudly and as forcefully as I can.
 
   Xave’s head snaps toward me, as if someone has slapped him from the other side. His eyes lock on mine and widen, as if he’s just now realizing that I’m here. For a second, he stops scrubbing, and then continues, more violently than before. 
 
   He speaks. “Father’s taught me to do things…”—he stops, seems to rethink his words, continues”—…I’ve done things…”—back to his hands, scrubbing harder and harder, turning them redder and redder, like hot coals. “No matter how hard I scrub, I can still see the blood on my hands.”
 
   His hands are perfectly clean, and yet I know exactly what he means. “Yeah, me, too,” I say, although I know it’s different for him. Our conversations feel like they’ve become a confessional between friends. 
 
   “You have?” he says, his expression so child-like and innocent, although I know it’s hiding acts that are anything but.
 
   “Yes,” I say. “This world has changed us all. We’re harsher than we want to be. But that doesn’t mean we don’t have the chance to turn back, to find redemption in doing the right thing.” Like getting us the hell out of here.
 
   “That’s what I’m trying to do,” Xavier says, finally dropping the soap and brush into the bucket. “Thank you, Rhett. Thank you for understanding. You’ll be safer here.”
 
   He stands and runs off amidst shaking ground and rattling bars and thunder in the distance, even as I shout my best friend’s name at the top of my lungs.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fifty-Eight
 
    
 
   Laney’s screaming as loudly as I am, a piercing shriek that surely carries well beyond the dungeon confines. 
 
   Behind me, there’s a long and pronounced CRAAACKing sound. I twist around to find the stone floor opening up, gravity grabbing shards and chunks of rock and sucking them into a black void. I cling to the bars like a lifeline, even as the floor tumbles away beneath me.
 
   Hurried and anxious voices spill out from somewhere to the left, but I’m too busy bicycling my legs and clutching the bars to think about what it means. 
 
   And then the bars are gone and I’m falling, falling…forward?...hitting the stone floor, directly on my still-injured shoulder—which screams and hammers and explodes with pain—rolling and crashing into the rock-hard wall. 
 
   The ground shakes and my shoulder roars and strong hands pull me to my feet, two on each side, under my arms. To my left there’s a shimmer of blond hair and Laney’s determined face, grunting at my weight. And to my right…
 
   The blacker-than-night beggar, his face contorted and split with what appears to be agony. Even as I stare at him, he backs away, excruciating pain causing him to shake his head and grit his teeth and ball his fists, and then he’s running, down the corridor and away from us.
 
   There’s no time to think, as small rocks and dust begin raining from above, tearing loose from the straining dungeon ceiling. We give chase, following the shadow of the beggar, who’s suddenly so fast, sprinting effortlessly on the unsteady ground. 
 
   We plunge into terrifying darkness, and for a few moments I think we might meet our end when we knock ourselves out running headlong into a stone wall. But no…
 
   A window of light appears up ahead, unobstructed. Which means we just have to run in a straight line and we’ll make it.
 
   We’ll make it.
 
   The beggar’s profile appears in the light, not twenty strides ahead, and then—
 
   BOOM!
 
   A particularly powerful and teeth-chattering explosion sends larger chunks of rock pelting at my back and hammering my hands, which I throw up to protect my head. And before us, the light disappears and we’re thrust into complete darkness.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   I stop and Laney crashes into me, clutching at my arms to keep us both from tumbling to the ground, and for three heart-pounding seconds, we can’t see a thing.
 
   A light appears.
 
   The beggar is still in the tunnel with us, his face orange and ghostly in the eerie light, which appears to be jetting from his fingertips. 
 
   Why didn’t he escape when he had the chance?
 
   Doesn’t matter, he’s here now, and without him we’d be blind. We make for him, and with each step I can see the pain on his face, forcing his mouth into a crooked line and his eyes shut. What’s wrong with him? Clearly he needs medical attention.
 
   We reach him and he manages to motion to the boulder blocking the entrance, a slab of rock ripped from the wall. Using sign language, he conveys his absurd plan. I’ll lift the boulder and you run out. Then I’ll follow.
 
   “But how can you—” I start to say, but I’m cut off when the barrier begins to rise and a sliver of white light creeps in along the floor. 
 
   My gaze snaps back to the man, who’s in a fighter’s stance, his knees bent, his arms outstretched, his eyes closed, concentrating. 
 
   And the giant, impossibly heavy rock floats upward with a groan and a crunch and a scrape. 
 
   “Go!” Laney shouts, diving for the floor and snake-slithering through. 
 
   I follow, sliding under, but then I pause in the worst possible spot: directly beneath the tons of rock hovering above me, enough weight to crush me into human marmalade. Stupidly, I twist around and squirm back, jutting my head back into the tunnel.
 
   “How will you get out?” I shout, and the man’s eyes flutter open, a look of horror and fear and pain evident in his stare, which is wide-eyed one second and then cringing and narrowed the next. He gives a single nod toward the entrance, and then shuts his eyes tight once more.
 
   He fades away as strong arms drag me through the opening, and I claw at the rock, shouting for the man to follow us.
 
   Rumpled and dirt-powdered, Laney drags me to my feet, all on her own this time, as if I weigh next to nothing rather than a couple hundred pounds. “What was that?” she says, hitting me in the chest. 
 
   As if in response to her question, the boulder collapses with a heavy crash.
 
   “No,” I whisper. 
 
   “He’s gone,” Laney says. “Whoever he was, he’s gone, and we’ll be dead, too, if we don’t move!”
 
   We have no other choice, so we run counterclockwise along what is clearly the stadium’s atrium, an oval ring that surrounds the field’s bleachers, where vendors would normally sell hotdogs and sodas and popcorn during a game. 
 
   Lifeless—thankfully—corpses and skeletons hang from the ceiling above us. 
 
   An opening appears to the left and we take it, darting down a path that leads onto the field. 
 
   Ahead: chaos.
 
   Fireballs arc across the sky, landing in explosions of blue and green flames, setting hooded witches and warlocks alight; they run screaming across the grass, which is burnt and charred in most places. Electricity crackles and scorches from the sky, where Volts attack from above, riding chariots pulled by the Destroyers, whose petrification attacks fill the air with nearly invisible ripples. Black-cloaked witches turn to stone and then crumble in little piles. 
 
   It’s mutiny, I realize, gaping at the scene. Mr. Jackson was right. Our only hope of survival was being tucked away in the dungeon, out of sight of the other witches and warlocks.
 
   Laney realizes it at the same time. “The Necros’ allies are attacking them from the inside,” she says.
 
   “We’ve got to find Beth and Xavier,” I say, not caring that my confused friend ran off without helping us and that Beth is surely dead. “Before it’s too late.”
 
   “We will,” Laney says. 
 
   To the left, a horde of Necros have gathered by a rack where weapons—swords and guns and knives—are kept. To the right, dozens of other Necromancers are chanting in low tones, their arms raised above their heads, the nearby cauldrons smoking and shaking.
 
   “They’re trying to raise the dead early,” Laney murmurs.
 
   Above us, there’s a massive BOOM! and yellow mist bursts along a curved arc, as if there’s an enormous glass dome above us. “The wards,” I say. “New America is testing the wards, looking for weaknesses.”
 
   “If they find one, we’re all dead,” Laney says grimly.
 
   “We have to hope they don’t find one until we find my friends. Weapons,” I say, motioning back the other direction. 
 
   We skirt along the bleachers, staying low, trying to avoid being seen. Both sides have their hands full, and don’t seem to notice a couple of human teenagers sneaking along. The Necros, now fully armed, charge into the fray, slashing and shooting at any witches that get in their way. 
 
   I sift through the picked-over rack. An unopened chest rests off to the side. I open it. “Laney!” I hiss. I grab my sword and her Glock, handing it to her. “Thank you, Mr. Jackson,” I mumble, because clearly he’s kept our weapons safe and hidden for us, just in case we decided to join his cause.
 
   Laney snatches one of Huckle’s magged-up grenades for good measure.
 
   “For Beth?” Laney says, raising her gun.
 
   “For Beth,” I agree, raising my sword. 
 
   We follow the Necros into the battle.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fifty-Nine
 
    
 
   A Volt dies, surprise all over her face when I block the electricity crackling from her fingertips and send it back at her. I stare at my hands, shocked that I’m still alive and the witch is dead. Now that I realize my resistance to magic, there’s so much more I can do.
 
   With uncontrolled glee, I whirl and spin and push every ounce of my focus into resisting the magic-filled air around me. Fireballs change direction, spinning off and colliding with witches and warlocks and wizards. Bolts of lightning aimed at my head skip away and sizzle into the bleachers. Destroyers who make the mistake of trying to turn me to stone find themselves frozen into rock statues. I don’t know exactly how I do it, just that it comes naturally to me—almost like instinct. It’s impossible, and yet, everything in my life is impossible so I guess I fit right in, a freak amongst freaks.
 
   Laney’s gun continues to sound, and I can hear the cries of her victims. She doesn’t discriminate; both the Necros and their enemies die in waves as she uses Huckle’s parting gifts. When she chucks Huckle’s grenade into a pile of witches, it splits into a dozen smaller incendiaries and explodes in a shower of purple sparks that send magical body parts flying in all directions.
 
   The chanting Necros have managed to raise a few creatures from the cauldrons, but they’re not fully formed. The monsters pull themselves out of their incubators, dripping with the noxious brew, barely able to stand. Their enemies kill them without discretion, and then turn on their creators, the chanting Necros.
 
   A Destroyer whips past a cauldron, knocking it over, gooey brown-green liquid and a mangled tangle of flesh and bones pouring out and pooling on the field.
 
   A fireball bounces past me, torching three more Necros. 
 
   There’s blood-moisture on my face and arms.
 
   The smell of death is in the air. 
 
   Explosions continue to rock the wards protecting the field. Will they break?
 
   That’s when I realize: the wards! Felix! No matter what Xave said—about him suspecting that Felix isn’t really that into him—I know that Xave won’t abandon his boyfriend. Not when there’s a chance it’s real. Xave’s one of the most loyal people I’ve ever met. Although he abandoned us down in the dungeon, he probably figured we’d be safest there anyway. So that’s where he’ll be. By Felix’s side, protecting him, even as Felix protects the Necro lair from New America’s missiles.
 
   “We’ve got to get outside!” I shout to Laney, who’s just jammed the muzzle of her gun in a Necro’s mouth and pulled the trigger. The warlock is instantly vaporized in a purple haze. 
 
   “Okay!” she shouts back. 
 
   BOOM-BOOM, BOOM-BOOM! A raucous clangor fills the air, only these booms aren’t explosions from missiles. They’re drumbeats. 
 
   Laney reaches me and our eyes follow the sound, until we see a lone Necro drummer emerging from one of the tunnels. He’s carrying a large drum and beating it heavily from both sides. 
 
   BOOM-BOOM, BOOM-BOOM!
 
   Momentarily, the fighting stops, Destroyers hovering in the air, Pyros holding their fireballs in their hands, Volts crackling energy across their fingertips—and Necros smiling wide grins of victory. All because of a drummer?
 
   And then he’s there. Xave’s father. Mr. Jackson. The Reaper. Standing on a raised platform above the field, dangling from invisible tethers.
 
   He stretches out his arms and says, “Your choice has been made, traitors! Behold the power of the Necromancers!” He throws his arms down, and the drum-booms stop, casting a tense silence on the field, broken only by the intermittent explosions against the warded dome above the field. 
 
   Nothing happens. “Ha! You’re nothing, Reaper!” a Destroyer shouts from above, her long black hair blowing behind her in a light wind. “Your reign has passed. Extinction is all that’s left for the Necros.”
 
   Mr. Jackson’s eyes glitter, and he looks so different to the man who’s been visiting us. More confident. More powerful. Dangerous and deadly. His mouth doesn’t open, but a strange cry seems to arise from him, like a strangled groan, a guttural moan, a piercing scream—all three strange noises mixing into one. 
 
   The dead have arrived.
 
   The barest bones of a memory blazes through my mind: The child-creature-thing that we saw crawl from the cauldron when we first arrived at Heinz Field as Flora’s prisoners. The way it was dragged away, slimy and fighting and gnashing. 
 
   How many other Reanimates, as the Reaper refers to them, were treated similarly? I’ve got a feeling we’re about to find out.
 
   The first dozen or so Reanimates sprint from the tunnel opening, parting around the Necro drummer like snow swirling around a mountain peak. Not staggering, not lurching…sprinting. Now I understand why Mr. Jackson was so pedantic in his name for them. These are nothing like the slow and brain-dead zombies from bad horror flicks. These are natural predators, with speed and energy and...
 
   (Minds?)
 
   …they leap on the Pyros and Volts—and even some of the low-flying Destroyers—with lion-like fury. Hungry, deadly. They bite and claw and rip the flesh from their enemies, who finally snap from their shock and begin to fight back, to summon magic. The dead fall in droves, like butchered cattle, but still they pour from the tunnel, thousands upon thousands of…
 
   Children. I realize it with a gasp. Although they’re naked, genderless, and mostly featureless, they’re small, too. Smaller than full grown anyway. With a bite of horror, I notice one with braces on its teeth, snapping inside its mouth, which is the only orifice it still has in its face. No nostrils. No eyeholes. Just a mouth full of hungry teeth. 
 
   Of course. Six months since Salem’s Revenge. About twenty-four weeks. According to Xavier, it takes a week for each year of life (at the time of death), to reanimate a corpse. So every Reanimate in their army must be less than twenty-four years old, give or take, mostly kids. 
 
   One of the creatures charges us and I can only stare, because this one’s not genderless, not featureless. It’s a mixture, half and half, part creature, part little girl, with one blue eye blinking, half a nose, and a full mouth. Short, brown hair hangs from one side. She’s fully dressed, in a blue and white polka dot dress that would be considered cute on any other girl, but which, on her, is grossly bloodstained. 
 
   She dives for me, her fingers gouging for my eyes, but I’m so horrified that it’s all I can do to step aside and let her fly past, scratching a long scrape across my cheek. Growling, she skids to a stop and charges back, leading with her snapping jaws this time, like a shark. 
 
   I come to my senses and swing my sword—because, what else am I going to do?—and slice her tiny body in half, getting splattered with black gore in the process.
 
   Nearby, Laney is ceaselessly pulling the trigger on her gun, sending the Reanimates back to whatever heaven or hell they were mercilessly dragged from. 
 
   “We can’t last forever!” she shouts. “We need to find another way out.”
 
   She’s right. There are too many and getting through the Reanimate-clogged players’ tunnel is an impossible goal.
 
   I swivel around, looking for an exit sign. That’s when I see her.
 
   Blood pulses in my head. Terror curls in my chest. 
 
   Jasmine, my sister, once dead but now alive again, sprints toward me.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Sixty
 
    
 
   Dropping my sword, I grab her tiny but strong body and hold her away from me. Her little arms claw at my face while her teeth snap and snap and SNAP!, clacking so loudly I’m afraid she’ll break her jaw. 
 
   Her features are remarkably well-formed, which is why I was able to identify her in the first place. Her brown skin, complete with the heart-shaped mole on the side of her neck. Her thimble-shaped nose. Her light brown eyes. Distorted and malformed and yet, definitely her. Definitely Jasmine.
 
   “Carter, look out!” Laney yells, and I see her Glock angling in my direction, zeroing in on my sister.
 
   “No!” I shout. “No! She’s my sister!”
 
   Laney’s eyes meet mine and fill with the blackness of dread. A moment later she’s forced to turn away to shoot another charging Reanimate. “You have no choice,” she cries over her shoulder, firing again and again. 
 
   “Ahh!” I shout as the Jasmine-creature rakes her claws along my hand, drawing blood. She’s trying to get me to drop her.
 
   “Jasmine!” I shout as loudly as I can. “It’s me, Rhett!”
 
   Her wild eyes stop roving about, lock on mine, and for a second she stops fighting me. “It’s me,” I say again, softer this time. She sniffs the air, as if trying to identify my scent. Is she still in there? Does she still know me?
 
   The light, if there ever was one, blinks out and she bites at my hand, forcing me to relax my grip, leaving the hold of my other hand unbalanced and awkward. She twists away and comes at me with such fury that it’s all I can do to drop to the ground, letting her trip over me, falling headlong into a warlock who’s fighting another Reanimate. 
 
   She scrambles to her feet, looks back, and then comes at me again. From the corner of my eye, I spot my sword, reflecting the sun. I reach for it, feeling its cold hilt against my hot palm.
 
   And Jasmine leaps, her own force and energy and rage sending her directly into the tip of my sword, which I thrust out firmly. 
 
   She topples over me, screaming and writhing and bleeding, and then—
 
   Stopping. Dying. Impaled on my sword. I couldn’t save her then, and I couldn’t save her now.
 
   Murderers, Mr. Jackson’s voice says in my head. It’s the same thing he once said about the evil witches who carried out Salem’s Revenge.
 
   I’m numb and I’m cold and I’m done—so done—with this fight, with this world, but I must go on, because Beth might still be out there and Laney’s in a fight for both our lives. And so, I pull my blood-slick sword from my sister’s stomach, and fight my way toward my friend, who’s made some progress toward a red exit sign. 
 
   She fires and I slash and Reanimates and witches from both sides fall under us, trampled beneath our feet. And I realize: I don’t care. Death is nothing anymore. Killing is nothing. Real life doesn’t feel real, like it’s one of Tillman’s video games.
 
   And then we make it through the press of bodies and the exit is right there, we just have to run through it, when a shadow falls from the sky, landing before us, blocking our path. 
 
   “Rhett, please,” the Reaper says, all power and authority leeched from his voice.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   I don’t care how pitiful and desperate he sounds. The heat of the rage inside me is like nothing I’ve ever felt before. It’s the fury of a storm and the rumble of an earthquake and an exploding missile. It has one message and one message alone:
 
   KILLKILLKILLKILLKILL!
 
   I slash at Xave’s father, who steps back quickly, saying “Whoa! Hold on now.” But I’m not listening, intent on ending the man who trained me with the very sword I’m swinging at him now. 
 
   I swipe and he dances away, and then says the only words that could ever get me to stop my attack. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about Beth.”
 
   I pull up short, my arms full of tension and unspent anger. “Tell me where she is, NOW!” I scream.
 
   “Rhett,” Laney says. “Kill him, Rhett.” But I can’t, not when he has the only information that has ever truly mattered to me. Not when every last hope and fear rests on his shoulders. 
 
   “I didn’t want to put you through anything more than you’ve already been through,” he says.
 
   “Tell me,” I growl.
 
   “I don’t know who killed her,” he says. 
 
   “No,” I say. He’s lying. I know he’s lying. He’s always been lying.
 
   “She was already dead when I found her. Xave was curled up in a ball, sobbing. Holding her.” 
 
   “Shut up. You’re lying,” I say, meaning to shout it, but it comes out as a croak, the words sticking in my throat. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Rhett. So sorry.” I hate that he actually sounds sorry. I hate that I’m starting to believe him. “I wrote the note in blood about the Necros. I had to make sure that you thought it was us, so if you were ever alone, you’d seek us out. It was the only way I could be sure you’d find your way back to us.” 
 
   “I hate you,” I say, my voice gaining strength. 
 
   “I’m not the enemy.”
 
   “You’re my enemy,” I say.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he says again, motioning behind me. 
 
   Now it’s my turn to laugh, a scoffing, slightly crazy chuckle. “You think you can fool me that easily? Your protégé?”
 
   “No,” he says. “No joke. See for yourself.” 
 
   A voice, still carrying the honey-sweet tone I fell in love with, but distorted with strain and hunger, like a crushed throat, speaks. “Rhet-t-t-t,” it says, chattering at the end, as if speaking through a snowstorm.
 
   I whip around, pushing past Laney, watching as Beth steps forward, her eyes closed, her perfect lips still trying to form my name. “Rhet-t-t-t.” Flashes of a memory explode in my head.
 
   —Sitting on a bridge, our feet dangling beneath us. 
 
   “Beth?” I say, my heart leaping, because she’s not dead, not a creature, her every feature as perfectly formed as they should be, except…why won’t she open her eyes?
 
   —The sparkles in her big brown eyes painting a permanent smile on my face.
 
   I choke out a sob as I see it. Her eyes aren’t closed—they’re sewn shut. Little black threads circle the flesh of her eyelids like railroad ties. 
 
   “I’m here, Beth,” I say, even as screams and shouts and explosions and death swirl behind her. 
 
   —Reaching for her hand, which is open, palm up, so inviting. So close. So close. 
 
   Her perfect hands reach for her face, feeling around her eyes, as if trying to figure out why she can’t see. “It’s okay, Beth. It’s okay,” I say, although it’s not. Far from it.
 
   She claws at the threads, and I say, “No,” but she doesn’t listen, plucking at one. I start to run toward her, but she’s clawing now, ripping away the black threads, pulling at her eyelids, which stretch grotesquely. 
 
   —Her warm fingers curling over mine, weaving together like a perfect tapestry. “I love you,” I say. 
 
   I stop when her eyelids flash open. There’s no blood, only black. Her eyes are gone, leaving partially healed patches of skin, flecked with black dots, like ash. 
 
   “God,” I murmur. “Oh, God.” But no. If there’s a god, he’s abandoned us. 
 
   Beth blinks, although she has nothing to lubricate with the instinctive motion.
 
   —“I love you, too,” she says. 
 
   The memory fades, snapping reality back into focus. A reality where Beth will never see me nor say I love you again.
 
   That’s when the field explodes. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Sixty-One
 
    
 
   Darkness and fire and black and light, the world whirls around me in flashes and booms. 
 
   There are screams surrounding, and then a hand on my shoulder. Laney, crawling up to me, her face streaked with ash. 
 
   “The wards are breaking,” she gasps. 
 
   “Beth—we have to find her,” I say.
 
   “That wasn’t her,” she says. “A Reanimate. Like your sister.”
 
   “No,” I say. I won’t believe it. She was perfect. Except for her eyes, she was perfect. Not like the other raised dead. And she said my name; she knew me. No one could have brought her back like that, unless…
 
   BOOM-BOOM-BOOM!
 
   Although the new explosions are from high above, blocked once more by the wards, New America has hastened its bombing, likely encouraged by the lone missile that got through to the field. It must have exploded at the far end, otherwise we’d all be dead. 
 
   “She’s gone, Rhett. I’m sorry,” Laney says. “But I’m not. And you’re not. We have to go.”
 
   “No.” I’m not going, not until I’m sure.
 
   Choking, I crawl through the smoke, aware that Laney is sticking close to my side. I almost trip on something. A burnt and charred body crumbles beneath me, scorched beyond recognition by either the bomb blast or one of the Pyro fireballs. 
 
   “Rhet-t-t-t,” I hear, whisper-soft, like a voice from a dream.
 
   She’s there, reaching for me, her slender fingers somehow knowing the direction of my approach. And I reach for her, and our fingers touch, spinning volts of electricity through me for that one, last, final second before—
 
   Her hand drops and her head lolls to the side. 
 
   Beth dies again, a jagged arrow of metal protruding from her chest.
 
   And though I don’t want to notice it, I do:
 
   There’s no blood.
 
   Not for the first time, Laney hauls me up and pushes me, muscling me forward, my hand somehow remaining clenched around my sword, dragging it after me.
 
   The exit is open. Mr. Jackson is gone. 
 
   We get through, stumbling down a concrete walkway to the outer atrium, which funnels into an exit. Once blocked by turnstiles, the exit is filled with metal and stone rubble, which we scramble over, scraping our knees and hands and elbows.
 
   The scene outside the stadium is surreal. Hundreds of witches and warlocks—the Wardens—form a ring around Heinz Field, their hands raised to the sky, like believers praying to the heavens. At least half have fallen to their knees, screaming in pain. 
 
   The intensity of the attack is wearing them down. Slowly but surely. 
 
   “This way!” Laney shouts, pulling my hand toward a familiar black-cloaked figure.
 
   Xavier turns, one hand holding Felix’s, who’s still standing, his teeth gritted, trying to maintain the dome of protection. My friend’s eyes are wild with excitement or terror or something else. 
 
   “Did you see her?” he says urgently, speaking to me. “Did you see my most beautiful creation?”
 
   And although I already knew it, his words strike me like a punch in the face, stopping me short. “Why?” I say. “Why would you do that?”
 
   The question seems to surprise him. “I had to do something,” he says matter-of-factly. “She died in my arms, Rhett. She was already dying when I found her. I know you think it was, but it wasn’t the Necros. She was killed by one of the rogue witches. Father says it might have been a Changeling that did it. But we couldn’t let her death go to waste. I couldn’t let it go to waste. She was my best creation,” he says, and I can hear the pride in his voice. “Almost perfect. I just couldn’t quite get the eyes right, although I kept trying. I wanted to tell you about her, but I couldn’t until she was perfect.”
 
   And though his words sound slightly crazy, for that one moment I understand him. Because I might have done the same thing in his position, if I had the power that I now truly believe he has. Tried to bring her back the way she was. Tried to save her. He thought he had the power to do it right, and so he tried, and for that I can’t blame him, or hate him. No, Xavier didn’t make the world the way it’s become, Salem’s Revenge did that all on its own.
 
   With an anguished cry, Felix drops to one knee, desperately fighting to keep his arms above his head. 
 
   “Come with us,” I say to Xavier. “We’re leaving, and you need to come with us now. You can still live. You can still change things. We need your help.”
 
   The sorrow in my friend’s eyes is almost more than I can take. “I—I can’t,” he says. “There’s only one place left for me. I won’t leave my father now that I’ve found him.”
 
   “But I’m your best friend,” I plead. “Doesn’t that mean anything?”
 
   He nods. “You should stay, too,” he says calmly.
 
   “No,” I say. “I won’t be a part of this. I won’t die like this.”
 
   “Rhett,” Laney says urgently. “We’ve got company!”
 
   A Hummer bursts through the wards on the far side of the stadium, showering sparks and glistening with red-hot heat. The doors open and The End spills out, carrying guns and knives and grenades. Gravedigger. The Silent Assassin. Eddie X. The Mad Sheriff. 
 
   And then the killing begins.
 
   Two vicious slashes and Silent has beheaded two of the Wardens, their heads rolling across the pavement. The Mad Sheriff is shooting dual pistols in every direction, missing with most shots, but occasionally sending one of the witches sprawling. X is tossing grenades like rotten eggs, blowing up half a dozen Wardens at a time. And Graves is fighting barehanded, twisting necks and breaking bones; and then, he raises a radio to his lips and shouts so loudly we can hear him from two hundred feet away. “Wards are down! Attack! Attack!” As a group, they jump back into the Hummer, slamming the doors and whooping like bandits.
 
   Graves, as if sensing my stare, turns in my direction. He sees me and smiles victoriously.
 
   And then, as quickly as they came, The End roars off, having sufficiently weakened the squad of Wardens. Mr. Jackson was telling the truth. The End are responsible for calling in the air strikes, not Bil Nez. Which means Bil’s mission was…
 
   “Run!” Laney shouts, even as the first missile screams overhead. 
 
   “Xave, c’mon!” I urge, tugging at his hand. But he pulls back, rips his fingers free of mine, clinging to Felix, who’s lying on the concrete, convulsing as if he’s having a seizure, white foam bubbling from his mouth. 
 
   “Go,” Xave says, tucking an arm behind Felix’s head to stop it from banging on the concrete.
 
   Something licks my hand, and suddenly Hex is there, standing next to Trish, who points toward the river. 
 
   Tears in my eyes, I fire a final glance back at Xave, who only watches us as we run away from the rockets streaming toward Heinz Field.


 
   
  
 

Chapter Sixty-Two
 
    
 
   Trish is screaming her head off and I throw my hands over my ears, but the sound is deafening. Missiles are exploding overhead, but there are too many, as numerous as drops of rain in a storm. She can’t destroy them all.
 
   And then we’re running in a bubble, the world around us distant and wobbly, like we’re looking at it through thick Jell-O. Hex’s new collar—one of Huckle’s gifts—has turned fluorescent white and is pulsating with energy. Strangely, as we run, the bubble doesn’t seem to touch us, moving around us like a viscous liquid, but never getting in our way. The explosions are muffled, allowing Trish’s piercing cry free reign to assault our eardrums. 
 
   The river’s edge appears before us and we charge for it, even as Trish stops screaming, the echoes of her cry ringing in my ears. There’s a brilliant and fiery flash of light and a booming explosion, and the bubble shudders, shudders, and bursts in a purple shower of mist that evaporates in an instant, even as a rush of wind rages behind and in front and all around us and—
 
   —we dive—
 
   —our bodies picked up by a powerful force in our wake—
 
   —tossing us like a child’s toys into the air, spinning, flipping, heads over heels and then heels over heads, and then—
 
   A surge of icy water surrounds us, slapping and churning against our helpless bodies. Hex’s tail is in my face, and someone’s foot, and a flash of blond hair. The sounds of the battle suddenly seem far behind us, distant, as if muffled by a soundproof barrier.
 
   I spot Trish, who doesn’t seem to know how to tread water, just sinking further and further into the river. Kicking hard, I swim toward her, grabbing her hand, pulling her toward the surface.
 
   We break through, gasping for breath. Laney and Hex are nearby, and start kicking for the opposite shore when they see us. I follow them, pulling Trish along with me, acutely aware of how much heat I feel on the back of my head. 
 
   But I don’t look back.
 
   Won’t look back.
 
   We clamber onto the shore, sopping wet, tired and bloody and emotionally drained. At least I am. Laney, too. Trish and Hex seem calmer, more collected. 
 
   Trish ushers us up a small rise and away from the river. Just before we disappear past a building, I hazard a glance back at the stadium.
 
   Smoke and fire and rubble and complete destruction meet my gaze.
 
   I say a silent prayer for Xavier and keep walking, until movement catches the edge of my peripheral vision.
 
   I twist my head but only catch the edge of a shadow, darting behind a building and out of sight. Despite the bare glimpse of him, I know exactly who it was, the top of his crossbow silhouetted against the white-painted stone.
 
   Bil Nez.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   We find a house to crawl into. We’re all shivering, but it’s too risky to make a fire. The last thing we want to do is draw The End’s attention to us. 
 
   My teeth chattering, I manage to stutter, “I don’t like The End, but hopefully they at least kill off all the Necros. One less witch gang to worry about.” I slam a fist to the hardwood floor.
 
   Hex whines and plops his wet chin on my lap. 
 
   Trish stares at me with a dark expression.
 
   Laney remains silent, too, although I can tell she wants to say something.
 
   “If you’ve got something to say, just say it,” I prod. “Nothing ever stopped you before.”
 
   “Rhett, I know you’ve lost a lot and you’re upset, but we’re alive. We’re still alive. Being angry isn’t going to help anything.”
 
   But I am angry. And she doesn’t know a damn thing about what I’ve lost. I slam my fist down again, startling Hex back to his feet. Immediately he starts glowing, warmth spreading from him. 
 
   But I’m not interested in warmth or magic or anything, except the fact that—
 
   A choke escapes my lips. 
 
   Hold it together. Hold it together.
 
   I can’t see, can’t see anything except blurred shapes and—
 
   Laney’s arms are suddenly around my neck, wet and cold and clutching me to her, holding me tight. 
 
   And I squeeze back and cry and cry and cry into her shoulder.
 
   “She’s gone,” I sob.
 
   “Shhh,” Laney says, rubbing my back.
 
   “I loved her.”
 
   “Shh.”
 
   “They’re both gone.”
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Hours later, when the last tears have dripped from my chin, and we’ve all managed to use Hex’s fire-that’s-not-a-fire warmth to dry ourselves, I hear a noise.
 
   The others are asleep, Trish’s little head resting on Hex’s softly glowing stomach, and Laney spooning her from behind. 
 
   I pretended to sleep, too, until the others drifted away, but have since proceeded to wear a track in the rug, pacing the room. 
 
   But now, a noise stops me. 
 
   Just a creak. A door opening, or a floorboard depressed by a footstep. Or nothing at all, just a normal house noise.
 
   creeeeak!
 
   There it is again. 
 
   I tiptoe quietly toward the front of the house, gripping my sword. I’m readier than I’ve ever been before, to kill, to defend the ones I care about, to die if necess—
 
   The beggar, Martin, stands before me, just inside the front door. He’s completely dry, but his face and coat are powdered with gray dust, like you’d expect a mine cave-in victim to look when they’re rescued.
 
   “You,” I say. “How…”
 
   His expression is worn and haggard and carrying so much pain, but I can still see the fight in his eyes.
 
   “Who are you?” I ask.
 
   He reaches in his coat pocket and retrieves what appears to be a simple recording device. He holds it for a second in his hand, just looking at it, as if trying to come to a decision. And then he presses the play button.
 
   “My name is Martin Carter,” a voice says through the speaker. “And I’m your father.”
 
   He presses stop and waits, raising a hand to his forehead, ducking his head into his palm. 
 
   “I—I don’t understand,” I say. “Mr. Jackson said my father’s dead.”
 
   He shakes his head. Points to himself. Presses play on the recorder. The voice resumes. “My punishment wasn’t death. My punishment was to be cursed for life. Every second that I am close to you, my son, causes me excruciating pain, and brings me slightly closer to death. My curse is never being able to be with you again.”
 
   No. This can’t be right. He’s—he’s working for someone else, another witch gang. He’s trying to get to me with his lies. I open my mouth to speak, but Martin’s already backing away toward the door. 
 
   I try to follow him, but he waves his hand and all goes black.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   I’m warm when I awake. One of my arms is draped over Laney, who’s flush with Trish, who’s nestled up against Hex. 
 
   When I move, Laney stirs, opens her eyes, yawning. Her eyes flicker shock for a split-second when she realizes how close I’m sleeping to her. She recovers quickly. “You could’ve at least bought me popcorn and a movie ticket first,” she says.
 
   Instead of smiling, I tell her about the beggar and his message.
 
   “A dream?” she asks.
 
   “Everything feels like a dream,” I say.
 
   “There are a lot of people claiming to be long-lost dads these days,” Laney says. “Maybe you and Xave could go on one of those shows where they do a paternity test to find out who the real father is.” I know she intends it as a joke, but the humor falls flat under the circumstances. “Sorry,” she says.
 
   I wave her off. A sudden jolt of anger hits me, this time directed toward the beggar. “He saved my life two times and then shows up out of nowhere, claims to be my cursed father, and then disappears? What the hell is that? What am I supposed to do with that?”
 
   “Maybe he had no choice,” Laney says.
 
   I know what she’s trying to do. Calm me down. Make excuses. But I’ve had enough of being calm and hearing excuses and rationalizing. Beth was innocent. She deserved better than what she got.
 
   “If there are any Necros left, I’ll kill them,” I say.
 
   “Rhett,” Laney says.
 
   “No,” I say, shaking my head. “Better yet, if there are any witches at all left, I’ll kill them. And if Bil Nez was somehow involved, he’s as good as dead.” 
 
   “Although I wouldn’t necessarily object to that last one, this isn’t you,” she says. 
 
   “Why not?” I ask. “You’re like that, all threats and passion. Why can’t I be?”
 
   “I’m not,” she says, taking my hand. Her palm is warm. “Not really. Yeah, I’ll defend my sister and friends to the death but I’m not out to pick a fight.” 
 
   “Well I am,” I say, pulling my hand away. “Maybe you should, too. Maybe we all should.” A new surge of fury spirals through me. Not anger at the witches, but anger at being angry. Is this what I’ve become? What the witches have made me become? All hard edges and razor blades?
 
   I take a deep breath and try to explain what I’m feeling. “I used to think the book characters that were only around for a chapter or two were a waste of time. Why create a character just for a few pages, or a chapter? My friends—Xave and Beth—would be a part of my book to my very last breath. And now—now a chapter’s over and I’m afraid to turn the page, because they won’t be a part of my story anymore.”
 
   “But there’s a next chapter,” Laney says. “And I’m a part of it, and Trish and Hex, too.”
 
   In my mind, I imagine a parchment page, brittle and yellowed and torn around the edges. My dark hand reaches for it, lifts it…
 
   But I can’t do it—can’t move on. Not yet. “You once asked me about Beth,” I say.
 
   “Yeah, and you told me all about her. She sounded like an amazing person who I would have liked.” Laney’s words are sincere, but she’s missing the point.
 
   “I told you about her, but I didn’t tell you what she meant to me,” I say, willing myself to continue. The weight on my chest is like an anchor, forcing me to the bottom of the sea.
 
   “It doesn’t matter, Carter, it’s the same thing,” Laney says.
 
   “It’s not,” I say. “And it does matter. The truth is, I was too scared, even if I didn’t realize it. Mr. Jackson taught me that letting fear in would break me, would cause me to fail before I’d even started. So I put it in a safe, buried it, and then threw away the key. But what I didn’t know—what Mr. Jackson didn’t tell me—is that the fear doesn’t go away just because you hide it. It’s still there, just below the surface or around the edges, lying in wait. You can never escape fear and you’re not supposed to, because fear’s a part of you, and fear’s what warns you when something’s not right.”
 
   “Rhett, I get all that, but what does fear have to do with Beth?” Laney’s hand is on mine again, and this time I squeeze back, because I need the comfort of a friend now more than ever.
 
   “I was scared that if I said what was in here”—I motion to my chest—“aloud, that it would jinx things, that Beth would…”
 
   Laney’s shaking her head. “It doesn’t work that way. And it’s not too late to say what you feel.”
 
   Now I’m shaking my head, too, because it is. Far too late. “I can’t bring her back,” I say, tears flooding my vision.
 
   “But you can keep her alive by telling me about how you felt about her,” Laney says.
 
   A sprig of hope sprouts up inside me, but I pull it up by the roots. To hope is to be disappointed. “I can’t,” I lie.
 
   “You can. Tell me. Tell me, Carter. Freaking tell me!” She’s in my face, her fists balled, looking as fierce as I’ve ever seen her. 
 
   But I don’t back down; I lean in. “Fine. I’ll tell you. Beth was every breath I took, every beat of my heart. She was the sun rising and setting, the moon and the stars and the planets and the galaxies. My one and done. My strength and my weakness. The beginning of my life; and now, the end of it.”
 
   Laney’s crying, but I don’t care because my chest is like thunder and my blood’s on fire. And—and—
 
   My hands are wet, sprinkled with the clear liquid that’s dripping from my chin. 
 
   Because I’m crying, too. Filled with rage and hopelessness and unbearable sadness, my eyes are spilling everything they have left. 
 
   Laney’s arms surround me and I fall into her, because I have no strength left to hold myself up. “Carter, please, you can’t think that way. You can’t. I. Won’t. Let. You.”
 
   “It’s over,” I say, hating the certainty in my voice. “My life is over.”
 
   “What if it’s not?” Laney says. “What if there’s someone else out there? What if she’s just waiting to find you? Beth would want that, wouldn’t she?”
 
   I hug Laney tighter, feeling lucky to have a friend as good as her in my shattered life. But it doesn’t change anything. “There’s no one else,” I say.
 
   “You can’t mean that,” Laney says. “If so, there’d be nothing left to live for. No purpose.”
 
   “That’s where you’re wrong,” I say, and she pulls back to look at me, arching her eyebrows, her cheeks split by glistening tear tracks. 
 
   “Then what?” she asks. My thoughts slash and burn and tear and maim, as face after face spirals past: the Reaper and the Siren and The End and every other person that’s harmed me in my life. And for once, I know the exact right answer to one of her questions.
 
   “Revenge,” I say.
 
    
 
   ~~~ * ~~~
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Prologue
 
   Fourteen years earlier
 
    
 
   The Reaper wants to look away, but for his old friend’s sake, he won’t. 
 
   Between the glowing, magical bars, Martin Carter tries to speak. It’s painful to watch, the stump of his severed tongue wagging grotesquely in the torchlight. Wet, gagging sounds are all the Reaper, known to humans as Mr. Jackson, can make out.
 
   “Shh,” he says. “There’s nothing more to say, except I’m sorry.”
 
   Martin moves closer, dragging himself across the dusty floor. Is something wrong with his legs, too? the Reaper wonders.
 
   When he reaches the bars, he sticks a hand through and grasps the Reaper’s hand. He’s still trying to speak.
 
   “Shh,” the Reaper says again, attempting to comfort his friend, even as tears betray him, flooding his eyes. 
 
   Martin shakes his head vehemently. I won’t be quiet, he seems to convey. He points to the ground, to the dirt. Points two fingers at the warlock’s eyes, then back at his own. Watch me.
 
   Using only the tip of his finger, he draws in the dust. Letters. Words. A message.
 
   Protect him.
 
   He knows exactly who his friend is referring to. “I’m going to get you out. Then you can protect your son yourself,” the Reaper says.
 
   Another frustrated head shake. More writing. Can’t, it says. Cursed. 
 
   The words barely written, Martin’s body begins to shake, white foam erupting from his mouth and splattering through the bars. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   It’s only when the Reaper looks into the orphan’s deep, brown eyes and sees the gaze of his old friend that he realizes the best way to protect the boy is to keep him as far away from himself as possible. What he has to do will likely bring destruction to everyone and everything around him, and if he’s to honor Martin’s last wish, giving up the child is the only way. 
 
   He’ll stay close, but not too close.
 
   He’ll watch, but not get directly involved.
 
   He’ll protect from afar.
 
   “I’m sorry, Rhett Carter,” he says to the two-year-old child, who ignores him, completely enamored by a picture book containing the adventures of a frog prince and his unlikely true love, a fly with bright green eyes. 
 
   Feeling empty inside, the Reaper turns away from the child and begins filling out the online foster care forms. 
 
   But not just for young Rhett. 
 
   For his own son too.
 
   Only one thing is certain: A war is coming, and he wants to keep Rhett and Xavier as far away from it as possible.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
   


 
   
  
 



As my days surround me
 
   with the bitter eyes of a betrayed wolf,
 
   my nights haunt and destroy
 
   without compassion,
 
   bruising my heart and crushing my soul.
 
    
 
   This Broken Life, Rhett Carter
 
   
  
 



Chapter One
 
   Rhett
 
   Present Day
 
   More than Six Months after Salem’s Revenge
 
    
 
   Sometimes a journey begins so comfortably, just a familiar step forward onto an oft-travelled path. And other times, well, that first step is shaky and foreign, as if an invisible force is pushing backwards against your chest, driving the breath out of your lungs, bruising your muscles and bones.
 
   My latest journey begins like the latter scenario, only the heaviness of my anger propelling me through that invisible barrier, smashing it to bits. In my mind I see the Reaper’s face, split in two, one half smiling and warm and the other dark and cold. Which is the real Mr. Jackson? 
 
   I shake my head, realizing it doesn’t matter because she’s gone. I force the words to my lips, but don’t speak them: Beth is gone. The thought sends lava through my veins, which seems to be the only thing that wards off the heavy blanket of sadness threatening to suffocate me.
 
   Silently I plot my revenge on the Necros, relishing the thought of shoving my sword through the Reaper’s neck, like I once had the opportunity to do. If he’s still alive, that is. And what of Xavier? I know I shouldn’t blame my ex-best friend, but it’s hard not to when all I can think about are Beth’s empty eye sockets. The Necros made her into a monster and he helped them.
 
   As a familiar sliver of fur rubs against me, I know I should be thankful that my friends are here by my side. There’s Hex, my magical German shepherd (his fur still brittle and singed from the bomb blasts), Laney, and Trish; the latter stares silently ahead, rarely blinking. They’re all I have left in this world.
 
   The tattooed Chinese characters on Laney’s neck catch my eye. She told me they mean ‘family,’ which is something she’s been ashamed of ever since her magic-born parents tried to kill her. But she still has her sister, Trish, and that counts for something these days.
 
   We’re being less careful now that we’re miles away from Pittsburgh. Miles away from the hole in the ground that used to be Heinz Field—the old Necros’ lair. We’re heading south and east toward what was once called Washington D.C., but has been renamed New Washington. The last president is dead—killed during Salem’s Revenge—but Vice President Washington supposedly managed to survive, taking over leadership of what’s left of the human population. According to what we’ve heard, the humans are finally fighting back, and that’s something I want to—no, have to—be a part of.
 
   The southbound highway is empty, save for the occasional abandoned car, motorcycle, or Walmart tractor-trailer. I pretend the smears of red on the asphalt are paint streaks.
 
   Gray, swollen rainclouds hover overhead threateningly. Miles in the distance, they seem to reach for the ground like ghostly hands. A storm’s coming, one way or another.
 
   “It’s weird seeing you without your shotgun,” I say to Laney, trying to break the awkward silence that’s arisen ever since we argued about my plan to get to New Washington. 
 
   “The magged-up Glock Tillman Huckle gave me is all I need now,” Laney says, her voice monotone. 
 
   I force myself to chuckle. “Because of the never ending ammo?” I ask, raising an eyebrow.
 
   “And the fact that it seems to target magic-born completely on its own,” she says, finally meeting my eyes. I wait for the sparkle that’s usually there, but there’s nothing but deep blue wells of emptiness.
 
   I swallow and look away. Am I making the right choice? Beth’s face appears before me, perfect and beautiful, her eyes closed—is she sleeping? No. Her eyes are stitched shut, hiding the blindness inflicted upon her reanimated body. Rhett-t-t-t, she says in my mind. I grit my teeth and remind myself of all the evils carried out by the magic-born. 
 
   “This is insane,” Laney mutters.
 
   I open my mouth to utter a sharp response, but then close it. I don’t want to argue anymore, especially because she’s right. Fighting the witches and warlocks is insane. 
 
   “Nothing to say, Rhett?” Laney says, not addressing me by my last name, like she usually does.
 
   “I don’t want to fight with you,” I say.
 
   Laney pulls up short, whirling on me, her golden-blond hair flying around her face, her bright blue eyes flashing anger. Trish—who looks more like a miniature version of Laney than ever—and Hex wander a few steps further, but then stop, too. “Then don’t,” she says. “We can go north, where it’s cold and there’s unlikely to be as many magic-born. We can hide. We can survive.”
 
   I shake my head. “I can’t. I want to, but I can’t.”
 
   “That’s bullcrap and you know it.”
 
   “You don’t understand anything,” I say.
 
   She pushes me, hard. And despite our size difference, I stumble back two steps. “I don’t understand?” Her fists are clenched, her face screwed up in anger. “My parents tried to kill me and my sister is a witch. You’re not the only one who feels pain. The only difference is that I’m smart enough to avoid getting hurt again.”
 
   She’s right, of course. Everyone’s been through hell and back, and I’m certainly not the only one to have lost someone. And yet…I can’t let it go. Not when there’s someone left to be punished. 
 
   “I’m sorr—” I start to say, but before I can finish the apology Laney’s punching my chest, my arms, my stomach, her fists flying everywhere, her face red and fiery, her mouth an angry snarl. “God, Laney, what the hell?” I say, trying to grab her fists, to corral them. Eventually I get one, then the other, and when she tries to kick me I spin her around and hold her tightly from behind.
 
   She drops to the ground, pulling me with her, and her body starts to shake.
 
   And that’s when I hear it—her sobs. 
 
   And she shakes and she cries, her tears streaming like swollen rivers, and I just hold her as it starts to rain. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The abandoned farmhouse is drafty and has a slightly rotten odor inside, but we can’t be choosy these days. And it has two shelves of canned goods in the pantry, which we eat cold while the rain drums on the rooftop.
 
   Laney hasn’t said a word since Hex licked her face and convinced her to stop crying and continue onward. In this case, Hex’s magic was simply being a dog, inexplicably able to cure sadness with nothing more than a lick and a wag of his tail. 
 
   I think she’s embarrassed, but I’m not about to say that. 
 
   Truth be told, I’m scared to death. Laney’s not really a crier.
 
   As Hex scarfs down a can of ground meat and Trish draws circles in the dust, I try to get things back on track. “The Pyros and Volts and Destroyers were all traitors to the Necros,” I say.
 
   Laney says nothing, just shoves her spoon into an empty can that used to hold green beans. At least she still has her appetite.
 
   “But who are they working for?” I continue, throwing the question out there. “They don’t seem like natural allies, and yet, they banded together easily for the battle. Surely they must be getting orders from somewhere.”
 
   Laney cracks open a can of lima beans and starts shoveling them in her mouth.
 
   “If we can just figure out who’s leading the magic-born, perhaps we can hit them where it’ll hurt the most,” I say. 
 
   “I thought you hate the Necros,” Laney says, her mouth still full. She doesn’t make eye contact.
 
   “I do,” I say, but right away I think of Xave. Do I hate him, too? “But it doesn’t matter—they’re all dead anyway.”
 
   “Maybe not all,” Laney says, after swallowing a big bite. “Some may have escaped.” 
 
   “Maybe,” I say, feeling an unwanted thrill in my chest at the prospect of Xave being alive. “But that’s why we need to get to New Washington. We can finally find out what’s going on. And Trish will be safe there,” I add, because I know that’s Laney’s number one priority.
 
   “New America hired Bil Nez to try to kill you.”
 
   “Only because they thought I was working with the Necros,” I argue.
 
   “The End works for New America,” Laney says. 
 
   I picture the sadistic group of witch hunters racing away from Heinz Field in their Hummer, having destroyed many of the witch and warlock Wardens protecting the Necros. Their leader, the ex-mixed martial arts fighter named Graves, flashes me a sneer of victory. And yet…
 
   “They’re helping to destroy the magic-born,” I say.
 
   “Not just the magic-born,” Laney says. “Anything that moves. They’d kill my sister, you know.”
 
   “Not if she kills them first,” I say, lowering my voice.
 
   Laney’s eyes widen and her mouth drops open. “What did you say?” 
 
   It’s something I’ve been thinking for a long time. Something I probably should’ve kept as a thought. Too late now. “Trish is very powerful, Laney, surely you see that,” I say.
 
   “And?” she says, crossing her arms across her chest.
 
   “Hiding her away will only delay the witches from finding her. Instead, her powers could be used to beat them. We have to take every advantage we can get if we’re going to win this war.”
 
   I wait for the explosion, my heart pounding in my chest, but it never comes.
 
   Instead, her reaction is worse. “I have nothing left to say to you, Rhett Carter,” Laney says quietly. “Maybe you’re not who I thought you were. Trish is just a kid and you want to use her powers?” She shakes her head in disappointment, which seems far more painful than her hitting me. “Seems like you’d fit right in with The End. Maybe you should see if they’re still taking applications.”
 
   Her words sting, but I’m not about to be deterred. I’m still doing this for the right reasons. “I’m not on their side,” I say. “I’m on our side. Humanity’s side.”
 
   “What about Trish and me? What about Hex? If we continue down your path of revenge will you use us until we all end up dead? Is that what you want? Do you want your only friends to die?” Her voice is rising and I’m worried she’s on the verge of another breakdown.
 
   “Laney, I’m glad I met you and Trish, but I didn’t leave Mr. Jackson’s house all those months ago to make new friends. I left to find old ones. I left to find…” I can barely choke out her name. “…Beth.” 
 
   “Thanks. Sorry that meeting me wasn’t a priority. But just a reminder in case you’ve forgotten: Beth. Is. Dead,” Laney says, dropping her voice to a whisper. “We’re not.”
 
   “You think I don’t know that?” I say, feeling sudden and unexpected anger at her for reminding me of all I’ve lost. “I’m a Resistor, Laney, one of the few who can naturally fight off the witches’ magic. If anyone can get revenge, it’s me.”
 
   “Well, I don’t care about revenge,” Laney says. “And neither does Trish.”
 
   “That’s your choice, isn’t it?” I say, purposely egging her on. 
 
   Laney looks like she’s about to explode, but before she can respond, her sister pounds her little fist on the floorboards. 
 
   Simultaneously, Laney and I jerk our heads to look at her. She stares back, her gaze flitting back and forth between us. 
 
   And then she speaks the first word I’ve ever heard her say.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Two
 
   Laney
 
    
 
   “See,” my sister says, her tiny voice ringing out crystal clear like a wind chime. 
 
   I feel my eyes widen and the tingle of goose bumps rising from my skin, both on my arms and the back of my neck. I look at Rhett, whose mouth is slightly open. He’s as shocked as I am.
 
   “Trish?” I say, looking back at my sister. She hasn’t spoken a single word since the night she screamed and killed our parents, and yet her first word doesn’t so much as crack or shudder. 
 
   She doesn’t repeat the word, just points to the floor, where she’s been carving lines into the dust. Not lines—letters. Words.
 
   “Do not fear for me,” Rhett reads, running his finger along Trish’s message etched in the dust.
 
   My heart stutters and I suddenly feel short of breath. “Trish,” I say. “What does that mean? Fear what?” The words in the dust seem to turn black and I have the sudden urge to smear them with the heel of my hand, but I know it’s just a trick of the fading daylight and staring at them for too long. 
 
   “See,” she says again, repeating her first word. And then a second word: “Remember.” And then, as if nothing has changed, she lays down next to Hex, her hand absently stroking his fur. 
 
   “What was that?” Rhett says, his firm jaw set even tighter than usual.
 
   “How the hell should I know?” I say sharply, feeling the familiar tug of anger in my chest. Why did Xavier have to bring Beth back to life just to have her die again in front of Rhett? If that hadn’t happened, maybe I could talk some sense into him. Instead, it’s like talking to a fireball that refuses to be doused. And behind my rising anger is a question I wish to God wasn’t there:
 
   Why am I not enough for him?
 
   Stupid, stupid, pathetic girl, I think.
 
   I grit my teeth and get up. “Laney,” Rhett says, also standing.
 
   We’re a full five feet away from each other, but he feels close enough to touch. “Yeah?” I say, remembering how it felt hitting him, how strong his chest and arms felt beneath each blow. Like he was impenetrable. Like he really was Superman, the nickname I gave him after he nearly sacrificed himself trying to save people. And now he wants to play superhero again.
 
   He’s practically twice my size and I tried to fight him?
 
   I laugh to myself at my own stupidity. It reminds me of when I switched schools for the third time in three years and this bully everyone called Big Sue decided to make it her mission to make me look like an idiot in front of my classmates. Eventually her tormenting became so humiliating that I challenged her to a real fight after school. I was suspended for three days after losing that fight, wearing two black eyes for a couple of weeks; but Big Sue never messed with me again. Yeah, fighting above my weight class has become somewhat of a pattern for me.
 
   “What?” Rhett says, raising an eyebrow as I continue to laugh at myself.
 
   I know my frivolity is just a lame attempt to avoid talking about what my sister just did. “Nothing,” I say. “Sorry I hit you earlier.” 
 
   “I think you bruised me,” Rhett says sternly, but he’s smiling. At least we’re both avoiding talking about Trish.
 
   “Can’t take a hit, eh? I thought you were a manly man.”
 
   “You hit hard,” Rhett says, still smiling.
 
   “I’m going to take a leak,” I lie, pushing through the back door. 
 
   “Be careful,” Rhett says. “Shout if you need anything.”
 
   “I think I can handle peeing,” I say, “even if I don’t have an aimer.” I let the door slam behind me. I head straight for a spot behind a large bush, out of sight, relishing the cool rain on my face. I glance back once through the window to see Rhett’s dark skin appearing even more shadow-like in the fading daylight. Ducking behind the green foliage, I feel the tears threatening to push their way out once more. 
 
   What the hell? 
 
   I don’t know what’s making me crazier, that my sister finally spoke or that my best and only friend wants to use her to help him get his revenge. 
 
   Or it could be that it’s my time of the month again, and there’s only one thing worse than having your period while on the run: having your period while on the run during the witch apocalypse. I’m glad I found some undamaged tampons at the gas station we passed the other day. 
 
   Stupid crying. Stupid Rhett. Stupid witches. Stupid period.
 
   I feel like I’m on a brakeless runaway train that’s falling apart on the tracks. No wait, even the tracks are breaking.
 
   Blinking furiously, I fight off the tears. Even if I can’t convince Rhett Carter, The Avenging Witch Hunter, to take a different path, I have to be strong for my sister. I can’t let her get involved in Rhett’s vendetta. She’s just a kid. An all-powerful witch who kills people and explodes missiles with screams, yeah, but still a kid.
 
   Even still, my tears earlier and the tears that threaten now aren’t for her.
 
   They’re because of what I know I have to do.
 
   And in that moment, with my face moist with rain but not tears, I make my decision.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Three
 
   Rhett
 
    
 
   Every time I try to make conversation, she stares at me like I’m a monster, so eventually I give up. 
 
   Unable to bear the silence any longer, I go to bed early, stretching out on a plush, wide couch that’s only mildly dusty. My eyes flutter closed and weariness rolls in.
 
   My eyes flash open when I feel something beside me. “Who’s there?” I say to the dark. 
 
   “Shh,” Laney says, slipping onto the front of the couch. Her body nestles against mine, instantly warming my skin. One of her arms wraps around my chest, hugging me from behind.
 
   Given the strain between us during the day, I’m shocked. At the same time, I feel the burn of shame on my cheeks, countered only by an unexpected burst of excitement in my chest, speeding up my heart. 
 
   I’ve hugged Laney before, even kissed her once—well, she kissed me—and it felt good, but never like this. Never so…intimate. No, this isn’t right. Not when Beth’s only just been…
 
   Not when I just watched Beth…
 
   I feel her legs against mine, and I know I need Laney now more than ever before, and yet I keep pushing her away. And that’s when I realize: Even though it feels like it just happened a few days ago, Beth’s been gone for months, living only in my dreams and memories. 
 
   Even still, the shivers of excitement rolling down my spine as Laney spoons me feel so wrong. The smile that spreads across my face feels so out of place, so foreign, like happiness is a fictional emotion that only belongs in stories. 
 
   She hugs me tighter, her body so close to mine, separated by only a few swatches of fabric. 
 
   A memory strikes, like hot iron. The first time Beth lay like this with me. The feel of her arms tight around me. Her legs intertwined with mine, her hot exhalations tickling the back of my neck. 
 
   The shocking thing is that it feels just as good with Laney. Which is so unexpected. So weird. My body stiffens and I feel Laney’s reaction. Our moment of closeness is shattered, an awkward fog blanketing the mood. 
 
   And then she’s gone, as quickly as she came. 
 
   Struggling to steady my breathing, to slow my beating heart, I hear her settle down on the floor. 
 
   I lay awake for what feels like hours, wondering when I started having feelings for Laney and how the hell I’m supposed to seek revenge now. Maybe she’s right. Maybe we could just run away, hide from the witches, survive. Be happy. Is such a thing possible anymore? The gentle and even breathing of Laney, her sister, and my dog provide the background music for my confused thoughts. 
 
   Eventually, however, I sleep.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   For the first time since arriving in Pittsburgh, I sleep through until morning without having any nightmares. At least none that I can remember. 
 
   I stretch and glance across the floor, feeling a lightness in my chest I haven’t felt in a long time. 
 
   The floor is empty save for a few tipped over cans and Hex, who’s snoring softly. I’ve overslept, and Laney and Trish are probably already out back using the “bathroom” and getting cleaned up in the pond behind the house. Readying themselves for another long day of endless walking.
 
   Pushing to my feet, I stagger to the door and pull it open, blinking sleep out of my eyes. “Laney!” I say. “Trish!”
 
   Behind me, I hear Hex’s claws scrape the floorboards as he follows me out. As I block the glare of the morning sun with a hand over my eyes, I scan the edge of the pond. Empty. 
 
   Hex strolls between my legs, sniffing at a worm wriggling in the dirt. 
 
   “Where is everyone?” I say aloud. 
 
   Hex responds by peeing on a small shrubbery, his stream of urine changing color from blue to green to electric yellow, like a neon sign. Sometimes I think Hex is the smartest dog in the world, and other times I think he’s just a comedian. “Show off,” I say.
 
   Finished, he pads over and whines, scratching at my leg. “Where are they, boy?” I say, hoping my dog will use his acute sense of smell to find our friends. He just stares at me—so much for that idea.
 
   The bathroom. That’s where they must be, behind the big bush. And if they heard me calling to them, Laney was either too embarrassed about last night, or too annoyed again, to answer. 
 
   I approach the bush, careful not to look around it and see something I shouldn’t. “Laney?” I say.
 
   No response.
 
   “I’m sorry we argued,” I say. No response. “And what you did…”—I feel my cheeks flush—“on the couch…that was okay. I’m okay with it.” More than okay, really, but I’m not about to say that. 
 
   No response.
 
   “Laney, I’m coming around. Shout if I shouldn’t.” Hearing no response, I skirt the edge of the bush and peek at the other side. There’s no one there.
 
   A sudden wave of dread washes over me. What if someone took them during the night? A witch, a warlock, a wizard. According to the Reaper, Trish is in danger because she might be the last of the Clairvoyants, a powerful witch gang. All the other witch gangs want her under their control. 
 
   But no—that doesn’t make sense. “You would’ve warned us, wouldn’t you, boy?” I say to Hex, who hasn’t moved, other than his tail wagging. 
 
   He barks the affirmative. No one abducted Laney and Trish. Then where are they?
 
   I head back inside, letting the door swing shut behind me just after Hex leaps inside. “Laney? Trish?” I shout, wondering if maybe they’ve decided to explore the rest of the house. 
 
   No answer.
 
   Hex runs into the kitchen and barks at the island in the center. He leaps up, scratching at the cabinets and sniffing at the edge of the granite countertop. 
 
   “What is it, buddy?” I say, following him.
 
   That’s when I see it. 
 
   A single sheet of white paper, nine sentences written in Laney’s handwriting:
 
    
 
   Rhett,
 
   I know you’re doing what you think you have to. So am I. Protecting Trish is all I have left. I hope you get what you want. If you do, come and find me in the north. I’ll be waiting. Be safe. Be Superman.
 
    
 
   Laney
 
    
 
   PS- You’re my last friend. Don’t go dying on me.
 
    
 
   The room spins and a swirl of confusion whirls around me. This isn’t real. Isn’t real. Isn’t…
 
   I close my eyes and the room stops moving, the sharp knife of clarity jabbing me in the heart. It is real. 
 
   They’re gone.
 
   Laney and Trish are gone. 
 
   That’s when I realize what she was saying last night when she laid beside me and held me tight.
 
   Goodbye.
 
   And I screwed it up by being an idiot.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Four
 
   Laney
 
    
 
   What have I done? 
 
   Dark is falling swiftly. Our arms and legs are scratched from a day spent fighting through brambles and foliage, picking our way through the forest. We’re heading north—at least I think we are. There’s no civilization in sight. 
 
   Without Rhett and Hex, I decided it was safer to stay off the main roads. Now I’m regretting that decision. If we don’t find shelter soon, we’ll have to camp in the woods, which are still damp from yesterday’s storm—not a prospect I’m looking forward to. 
 
   “Hurry, Trish,” I say, encouraging both of us to pick up our pace. 
 
   Crunch, rustle, crunch. I hope the sounds of our passage are heard only by us and the birds. 
 
   And again I ask: What have I done?
 
   What I had to do, I remind myself. I don’t blame any of it on Rhett. How can I? What he’s seen, what he’s been through—I wouldn’t wish any of it on my worst enemy. Well, I might wish it on a few witches, but certainly no humans. Yeah, I’ve been through some bad stuff too, but everyone handles things differently. I can’t judge Rhett for wanting revenge. I might act the same if I was in his position and if I didn’t have Trish to worry about.
 
   Beside me, Trish grabs my hand, something she hasn’t done in a while. Her small act reminds me that she’s still a child. Pure and good and innocent. She squeezes my hand and then releases me.
 
   I stop, crouching down to look into her beautiful blue eyes. “Trish, no matter what happens, you’re my sister and I love you. And I do fear for you, regardless of what you write in the dirt or how many missiles you blow up just by screaming. I’m here to protect you. Always.” 
 
   Her tiny lips open and close, as if trying to speak. Open again. When she speaks, her voice sounds hollow, like she’s inside an empty auditorium. “Go back,” she says. “Where I go…you cannot. Be brave.”
 
   Cold runs down my spine. “Trish?” I say, my forehead creasing. “You don’t mean that. We have to stay together. We’re family.”
 
   She pushes a tiny finger to my lips. “Love you,” she says.
 
   The speck of warmth those two words give me isn’t enough to chase away the chill that seems to surround me. I hug her, pondering her previous words. Go back? To Rhett, she obviously means. But not with her. She means alone. As if I’m going to leave my nine-year-old sister alone in the middle of the forest. 
 
   “They call to me,” she says in my ear, startling me away from my thoughts.
 
   I hold her away from me so I can look at her face. As usual, she’s expressionless, her face devoid of fear or worry or stress. She looks…angelic. “Who?” I ask. 
 
   “My children,” she says.
 
   My heart skips a beat. “Trish, you’re only nine. You don’t have any children.”
 
   She retracts a hand from behind my back and places it on my chest, feeling my heartbeat. “They need me,” she says.
 
   I stare at her for two long seconds, before she brushes past me and continues marching through the forest. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Trish finds a cabin in the woods. It’s so overgrown and woodsy that I would’ve walked right past the structure in the twilight, but she suddenly broke away from me and I was forced to chase her right to it. Maybe night vision is one of her other talents. Maybe all Claires can see in the dark.
 
   The door opens with a rusty-hinged creak. 
 
   There are old mouse droppings in one corner and a wet, musty odor permeates the whole of the single room home. Still, it beats sleeping under the cloudy night sky, which is once more threatening rain. 
 
   As I crack open a couple of cans of veggies for dinner, I feel an unwanted pang of loneliness, like I used to feel before Rhett stumbled into our restaurant. Well, at least Trish is speaking again, even if I don’t exactly like what she’s saying. 
 
   “Thank you,” she says, taking a small bite. 
 
   A few minutes pass in near silence, broken only by the soft sounds of chewing. I want to ask her about what she said earlier, but I’m afraid I’ll end up getting more strange messages. Perhaps silence is better for now.
 
   In the end, it’s Trish who speaks. “You are strong,” she says.
 
   I stare at her. “I—I know,” I say, wondering why I stutter like a fool when it’s only my little sister I’m talking to. “You are, too, Trish. I’m proud of you.”
 
   She cocks her head, looking birdlike in the pale light. “Proud?” she says. “I am only just becoming…again.”
 
   “I—I don’t understand.” I have the urge to shake her, to make her speak like a normal little girl, like she used to, but instead I just take another bite.
 
   “In time,” she says. “For now, we must help the witch hunter.”
 
   The witch hunter? The only witch hunter she could possibly mean is Rhett. “No,” I say. “We can’t go back to him. He wants you to use your magic to fight with him. It’s too dangerous. We’re not doing that. You’re not doing that. Do you understand?”
 
   She sets her can down and touches my hand. Her fingers are icy. “Trust me,” she says.
 
   Before I can respond, she pulls back and curls up in a ball on the floor, facing away from me. Despite having only eaten half of my can, I’m not hungry anymore. Even my own sister is on Rhett’s side, willing to put herself in danger. But I can’t let her. I can’t.
 
   I won’t.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   A noise jolts me awake. 
 
   Thunder booms overhead, sounding like it’s right on top of the cabin. A streak of lightning flashes between the cracks in the log walls, before plunging the room back into darkness.
 
   All I see is darkness…darkness…and then—
 
   A light. Like a single smoldering coal, the circle of red glows nearby. I blink, trying to adjust my eyes to the dark. The red light is illuminating something—no, someone. 
 
   “Trish?” I say.
 
   “She’s gone,” Trish’s voice says, just as rain begins pattering on the roof.
 
   I scoot over to her, panic rising in my throat. “Trish, it’s me. Laney. Your sister. And you’re right here. You’re still here.”
 
   I wrap my arm around her, hoping my touch will snap her out of whatever waking dream she’s trapped inside, but she just keeps staring at the red light, which I realize is glowing from her finger, raised in front of her. 
 
   “She has another path,” Trish says, and I think she’s speaking of herself.
 
   The rain begins to fall in deafening waves, dripping between the stacked logs.
 
   “No,” I say. “She is here. You are Trish and you’re staying with me.” I clutch her tighter, grabbing her hand, trying to douse the light that seems to be inside her skin. 
 
   “I’m a Changeling,” Trish says. 
 
   A memory flares up and I try to place it. I’ve heard that word before—Changeling. But where? “No, you’re a Claire,” I say. “A Clairvoyant. That’s why everyone’s looking for you. That’s why I have to take you far away, so they can’t find you.” Then I remember. It was the Reaper who mentioned the Changelings before. He said one of the three Resistors might be working for them. A human who, like Rhett Carter and Bil Nez, could resist magic. 
 
   “Trish is a Claire,” Trish says.
 
   “Yes. Yes you are,” I say.
 
   “I’m a Changeling,” she repeats. “Trish is a Claire.” 
 
   Wait. It wasn’t only the Reaper who mentioned the Changelings. His son, Xavier Jackson, did, too! What was it he said? Oh yeah—that the Reaper suspected it was a Changeling who had killed Beth. But why is my sister talking about Changelings now, in the dead of night?
 
   I want to scream. What’s happening to my sister? It’s like she’s losing her mind, her witch powers slowly driving her to madness. 
 
   That’s when I see it. Her arm. It’s…I don’t even really know how to describe it except…it’s growing. 
 
   I gasp, and my hand, which is still holding Trish’s, recoils sharply. I watch in horror as her arm lengthens, almost telescoping outward, like a fast-forwarded video of a person growing up. My body starts to shake as I realize it’s not just her arms, but her legs, too, growing outwards, lengthening. When her torso stretches and curves appear on her hips and chest, I clamber to my feet and back away, a scream rising in the back of my throat. 
 
   I stop when my back slams into the wooden cabin wall. 
 
   Her hair changes color, from golden-blond to white to black and finally to bright red, matching her glowing finger. The final change is to her face, which morphs from the freckled, blue-eyed face of a child to the pale, green-eyed face of a woman.
 
   “Hello, Laney,” the Siren says.
 
   I draw my magged-up Glock, which never leaves its holster, even when I’m sleeping.
 
   And I pull the trigger.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Five
 
   Rhett
 
    
 
   I’ve been such an ass. 
 
   Following the road that seems to take the most direct route northward, I think up a dozen excuses for my behavior:
 
   I’d just seen my girlfriend’s reanimated corpse. And then I’d watched her die for good.
 
   I’d just learned my best friend was a corpse-raising warlock.
 
   I’d just been nearly blown to smithereens.
 
   I’d just met my father, who, oh yeah, is also a warlock. And to top it off? He can’t come near me because he’s been cursed with something that shortens his life if he’s around me too much. Awesome.
 
   And yet, when it all comes down to it, I know those are just excuses. They’re not enough to stave off my regret at the way I treated Laney or her sister. They deserve better. After all, Laney was the one who stuck with me through everything. She put herself in mortal danger to help me find my friends, regardless of whether I liked what we found. 
 
   How did I repay her? By suggesting that her sister use her powers to fight witches. Idiot.
 
   Why do people always seem to push away those they care about the most? I’ve seen it dozens of times in the foster homes I lived in. Husbands berating wives, wives insulting husbands, kids hating parents, parents regretting their own offspring. Have I become what I promised myself I’d never become?
 
   “I was such an ass,” I say out loud. Hex, just ahead of me, looks back and barks in agreement. 
 
   Although my legs are burning, I pick up my pace, running harder down the dusty old track, determined to catch them before nightfall.
 
   Somewhere deep inside I know I’m kidding myself. For all I know they may have taken any one of a dozen of the different roads that crossed this one miles back. For all I know they may have stopped at any one of the dozens of houses I’ve passed. My chances of finding them are slim to slimmer. 
 
   But I won’t stop. Not for one second. Revenge can wait. Hunting witches can wait. All I want is Laney and Trish by my side again. 
 
   Darkness falls and I keep running. 
 
   Thunder blasts away like cannons and I keep running.
 
   Rain drenches me from head to toe and everywhere in between and I keep running, my glasses streaked with moisture and sliding down my nose. 
 
   This is all my fault and I have to make it right.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   It’s Hex who eventually convinces me to stop the madness. His fur sopping wet, he tackles me with a flying leap. Stones dig into my back as enormous raindrops blind me. 
 
   He apologizes by licking the rain from my face.
 
   I know he’s right. Driving myself to exhaustion and pneumonia won’t do anyone any good. Despite my weariness and the logic of stopping, my muscles continue to urge me to get up and keep running, like it’s the only thing they understand anymore. 
 
   I do get up, but I don’t keep running. Instead I follow Hex, who leads me down a long drive to a large farmhouse in the midst of endless cornfields. A white-painted porch wraps around the house. The boards creak slightly as I climb the five steps to the door. 
 
   The door is closed but unlocked. 
 
   I peek inside and shout, “Hello!”
 
   The only response is rain on the windows and roof. 
 
   In a minute flat I shed my saturated shoes and wet clothes, right there on the front porch. No sense in bringing the weather inside with me. 
 
   I enter the house, holding the door behind me for…Hex. Just Hex. Although I’ve squatted in dozens of abandoned structures since I left Mr. Jackson’s place more than six months ago, the silence of the empty house seems eerie. I’ve grown used to having Laney’s strong opinions and sarcastic comments close at hand. I’ve even grown used to the silent stares offered by Trish. 
 
   The truth: I miss them both in equal measure.
 
   “C’mon, boy,” I urge my dog. Although it’s dark inside, Hex doesn’t bother to light the way using his powers. Maybe he’s too sad, too.
 
   In the dark, I rummage through my bag for my one change of clothes. My backpack is saturated, but thankfully, after learning the hard way with a lot of wet clothes, my new clothes are wrapped in plastic and relatively dry. We found the backpacks three nights ago in an apartment in a little town in Southern Pennsylvania. Two nights ago, I scavenged a set of clothes that fit me, which was a godsend considering my size. Jeans. Long tube socks. A purple t-shirt with a yellow duck on it. Beggars can’t be choosers, especially during the witch apocalypse. A dart of loneliness shoots through me as I remember Laney’s reaction to the shirt. “It’s perfect,” she’d said, hiding her smile. 
 
   Hex licks my hand and begins to glow a deep blue, barely illuminating the space. “I know, boy,” I say. “I wish they were here, too.” He licks my hand again as I take in the room. Hardwood floors, a bricked fireplace, a sofa in front of a wide TV stand with no TV on it. Either there are some really dumb human scavengers sitting in front of a blank TV getting no signal, or the witches have figured out how to use their powers to watch old episodes of Seinfeld. Or Tillman Huckle is using it to play video games.
 
   Connected to the living area is an open kitchen. The cabinets are flung open, as well as the refrigerator, which is dark inside. Every last shelf is empty.
 
   Security first, I think, easily returning to my old habits. Check the house. With Hex lighting the way, I walk a circle around the bottom floor, checking potential hiding spots in closets and behind doors for squatters. Lightning occasionally provides an extra burst of illumination through the windows, which are surprisingly still intact. 
 
   Next we make our way upstairs to the second floor, more than half the steps creaking heavily under my weight. If there’s anyone here, they’ll definitely know I’m coming. Each of the beds in the five bedrooms has been stripped bare of sheets and blankets. Even still, it will feel good to crash on one of the mattresses. Hex looks under beds and in corners while I open closets and wardrobes. 
 
   We check the master bath last. The door is closed, which is strange, considering how everything else is pretty much wide open. 
 
   The smell hits me well before I open the door, the stink wafting beneath it. 
 
   I don’t want to look, but the pungent odor only means it’s an even better hiding spot if someone is here. Easing open the door, I use my thumb and forefinger to pinch my nostrils shut while my right hand drifts to the hilt of my sword. 
 
   Hex shines his light across the space.
 
   I gag once, twice, but then gain control, looking away from the bathtub. Taking two quick steps forward, I pull the shower curtain across the rod, feeling like a coroner placing a blanket over a corpse. But hiding the image in the tub doesn’t erase it from my mind. Instead, the image seems to sharpen further, the details becoming clearer, as if my mind is only now catching up to my eyes.
 
   A woman, fully clothed, the exposed flesh of her arms yellow and mottled and falling off her bones, half-submerged in a tub full of water. Her eyes white and blank and wide open, locked in an eternal stare. Her long, partially dried dark hair fanned out around her. A red hairdryer floating beside her, the long black cord still visible, protruding from beneath the curtain, hooked up to some sort of battery-powered generator.
 
   Bile pushes into my throat but I swallow it down, trying to erase an image that’s impossible to erase.
 
   Although I’m by no means an expert, I’ve seen a fair number of corpses since the witch apocalypse fell on the world like an executioner’s scythe. And this one is reasonably fresh, no more than a few weeks old. And obviously, her death was self-inflicted by electrocution. She couldn’t take it anymore; not the fear or the loneliness or something else even more powerful. 
 
   This is normally where the bitter acid of anger would roil in my gut, tightening my muscles and urging me toward revenge, but instead I feel only sad. For where hope is gone, life is empty and meaningless. 
 
   That’s when I remember something I’d forgotten. This fight isn’t about killing witches; it’s about giving hope back to the world. It’s not about my own personal vendettas; it’s about saving what little humanity is left before we’re all extinct. And like I told Laney, I’m one of only three Resistors who have a chance to make a difference. At the time I told her I should use my abilities for revenge, but that’s not right. I have a responsibility to defend the world, or what’s left of it. And if that’s what New America’s doing, then that’s where I need to be. President Washington may have thought I was just another threat to her cause, but I’ll prove to her that I’m not—that we’re on the same side. Maybe we’ll make a great team. Maybe having her to guide me will make anything possible.
 
   I take a step onto the tile floor. 
 
   “Ouch! Dammit!” 
 
   I feel the bite of something sharp in my heel. Hex pushes between my legs to cast a blue glow across the floor. Silvery shards of glass blanket the surface. Hobbling on one foot, I glance to the right, where a large mirror sits above the sink. The mirror is shattered, but still relatively intact, only about a tenth of the glass having fallen to the floor. A message, still decipherable despite the cracks and missing glass, is written in red lipstick. 
 
   Goodbye world, it reads. 
 
   Behind the message is the face of a stranger, dark-skinned and heavy-browed, wearing a frown so deep it could go all the way to the center of the earth.
 
   The stranger is me. 
 
   I barely recognize my own face, the new man I’ve become, a million miles and experiences away from the distraught teenager hiding under one of Mr. Jackson’s blankets on his couch. Stronger and more resilient, but darker, too. A killer, not by choice, but by necessity.
 
   Right?
 
   The stranger looks away and so do I. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The morning presents itself with a slash of light in my eyes. I groan and shield my face. Under the shade provided by my cupped hand, I slowly open my eyes.
 
   Two dark eyes stare at me from two inches away, above a grinning mouth.
 
   “Morning, Hex,” I say.
 
   My dog responds by drooling on the mattress.
 
   “Someday we might be living in a real house together and there’s no way you’ll be sleeping on the bed with me, you know that?” I say.
 
   Hex licks his chops as if to say, Yeah, right.
 
   I sigh because I know he’s right. From the number of times Hex has saved my life he’s earned a lifetime spot on the bed. Perhaps I’ll be the one sleeping on the floor or in a doggie bed. 
 
   As if reading my mind, Hex aims a tongue swipe at my lips, but I’m too quick, pulling back and tumbling out of bed. Hex stands tall on the bed, looking down on me. He barks. That’s more like it, he seems to say. 
 
   My eyes pass over the room. Floral wallpaper. A ceiling fan. A nightstand, empty save for a single wooden frame, surrounding a photo of a seemingly happy family. A guy wearing a huge smile, a checkered shirt, and overalls, balding on top. A young girl with pigtails dangling across each shoulder, her smile made perfect by the two missing teeth in front. A woman, her smile more subdued, almost sly, like she’s tricked the world into giving her the perfect life. She’s wearing red lipstick. 
 
   The lipstick is the same deep shade of red as the one used to write the suicide message on the bathroom mirror.
 
   Hex barks again and I couldn’t agree more: Time to go.
 
   I scramble to my feet and grab my pack, determined to beat him at something, but before I can reach the stairs he’s already past me, bounding to the bottom, skidding on the wooden floorboards. He waits at the door patiently, looking back at me expectantly and wagging his tail as if to say, What took you so long?
 
   “Hungry?” I ask. More wagging. “We’ll eat outside today. We can’t let an awesome porch like this go to waste.”
 
   I start to open the door and Hex squeezes out before I can get it fully open. I laugh, but when I see the vastness of the fields surrounding the house I go quiet. It’s an awfully big world and if I’m going to try to find New Washington I’d best get going soon.
 
   I have to try.
 
   Although the storm has passed on, a portion of it remains in my second set of clothes, which are still saturated. Unless I want to be forced to wear my yellow duck shirt every day, I’ll have to wait a bit longer to let them dry. 
 
   When I drop my pack to hang the clothes on the porch railing in the sun, Hex unzips the backpack. I’m not joking. He actually unzips it. I’m not sure how, as I only hear it, but when I look back he’s got his snout in the bag. A moment later he emerges with a pack of beef jerky we scavenged from a gas station convenience store; three days ago Hex found it hidden under a rack of old risqué magazines that had toppled over. I’ve never met a dog that liked beef jerky as much as Hex. 
 
   “Breakfast is served,” I say wryly, watching as he manages to tear it open with his teeth, gobbling up half the bag before I finish with the wet laundry. 
 
   Sitting next to him on a classic rocking chair, I feel around for my own breakfast, playing a game Laney invented called Mystery Breakfast. Rather than choosing your breakfast, you must eat whatever you happen to grab first. Something hard bangs off my knuckles and I snatch it.
 
   Huh?
 
   It’s definitely not a can. In fact, it feels like a…
 
   I pull the object out, still not convinced my sense of touch knows what the hell it’s talking about. I suck in a breath when I see I was exactly right.
 
   The object is a recording device.
 
   I let out my held breath and take a deep gulp, because it’s not just any recording device.
 
   It’s the same one that the beggar warlock had on the night after the Necros were attacked by New America. The same device that told me he was my father.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Six
 
   Laney
 
    
 
   There’s a bright red light and the bullet stops in midair, hovering for a moment before slowly moving back toward me. When the cursed metal projectile reaches me, it stops, defying gravity as it floats.
 
   I reach out a hand and grab it. Ouch! I drop the metal slug, which is too hot to hold, either from being fired or the effect of the Siren’s magic or a combination of both. Once more, I aim the gun at the witch, who doesn’t move, but this time I don’t fire.
 
   “Where’s my sister?” I say. I feel a tremble in my hands but I stiffen my grip on the Glock to try to hide it. 
 
   “She’s safe,” the Siren says.
 
   No. “Where. The. Hell. Is. She?”
 
   “Laney,” the Siren coos. I grit my teeth at the sound of my name on her model-perfect lips. “You can’t help her with what she has to do. You don’t even know what she is.”
 
   What does she have to do? What is she?
 
   “I already know she’s a witch,” I say. Or does she mean more specifically? “She’s a Claire. She’s powerful. More powerful than you.”
 
   The Siren laughs. “You know nothing of power, human. Power is the President of New America moving her chess pieces around the board. Power is the Reaper raising the dead. Power is me stopping your magical bullets with little more than a thought.”
 
   I clench my jaw and tighten my muscles until they start to ache. “I’d like to see you stop my bullets when I shove my gun up your a—”
 
   “Silence!” she says. “I’ve had more than enough of your insults and empty threats.”
 
   “Empty?” I say. Any fear I have left is burned away by my rising anger, and in a heartbeat I understand Rhett’s desire for revenge. I stride toward the witch, aiming the gun at her head, which is smiling a perfect smile, but then, at the last second I dip my aim lower, to her legs, and squeeze the trigger. 
 
   The effect is instantaneous. Like before there’s a blinding flash of red light, but this time I can feel the force of it, pushing me back, shoving me hard, throwing me across the small cabin. But at the same time there’s a glittering burst of purple and the Siren shrieks in pain as her legs buckle beneath her. 
 
   I land on my butt and skid a few feet before colliding with the wall and stopping, even as the Siren screams, “You little bitch!”
 
   “Better than being a witch,” I say, growling through the pain lancing from my tailbone up my spine. 
 
   The Siren is squirming in pain, her perfect long legs mangled and bent. I stand and cross the room once more, watching in awe as her legs morph to those of a child’s, to a man’s, to something reptilian and scaly, and then back to being long and smooth. I press the gun to her head.
 
   “Time to talk,” I say. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The spray of magical bullets punctured her in at least six places. “How are you not dead?” I ask, picturing the dozens of witches I previously shot with the magged-up Glock, back at Heinz Field. Each one vanished in a purple haze. 
 
   “Ignorant fool,” she spits.
 
   “The fool is the one with bullet holes in her legs,” I say, not missing a beat. Grabbing her hair, I press the Glock sharply into her temple. “Now answer my freaking questions or you’ll be a dead fool.”
 
   “I’m not dead because I’m not some pathetic subclass witch. I’m a Changeling. Ever heard of them?”
 
   “Yes,” I say. But I thought she was a… “But aren’t you a Siren?” I remember Rhett talking about how he was constantly fighting her allure, a physical pull toward her. I’d experienced the Call of a Siren once before, and it wasn’t something to be taken lightly. 
 
   “Only when I want to be,” she says. 
 
   I blink as a light bulb blazes in my brain. It all makes sense now. How this witch was able to do so many different things, become so many different types of witches, with varying powers. Rhett had told me how she shot lightning bolts at him the first time he ran into her. Another time it was spell casting. 
 
   “You’re an actress,” I say.
 
   “A Changeling,” she says, clutching her leg, which is now bleeding profusely from the bullet holes. “I’m not dead because the spell I cast on your bullet removed its curse just before it split apart and entered my skin. But thanks for trying to kill me.”
 
   “I was only taking the initiative before you did the same to me,” I say.
 
   “I wasn’t going to kill you, stupid girl.”
 
   “So you claim,” I say, pressing the gun even harder into her skull. “Where’s my sister?”
 
   “With her kind,” she says. 
 
   “The Claires?” I say, remembering Trish’s words from earlier. Where I go…you cannot. Be brave.
 
   It hits me like a punch in the face. She left me. But wait…
 
   “The Claires are all dead,” I say. “Trish is the only one left.”
 
   The Changeling laughs and grimaces at the same time. “The Claires don’t die the way the rest of us do,” she says. “Death is but a temporary state of being for their kind. And with your sister’s powers starting to come alive…”
 
   “What?” I say.
 
   “They have a Mother again.”
 
   What? “That makes no sense. Trish is only a kid. She’s—”
 
   My gun hammers against the floor as the Siren—Changeling—whatever—disappears. 
 
   “No!” I scream, rising to my feet and whirling around, expecting her to attack from behind.
 
   She’s hurt. I hurt her. She won’t be coming back anytime soon. 
 
   “Dammit!” I roar. “No no no no no!” Rage pulses through my blood, molten and burning, turning every heartbeat to thunder, every thought to chaos.
 
   I aim the Glock at the wall and pull the trigger.
 
   Boom!
 
   There’s a poof of purple mist and a series of holes appear in the wall, just as the first rays of morning sunlight spray through the cabin window.
 
   The magical gun has no kick and the simple act of shooting it feels so good, like a release. I aim at another wall and…
 
   Boom!
 
   Although I know I’m acting crazy and that the poor cabin walls and roof deserve better, I can’t stop. I fire shot after shot, until I can’t see, until the purple fog hangs low and thick, tingling my skin. 
 
   As the purple haze begins to clear I see the result of my handiwork. There are bullet holes everywhere, but the weird thing is that there’s stuff growing out of the holes. 
 
   There’s a purple rose with red thorns, and a purple vine, twisting and gnarled, and a strange bulbous cactus—purple, of course. Purple honey oozes from several of the holes. A mix of aromatic aromas pervades even the musty odor of the long-deserted cabin.
 
   Yet another surprise from our favorite magical weapons dealer, Tillman Huckle, his obsession with the color purple going way overboard this time. 
 
   A chuckle escapes my lips but I choke on it, the sob arising before I can cut it off.
 
   She’s gone. Trish is gone.
 
   My back to the wall, I slide to the floor, the Glock dropping from my fingers, which suddenly don’t have the strength to grip it. 
 
   All alone.
 
   And when the fury is gone, what’s left? Despair and loneliness and unshed tears. Another sob slips out, but no tears accompany it, for which I’m glad. 
 
   That’s when I hear it: a crunch. Loud and distinct, like a boot stepping on dry underbrush. 
 
   My heart seems to stop as I freeze, my ears focused on the morning sounds. Wait, what morning sounds? I don’t hear anything—not even birdsong. 
 
   CRUNCH!
 
   The noise is louder, closer. A big animal, maybe? A bear? Do they even have bears where I am? Where am I anyway? Is this still Pennsylvania or somewhere else? Maryland? I was trying to head north but maybe I messed up and went south, getting turned around in the woods. 
 
   A slamming sound shakes the floorboards and cabin walls, forcing me to hold back a raw scream rising in my throat. What is that?
 
   Then I realize how stupid I’ve been. The blasts from my gun, my own personal Glock symphony, would’ve been heard for miles. I might as well have shot off fireworks that exploded to reveal a fiery message high in the sky: I’M HERE! COME GET ME!
 
   The magic-born have found me.
 
   And I’m all alone.
 
   I grab my instrument of choice.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Seven
 
   Trish
 
    
 
   Her sister is a rock that cannot be crushed. That knowledge is the only thing that allows Trish to leave her, like a ghost in the night. That and the red-haired Changeling who said she’d explain everything to Laney, in a way she herself cannot. Trish’s voice is growing stronger by the day, but still, she cannot seem to find the right words.
 
   When Trish felt the power coursing through her that night, she was changed forever. When her parents fell to the floor, the life gone from their bodies, it was as if she awakened from a heavy sleep. She didn’t grieve for them, for she knew what was in their dark minds—what they were going to do to her sister. 
 
   (Burn her! End her! Scream, you human filth, scream!)
 
   The nightmares of what she took from their thoughts still haunt her restless sleep.
 
   No, she wouldn’t cry for them—not a single tear. Their souls would move on, to another place, one she’d…
 
   (seen before?)
 
   Her voice never left her, not due to shock or traumatic stress disorder as her sister assumed. Speaking wasn’t a priority, not when her brain was full of so much noise. Pain and death and passion and torment and desire and always returning to a field, vibrantly green and soft to her bare feet. Surrounded by trees, like an oasis in a desert of sand. 
 
   They would always step from the trees, so many, like her. And though it was impossible, she felt two words in each beat of her heart at their sight. 
 
   My Children.
 
   Their whispers were unmistakable. Mother. Mother. Mother. 
 
   She knows her children are calling her, their whispers growing louder with each passing moment. She has to go to them, to lead them, to show them the way. She doesn’t know how or why—only that she must.
 
   Rain doesn’t touch her. Branches move aside for her. Even the wind seems to part around her, leaving the area beside her still and silent. Some of it she understands, but the rest is lost to her, like a recently forgotten memory. It’s like she’s waking up after a hundred years of sleep.
 
   Trish spots a deer in the woods, alert and frozen, its black eyes watching her unfettered movement through the trees, its majestic antlers branching above the crown of its regal head. She can see its heart, beating firmly and proudly. She can see its soul, pure and white. 
 
   The deer is more than a deer. It’s a symbol of salvation.
 
   A symbol she knows she must follow, even as it bounds away. 
 
   Every so often the beast stops and looks back at Trish, its chin raised. Rain pelts the buck’s face but it doesn’t blink. 
 
   They travel many miles together, the deer always leading. Twice she realizes there are humans nearby, camping in the woods, hiding, but she doesn’t disturb them. 
 
   At one point her stomach growls, but she tells it not to, so it stops. When her muscles begin to ache, she stops that, too. When breathing becomes too hard, she simply doesn’t breathe anymore. She allows her heart to keep beating, if only to remind her she’s alive. 
 
   Just as dawn breaks over the horizon, its orange glow chasing away the night, the deer leaps from the woods and disappears in a white beam of light. 
 
   A woman materializes from the early morning fog, crossing a patch of green grass wearing a shimmering white dress. Her blond hair cascades around her shoulders in silky waves. Her blue eyes sparkle like pale diamonds. Her pink lips don’t move as she speaks. 
 
   Mother, she says in Trish’s head. 
 
   My child, Trish remembers. 
 
   
  
 

Chapter Eight
 
   Rhett
 
    
 
   I take a deep breath, turning the recording device over and over in my hands. The play button skims against my fingers with each turn, but I don’t push it.
 
   Do I want to hear his voice again? 
 
   All orphans have two major hurdles to get over in their lives. Accepting that their biological parents are gone forever, and making peace with the idea that you’ve been abandoned. For years I denied myself that peace, making up stories of where they might be, off on wonderful adventures until the time when I was old enough for them to return and take me with them. But like all childhood fantasies, age and maturity destroyed them. 
 
   My parents would never return to get me, not from where they were. My parents were dead. I made peace with my life. 
 
   And now…
 
   My father has suddenly reappeared, the same as Xave’s. Damn deadbeat warlock fathers.
 
   Hex paws at my leg. “I know, boy. I’m a big chicken.” That earns me a smile. 
 
   I take another deep breath. Okay. I’m going to do this. I’m going to press play. I am.
 
   My finger hovers over the button as I fight off the urge to chuck the device into the surrounding fields. 
 
   Press it, you wimp!
 
   I press it and nothing happens.
 
   Hex chuffs out a laugh. I didn’t press it hard enough. 
 
   One more time, I push the button. This time, the speaker crackles as it begins to play. 
 
   “My name is Martin Carter, and I’m your father,” the deep voice says. There’s a pause, and I close my eyes, trying to picture the beggar speaking. All I see is his mangled stump of a tongue wriggling in his mouth as he tries to form the words. It’s hard to believe the man in the recorder is the same person. The message continues. “My punishment wasn’t death. My punishment was to be cursed for life. Every second that I am close to you, my son, causes me excruciating pain, and brings me slightly closer to death. My curse is never being able to be with you again.”
 
   I’ve heard all this before, from when Martin Carter played this very recording for me. The message concludes and I open my eyes and stare off into the distance, seeing nothing. I hate everything the message implies, because if it’s true, then my father is a warlock, just like the Reaper said. And if that’s true, then what else that the Reaper said is true? That the corpse-raising Necros are really the good guys, trying to help humans make peace with the witches? Impossible. 
 
   The recorder crackles again and I realize I haven’t pressed stop. I’m about to switch if off when the voice returns, even clearer and crisper than before. 
 
   “Rhett, I…I’m sorry for everything. This isn’t what I wanted for you. This life is hard…harder than it should be. If you’re getting this message then I’m probably dead and you’re alone. I can only hope that my old friend, Gary Jackson, managed to survive and is watching over you. He needs to keep both you and his own son, Xavier, safe.” Oh God. Mr. Jackson? His old friend? His son, Xavier? It can’t be true. “Jackson brought me this recorder so one day you can hear my voice, one day you can know the truth.
 
   “I can only hope that he and his allies manage to stop Salem’s Revenge from happening. But if the Council hasn’t killed me yet, and the witch apocalypse moves forward, know that with every waking moment I wish I could be with you. Your mother, she…she loved you very much. They”—his voice cracks slightly and I blink away the tears that spring up—“took her from me, from both of us. She wanted a better world for you and they killed her for it. I was so scared of the sadness that I let anger consume me, Rhett. I wanted revenge and now the Council has imprisoned me. They’ve delivered the one curse they knew would hurt the most. It was her idea. The Head of the Council. Only her twisted mind could come up with such a curse.” 
 
   There’s a loud crackle and the sounds of footsteps approaching. “Rhett, I—someone’s coming. I love you very much and I’ll try to finish this message later.” There’s more static and a loud clatter as I assume he hides the device somewhere. I can still hear the footsteps growing louder and louder until they stop. Silence falls. I listen intently. Is that it? Is that the end of the recording? 
 
   No. I hear it. Someone breathing. “Martin Carter,” a woman’s voice, sharper than a knife, says. “You are free to go. Your curse will follow you for all eternity and to the ends of the earth. It’s been determined by the Council that death would be too kind a punishment for treason. Go and do no harm.”
 
   “Go to hell,” my father says.
 
   The woman laughs. “All you had to do was walk out that door,” she says. “But you had to open your big mouth. We’ll let you go in a few days, after you’ve had some time to heal. We’ll make a big deal out of it, fake an execution, the whole song and dance.”
 
   “Go. To. Hell,” my father repeats.
 
   “Consider those your last words. Hold him still.”
 
   There’s a scuffling sound and although I know what’s coming next, I grip the recorder with both hands, willing the message to stop. Willing my father’s message to me to continue, for him to tell me more about how my mother loved me. 
 
   But no force of will can change the past. 
 
   His screams rip through the speaker as they cut out his tongue.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   At first I wanted to destroy the recording device, to smash it to tiny bits, beyond recovery. As if that would change the past, remove the curse on my father, give him back his voice, save my mother’s life. So instead I place the recorder out of reach, so I won’t be tempted to destroy my father’s last words to me. His only words to me.
 
   All I want is a do over. Was there ever hope for our family? Did we ever have a chance for a normal life, in a different world free of magic and those that wield it?
 
   I know the only answer is no. 
 
   I sit on the porch for hours, long enough for the sun to rise high in the sky and for Hex to get bored with chasing butterflies and flop down in the shade for a nap. My stomach is rumbling and aching and my mouth is dry, but all that just seems so unimportant after what I heard. 
 
   I should be looking for Laney. I should want to run away with her and Trish and find a safe place to try to be happy for as long as we survive. But I can’t bring my feet to move, as if they’re made of stone. 
 
   I can’t do what my heart wants to do because I have a responsibility to be better. Whatever force or higher power or random genetic mutation gave me the ability to Resist magic also gave me the obligation to protect those who can’t defend themselves.
 
   I finally stand, a lightness coming over me, because I finally know exactly what I have to do. 
 
   Taking a step forward, I move into the sunlight, sighing as the warmth hits my skin. 
 
   The arrow is past me before I can register the whizzing sound that it makes as it flies through the air. A moment after it embeds itself in the front door, I dive for cover. Someone’s trying to kill me!
 
   Staying low, I see the next arrow coming, but then it stops in midair, spins around, and whizzes back in the direction it came from. Hex barks gleefully, wagging his tail. Good boy, I think. 
 
   “Ah!” a voice yells from somewhere in the high-grassed field. “Holy freaking…you almost killed me with that thing!”
 
   And although I wish I don’t, I know that voice. 
 
   Bil Nez steps out from the grass, his hands over his head, one of them holding a crossbow. 
 
   “’Sup, Rhett?”
 
   
  
 



Chapter Nine
 
   Laney
 
    
 
   Just before the tree crashes through the cabin roof, I sense it coming and dive to the side, rolling hard on my shoulder, barely hanging onto my gun. Chunks of tree bark rain over me, some getting in my mouth and eyes, and leaves and branches scrape my skin.
 
   The orange morning sky looms over me, far too beautiful for the situation. 
 
   I stay low, not moving, hoping the magic-born will move on, assuming they’ve already killed me. At the same time I wonder which gang I’m facing. I’ve never heard of witches throwing tree trunks around like toothpicks.
 
   Everything’s quiet for a few long moments, before there’s an ear-numbing BOOM! and the wall explodes inward, showering me with wood chips as a huge black ball flies overhead, punching through the wall behind me. Not a ball—a cannonball. It’s a straight through-’n-through, like a bullet hitting you in the abdomen and exiting through your lower back. Only it’s not a bullet, it’s a cannonball, and it’s just ripped right through a log cabin. 
 
   I know immediately which magic-borns I’m facing, and it does little for my confidence. Slammers. I’ve seen the enormous, giant-like witches and warlocks before, on the streets of Morgantown, West Virginia, outside of the restaurant Trish and I were hiding in. They pound their fists together and cannonballs shoot from their hands, destroying everything in their path without discrimination. 
 
   Not the version of witches kids used to dress up as for Halloween. 
 
   And I’m in their path. 
 
   There’s another boom and the door shatters as if it’s moth-eaten fabric. As another cannonball flies past, the doorknob rolls to my feet. My mind races as I wait for the next blast. If I run I’ll be cut down like a hare facing a shotgun. If I stay I’ll be killed by a cannonball or the resulting shrapnel. I have no choice but to fight.
 
   Before I can lose my nerve, I stand amidst the rubble, shredded wood sticking to my clothes, leaves in my mouth, taking in the scene before me. 
 
   My jaw drops open. Three mountains loom over me, their fists the size of basketballs, their muscles bulging from their arms and legs, their heads the size of mini-Coopers. A witch—her enormous breasts bulging against her tank top—and two warlocks with thick beards and shaved heads covered in dark tattoos. 
 
   I’m dead meat, but I won’t go down without company. Before they can even think about pounding their godforsaken fists together, I raise my Glock and aim it at one of their heads, hoping the cursed bullets are potent enough to take down elephant-size targets. 
 
   When I pull the trigger, the sound it makes is like a peashooter compared to the raucous booms their fists made a few moments prior. Worse, the poof of purple mist seems to have zero effect on the warlock, as if his skin swallowed the bullets whole.
 
   He laughs loudly, his fists parting, preparing to slam together. My breath catches and I prepare to dive for cover…but then…
 
   His laugh is cut off sharply as his cheeks bulge outwards, turning bright purple. His companions stare at him, their huge eyes even huger. 
 
   And then his head explodes. Chunks of torn flesh, brain matter, and unidentifiable ichor splash against the other two Slammers, coating them in a vomit-inducing slime.
 
   The two remaining Slammers’ focus returns to me. “Oops?” I say.
 
   They roar and I raise my Glock once more, squeezing the trigger again and again and again, in rapid succession. The slam of their fists drowns out the sound of my tiny weapon. Purple smoke fills the air, full of sparks and black shadows, until my enemies are completely invisible to me. 
 
   I keep waiting for the impact, for a cannonball to rip through me, ending everything I’ve fought for, but it never comes. The booms continue and I keep pulling the trigger until I figure out that my magged-up bullets are destroying the cannonballs before they can get to me, and the cannonballs are protecting the Slammers from my bullets. I continue firing, wondering how long the stalemate will last, vaguely recognizing that there’s only one set of booms now, as if I’ve killed one of the Slammers or one of them has…
 
   Moved.
 
   The stark realization hits me a second too late, as my body is grabbed by thick fingers, lifting me upward, knocking the wind out of my lungs and my Glock from my hands. The gun clatters to the cabin floor beneath me, growing smaller as the Slammer lifts me above her head. Looking down I get an unfortunate bird’s eye view of her ample cleavage, and I almost wish she’d kill me faster. 
 
   Run, Trish, I think. Whatever you are, whatever you have to do—do it. Be who you are. Become what you have to become. And as the witch laughs, her mouth wide and red, my biggest regret is that the one time Rhett and I kissed I had to pretend it didn’t mean anything. 
 
   It’s when I’m about to close my eyes and hope for a painless end that I see it. 
 
   In any other time, in any other life, I’d do a double take, blink my eyes, assume I was seeing things. But after all I’ve seen I know it’s real. 
 
   A skeleton carrying a long silver knife sprints through the woods, right toward us. And behind it are hundreds more skeletons, charging in its wake. 
 
   “Boners!” I shout.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   I’m falling, the world spinning around me in a dizzying spiral. 
 
   I cover my head and bear the brunt of the impact on my right shoulder, which screams with pain. No time for that. No time. The skeleton warriors are swarming over the cabin debris, their feet clacking across the wood, their—
 
   BOOM BOOM BOOM!
 
   The giant witches are doing what they do best: slamming their fists together to create magic. Cannonballs speed past me and smash through the attackers, splitting bones and cracking skulls. White bone fragments scatter around me like kindling under a woodsman’s axe. 
 
   But the Boners keep coming, leaping over their fallen brothers and sisters, screaming silently from their lipless maws. Carrying swords and chains and tire irons. 
 
   I see the shadows of the Slammers as they back away, retreating from the tide of the raised dead. Lying on my back, gritting my teeth at the sharp pain in my shoulder, I feel helpless as one of the Boners sprints toward me. But if this is the end, I’m going down fighting.
 
   Ignoring the pain, I push to my feet, looking for a weapon, grabbing the first long, hard object I can find. A leg bone. It’ll have to do. 
 
   The skeleton warrior approaches, waving a club over its head, prepared to smash it into my skull…
 
   And I swing my leg bone…
 
   The force of my swing spins me in a complete circle, missing its mark as the Boner dodges and…runs past me?
 
   I watch as it continues onward, joining a dozen of its kind that manage to avoid the Slammers’ cannonballs and leap on one of them, the massive warlock. I have to look away as they claw and beat and stab his face, his chest, his stomach. 
 
   There’s a loud boom and a crash and when I look back the warlock is on the ground, covered in bone shrapnel, a gaping hole in his chest. My head jerks back toward the witch with the breasts that would make Dolly Parton jealous, shocked to realize that she just shot her companion in order to kill a few of the Boners. 
 
   The skeletons continue to push toward her, mindless drones without fear. Each cannonball blast destroys dozens of the warriors, until I finally see a distinct decrease in their numbers. She’s winning.
 
   And if she wins, she’ll come for me next.
 
   The word RUN! hammers in my skull, and I know that’s the smart thing, but I’ve never been much of a runner. Why run and get all sweaty and short of breath when you can just throw a punch and stay right where you are? 
 
   The ache in my shoulder having become a dull throb, I push through the wreckage of the cabin, looking for it. Brown and white and wood and bones and—
 
   Something catches a ray from the rising sun, sparkling. Metal.
 
   The Glock!
 
   The gun is under a big ol’ pile of logs, but there’s a decent crawlspace. After taking a quick glance at the battle—the steroidal witch punches a Boner and it flies fifty feet in the air before colliding with a tree trunk, its skull separating from its spine—I dive beneath the timber, reaching for my weapon. My shoulders jam against the wood as I stretch my arm as far as it can go, my fingernails scraping on the floorboards, my fingers at their limits…
 
   An inch short.
 
   More like half an inch.
 
   A child like Trish could easily grab the gun and pull it out, but not me. Unless I get a rush of that crazy adrenaline that allows people to pick up cars, there’s no way I’ll get to it. I pull my hand back, breathing heavily, hearing another blast and the resulting clatter of broken bones falling to the ground. 
 
   Try again.
 
   Although not more than a whisper, the voice is loud in my ear, as if spoken by someone just next to me. I whirl around but no one’s there.
 
   Try again, my earthly sister. 
 
   I recognize the voice, although it’s not one I’ve heard much recently. Trish. Where is she? Doesn’t matter, only that she’s here and she’s telling me what to do. And if I’ve learned nothing else over the last six months, I’ve learned to trust my sister.
 
   So I push into the gap once more, stretching out, reaching, ignoring the burn of the wood scraping my skin, bruising my body, fighting for that last half inch. 
 
   Something moves and suddenly I’m free, able to gain not only the last half inch, but a full foot, grabbing the Glock and pulling it out. I’m on my feet in an instant, analyzing the situation—a cannonball erupts from the witch’s fists and tears through what appear to be the last five or six Boners—taking aim, watching as the Slammer realizes the skeletons are no longer her biggest threat as she turns…
 
   I. Pull. The. Freaking. Trigger.
 
   She tries to slam her fists together, but she’s too late: my magical bullets have already entered her body. The witch claws at her skin, as if trying to extract the bullets with nothing more than her fingers, but they’re gone, absorbed into her. 
 
   I smile and duck behind a log. I’ve watched enough death for one day. 
 
   The sickening sound of her body exploding from the inside pushes bile up my throat, but I choke it down because I survived. 
 
   Trish whispers in my ear. Be safe, Laney.
 
   And before I can even begin to comprehend how my sister is talking to me from somewhere else, as if she’s a human cellphone tower, another thought hits me, one I didn’t have time to consider in the midst of the battle: 
 
   Where there are Boners, surely there must be…
 
   Necros.
 
   The Reaper steps out from behind the half-destroyed cabin wall. 
 
   
  
 



Chapter Ten
 
   Rhett
 
    
 
   “Drop your freaking weapons,” I say, “or Hex will…uh…do something really bad to you.” 
 
   I glance at my dog, who looks at me like I’m crazy. “Just play along,” I whisper, praying he gets the message. My sword is nearby, but if Hex decides not to help, Bil will have a distinct advantage with his long range weapons. 
 
   Hex just lies down, resting his chin on his front paws, apparently bored by the whole situation. 
 
   “Whoa, whoa,” Bil says, his hands—and weapons—thankfully still above his head. “There’s no need for all of that. I was just having a bit of fun with you.” He takes a step closer.
 
   “You almost impaled my brain on one of your skewers,” I say, reaching down slowly to pick up my magged-up sword. “And from what I’ve been told, you’re on a mission to kill me.”
 
   “Who told you that?” Bil says, an eyebrow raised.
 
   “If it’s the truth, does it matter who told me?”
 
   “I’m not going to kill you,” Bil says.
 
   “That doesn’t mean you haven’t been sent to kill me,” I say. 
 
   Bil tosses his crossbow and rifle on the ground in front of him. “I could’ve killed you a dozen times already,” he says. “Remember?”
 
   Well, maybe half a dozen times, I think. “Why didn’t you?”
 
   “Because you’re not one of the bad guys,” he says. 
 
   “But you really are working for New America?” I ask.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And they told you to kill me?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I think you already know.”
 
   I chew my lip. “I was told it’s because they knew of my connection to the Necros. Because my best friend is a Necro. Therefore I’m a threat. They don’t want someone like me—a Resistor—fighting against them.”
 
   “That’s right,” Bil says.
 
   “You’re a Resistor, too,” I say. Bil seems to realize it’s not a question, so he just stares at me. “That’s how you were able to fight off the Call of that Siren.” I’m just thinking out loud.
 
   Bil takes another step forward, leaving his weapons behind. His hands drop to his sides. “New America is trying to do the right thing, you know,” he says. “President Washington is the only one holding the surviving humans together. She’s a true leader. She’s smart, and strong, and is doing everything she can to fight back. She was wrong about you, but she could’ve been right. She could use you, you know. If you went to her, showed her you’re not allied with the magic-born, she’d understand. She’d want your help. Our kind is in high demand these days.”
 
   Don’t I know it. I blink away the memories of the Reaper and Xave trying to convince me to join their “great cause.”
 
   “How do I know she won’t just kill me the moment I let my guard down?” I say.
 
   Bil moves forward more swiftly, until he reaches the porch steps. He sits on the second one, leaning his back against the railing. Pulls a rubber band from his dark ponytail and lets his hair fall to his shoulders. Bends one knee and leaves the other leg straight, as if settling in for a long conversation.
 
   He turns to look at me. “Because the president isn’t like that. And because with you on her side she’ll have two of the three known Resistors.”
 
   “Who has the other one?” I ask, having already heard the answer but wanting to confirm it.
 
   “We think it’s the Changelings,” Bil says. 
 
   I think about that for a moment, remembering everything Mr. Jackson taught me about that particular witch gang. They’re a powerful group because they’re so hard to identify, carrying the ability to change their appearance significantly. Not like Shifters, who are limited to taking on the forms of animals, Changelings can take on the forms of other humans, as well as magic-born. They can hide in plain sight, without anyone ever knowing what they really look like. On the recording my father had said the Head of the Witch Council has been hiding in plain sight. Could she be a Changeling?
 
   “Do we know what side the Changelings are on?” I ask.
 
   Bil pulls an arrow from a sheath strapped to his back, twirling it in his fingers a few times before answering. “Technically they’re on the same side as the Necros,” he says. “The side that wants to exterminate all humans.”
 
   I jerk my head hard to the side. “Don’t get me wrong, the Necros are as screwed up as they come, but I’m not sure they’re looking to kill all humans.” Am I really defending the witches that raised Beth from the dead? The witches that kept Laney and me locked in a cell? The witches that almost got us killed? 
 
   Bil looks at me the way I usually look at him: like I’m crazy. “Um…” he says.
 
   “I spent time with them,” I say, trying to explain. “There’s more to them than I originally thought.”
 
   “I wouldn’t go saying things like that when we get to New Washington,” Bil says. “Or maybe they will kill you.”
 
   “Look, I’m not trying to defend the Necros,” I say.
 
   “Could’ve fooled me.”
 
   I take a deep breath, trying to line up my thoughts in some kind of a logical order. “I think the Necros want peace as much as anyone, they just don’t know how. And because of the powers they have—”
 
   “You mean raising the dead?” Bil says, still looking at me like I’m the crazy one.
 
   “Exactly,” I say. “It’s hard for humans to understand something so…crass…but to them it’s who they are.” I should stop talking now. Is this really what I believe? 
 
   Even as Bil stands up and walks toward his weapons, I realize that I do believe what I’m saying. I’m not sure what that means.
 
   “I guess I was wrong about you, Rhett,” Bil says, collecting his crossbow and rifle. “I thought we at least had the same understanding of the enemy.”
 
   I tense up, ready to dive for cover if Bil starts shooting again, changing his mind about whether I’m one of “the bad guys.”
 
   Instead he heads off down the road, shouting back once over his shoulder. “Good luck, my old friend,” he says.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Bil Nez is no more than a smudge on the road when I make the decision. He’s the only connection to New America I’ve got, and if I really and truly want to join their war against the magic-born, he may be my only way to do it. New America and their leader, President Washington, have proven to be resourceful and capable. If nothing else, they might be willing to let me fight alongside them. 
 
   Assuming they don’t kill me first, of course.
 
   “Go get him, boy,” I command Hex.
 
   My dog looks up, his eyelids drooping. When he sets his chin back on his paws the message is clear: Go get him yourself.
 
   I sigh, my tired legs aching before I even stand. 
 
   I start to run. The long dirt track is riddled with mud puddles that I don’t have the energy to jump over, so I just splash through them, wishing it didn’t take me so long to realize that I need Bil Nez’s help. 
 
   When I reach the main road, I look left and then right. To the right, south, Bil’s standing in the middle of the road, his hands on his hips, his tanned face grinning at me. “Changed your mind?” he says.
 
   “Take me to New Washington,” I say.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Eleven
 
   Laney
 
    
 
   I aim my Glock at the Reaper’s face, which has a dark, raised burn mark on his cheek. Other than that, he doesn’t look worse for having survived New America’s missile attack. “What do you want?” I say, squeezing the trigger halfway, ready to end him if he tries anything. 
 
   “We saved your life. A thank you might be a good start,” he says, his dark brown eyes sparkling with amusement. I frown. Technically, they did save my life; well, at least the distraction the Boners provided allowed me to save my own life. 
 
   I lower my gun, letting the trigger retract to a resting position. “Thank you,” I say. “Now what the hell do you want?”
 
   “Two things,” he says, the lines in his dark-skinned face deepening. “Rhett and your sister.”
 
   “I ditched Rhett a while back and my sister ditched me,” I say. “I’d like to find them as much as you.”
 
   “Maybe we can help each other,” he says.
 
   “Like you helped us when you locked us up and brought Rhett’s girlfriend back from the dead?” I say sharply. It’s all I can do to leave the gun pointed at the ground. 
 
   Mr. Jackson sighs, but before he can respond, another figure steps out from behind a nearby tree. “I brought her back,” Xavier says. “Not him. I brought Beth back from the dead. You should be angry at me.”
 
   For a moment I’m speechless, shocked to see Rhett’s best friend alive. His already dark eyes look even darker, but other than that, he looks flawless, as if he hasn’t recently been through hell. Smooth brown skin. Neatly trimmed hair and eyebrows. The beginnings of a goatee, a slight change from his clean-shaven look. The last time I saw him he was practically holding up his warlock boyfriend as missiles rained down upon them. “You’re alive,” I say. Duh.
 
   “Not many of us are,” he says, looking away. How did he survive? What happened after we escaped?
 
   “Son,” the Reaper says, looking back at Xavier. “Bring the others. We’ll camp here for the night.”
 
   As Xave turns and walks away, I marvel at how far the all-powerful Necro gang has fallen. From controlling an army of the dead in a massive ward-protected stadium to camping in the woods. 
 
   The thought almost makes me smile. “Guess your plans to kill both sides until they’re forced to make peace have changed,” I say.
 
   To my surprise, Mr. Jackson smiles back. “Sometimes it takes having your back shoved against the wall before you can truly fight,” he says. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   I should leave when I have the chance, when it’s just me and Mr. Jackson and my Glock. But he insists I camp with them, for the night at least. “These woods are too dangerous,” he says, which I can’t really argue with considering my run-in with the Slammers. 
 
   I’m not scared of the Reaper—not anymore—especially after Xave returns with what’s left of the Necros. I count fourteen witches and warlocks, not including their leader and his son. They’re all wearing their usual dark, hooded cloaks.
 
   From thousands to sixteen. New America’s missiles did their job efficiently. The thought of all those corpses bloody and singed makes me feel somewhat ill, even if I won’t shed any tears for them. 
 
   And I notice at least one missing face. Felix. Xave’s boyfriend. He’s a member of the Wardens, not the Necros, but it still seems strange that he wouldn’t be with them. Unless the alliance between the two witch gangs ended when Heinz Field was blown up. In which case they might’ve broken up. Another, darker thought enters my mind. Or what if Felix…
 
   I let the thought drop into a growing pile of Things I Don’t Want To Think About, and return my focus to the activities of the Necros, who all seem to be ignoring me. 
 
   First, they build a fire. Well, build is probably the wrong word. More like create. One of the Necros snaps his fingers and a corner of the collapsed cabin flares up. The only benefit of my temporary shelter’s destruction is that we won’t have to traipse through the woods collecting kindling; we’ve got enough firewood to burn for days. 
 
   I sit on a log and watch the Necros organize their meager supplies into neat piles, wondering what the hell I’m doing. It’s only when I realize that I’m staying with them because I’m scared to be alone that I get really angry.
 
   “Do you always camp during the day?” I ask, condescension heavy in my tone.
 
   The Reaper glances at me and raises an eyebrow, but doesn’t respond, continuing to issue orders to his witches and warlocks. 
 
   Xave sits beside me on the log. “Necros don’t mind the dark the way humans and other magic-born do,” he says. “Our night vision is very good.”
 
   “Freak,” I mutter, feeling somewhat bad when he winces. My tone softens. “Didn’t you ever notice you could see in the dark when you were growing up?” I ask, actually interested. Did Trish know she was different than the other kids? I wonder silently.
 
   Xavier’s glum expression transforms into a smile. For a second, I understand why Rhett was drawn to him. His smile seems to carry the light of the world along its curves. “I couldn’t,” he says. “Magic doesn’t work like that. Even if you have it in your blood, you can’t do anything without practice and knowing how to use it.” 
 
   Except that Trish killed my parents using magic. Was it a fluke or is she even more special than anyone thinks?
 
   Silence spreads between us as we both watch the others set up camp. A short, fat warlock builds what appears to be a spit over the fire. A few others construct makeshift teepees with sturdy branches and foliage. Everything they’re doing seems so normal that if they weren’t wearing their cultish cloaks and hoods they might almost appear human. 
 
   But I know better.
 
   “You look pretty good for surviving a missile attack,” I say to Xave after a few minutes. 
 
   He doesn’t respond, just stares at his clasped hands. “Xave?” I say. I place a hand on his arm. “What the hell happened after we left? How are you still alive?”
 
   “Why’d you leave Rhett?” he asks. A question for a question. A good avoidance strategy. 
 
   “If I tell you, will you tell me what happened?”
 
   His eyes finally meet mine and I’m surprised to see that they’re already glistening with unshed tears. He nods once. 
 
   I take a deep breath. “Rhett is angry,” I say. “Not at me—at your kind. Necros, witches in general, anyone who’s made a mess of the world. Anyone who might have contributed to Beth’s death.” He asked for the truth so he’ll get it. “He hates that you brought her back to life. That he now has to remember how she looked at the end, instead of the girl he remembers loving. All he wants is revenge.”
 
   A tear dribbles down Xave’s cheek, but he makes no move to wipe it away. “But you’re not angry? You don’t want revenge?” Xave’s questions feel like a cry for help, a hopeless plea for mercy and forgiveness. 
 
   I can’t give him any. “I’m every bit as pissed off as Rhett,” I say. “At you. At your father. At this damn broken world. But I’m tired of being scared and unhappy. Tired of being a mouse when I used to be a cat. Tired of being alone. I tried to convince Rhett to run away with us, to build a better life somewhere else, but his vendetta runs too deep. Not that I blame him, not at all. I understand what he has to do and why. I won’t stop him, but I won’t let my sister be a part of it.”
 
   “Your sister?” It’s not Xave, but the Reaper who speaks. “Where is your sister?”
 
   I look at the Reaper, whose eyebrows are raised sharply, and shake my head. “Nuh-uh. Xave and I had a deal. First I spill, then he does.” I glance back at Xave. “Your turn.”
 
   Another tear has joined the first, on the opposite cheek, the two glistening tracks symmetrical, as if his face is a painting. I can see him framed and hung up in an art museum. It could be called The Sad Necromancer. 
 
   “He saved my life,” he says, his voice breaking. His eyes squeeze shut and more tears leak from the sides. 
 
   I know exactly who he means—the last warlock we saw Xave with. “Felix,” I say.
 
   Hearing his boyfriend’s name makes his brown eyes flash open, swimming with emotion. “He was weak from maintaining his Wards for so long, protecting the stadium from the missiles.” He takes a deep swallow, but his eyes never leave mine. “But before the bulk of the rockets hit, he found the last of his strength, somewhere deep inside him. He told me he”—he chokes, coughs, continues—“loved me.”
 
   God. “Then what?” Do I really care? I’m surprised to find myself feeling sorry for him.
 
   “His last Ward surrounded me, like a fortress of glass, except it was created from magic. His magic. And then everything was fire and smoke and debris and I couldn’t see him—couldn’t find his eyes. He was gone. I could only hope that he died without pain, before the bombs hit. He saved my life.” 
 
   His eyes are red, his face sheened with a blanket of tears. 
 
   And despite how much I’ve hated Xave from the moment I met him and realized what he was, despite how much I wanted Rhett to see that his best friend was gone forever, I wrap my arm around his hunched shoulders and pull him into my neck as he sobs into my skin.
 
   At the same time I have the urge to strangle him.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   “My turn,” the Reaper says much later on, when the sun is well past its peak and the trees are casting late-afternoon shadows across our makeshift camp. 
 
   After Xave apologized for soaking my shirt with his tears, I lay down for some much needed sleep after my harrowing night. I didn’t even worry about whether the Necros would do anything; if they wanted to kill me, they’d have done it already. And anyway, I have nothing left to lose.
 
   Even still, I couldn’t sleep for an hour. The pain of Xave’s story had left me shattered, which I hated. He didn’t deserve my compassion, not after everything he put Rhett through. And yet, it felt so wrong to say.
 
   Eventually, however, I slept, my dreams filled with images of Trish, sometimes alone in the forest, sometimes screaming at the sky, sometimes transforming into the red-haired Changeling. 
 
   Now I’m sitting across from the Reaper and Xave. Father and son. Xave’s face is dry again, his eyes clear. 
 
   “Where’s your sister?” the Reaper asks.
 
   “I don’t know,” I say.
 
   The Reaper stares at me for a few seconds before blinking, as if trying to decide whether to believe me. “Look at me that way again and I’ll fill you with cursed steel,” I say. 
 
   His eyebrows go up, practically all the way to the treetops. “I’ve forgotten how…abrasive you can be,” he says. Is that a grin that Xave just flashed me? If so, it’s gone even quicker than it appeared. 
 
   “Look, douchebag, I’m not going to lie to you—if I don’t want to tell you something, I’ll say I don’t want to tell you. But when it comes to my sister, I don’t have the slightest freaking clue where the hell she is. What I do know is that the red Siren showed up in this cabin, only she’s not a Siren at all, she’s a Changeling, and my sister was gone and the freaking Siren/Changeling/Witch—whatever she is—said Trish left to meet up with her kind.” I realize I’ve been rambling and haven’t taken a breath for a while, so I stop and fill my lungs. The Reaper’s mouth is open slightly, as if he wants to say something. “Any questions?” I say. “Because if not I’m going to go find my sister.”
 
   “Wait,” the Reaper says, just as I stand up. “Sit.”
 
   I don’t like being told what to do, so I stay standing. “What now?” I say.
 
   He scratches his chin, as if trying to figure out where to start. Just to piss him off, I put my hands on my hips and tap one toe impatiently. “I don’t have all day,” I say. 
 
   “You’re saying the Siren is a Changeling?” the Reaper says.
 
   “Did I not speak English?” I say. 
 
   He nods, murmurs under his breath. “That explains a lot.”
 
   “It did for me, too,” I admit.
 
   “I’ve been such a fool,” he says.
 
   “Can’t argue with that.”
 
   “Let the fox right into the henhouse…”
 
   “You said some…things about the Changelings,” I say. “Before. When you were keeping us prisoner.”
 
   “For your own protection,” he says.
 
   “So you say.”
 
   “So I say,” he says. He raises a hand to cut off my retort, which is hot and bitter on the tip of my tongue. “I don’t want to fight,” he says.
 
   I take a deep breath. Okay. He’s right. Arguing won’t solve anything at this point. If he has information, I need to get it out of him. “About the Changelings…” I say.
 
   Xave chimes in. “We don’t know much about what they’ve been up to, only the rumors.”
 
   “And what are the rumors?” I ask, finally sitting down, on my own terms.
 
   “The other witch gangs say the Changelings are ruthless,” the Reaper says. 
 
   “Ruthless like raising an army of the dead or ruthless like putting out a blanket order for corpses?” I say. 
 
   The Reaper sighs, massages his chest. The truth hurts sometimes. “We made mistakes. I made mistakes. I shouldn’t have trusted the other witch gangs to gather only already dead corpses.”
 
   “They murdered for you.”
 
   “I know. I should’ve expected it, but we were desperate.”
 
   “Desperate for…corpses,” I say, not hiding my disgust.
 
   “I’m not asking you to understand,” he says. “Only to listen. The Necros are weak in all other forms of magic, but for some reason we have a talent for Reanimation.” He makes it sound like he works for Pixar, but I grit my teeth and manage to stay silent. “Our only defense against the other witch gangs is in the strength of our Reanimates.”
 
   “Yeah. Dead people. I got it,” I say sarcastically. 
 
   The Reaper looks at the sky, as if praying for patience. I’m about to tell him that he’s the last person God would listen to, but Xave speaks first. “The Changelings are rumored to be leading all other witch gangs in the number of humans killed,” he says. 
 
   “What is it—a competition?” I say.
 
   “Yes,” the Reaper says. “Not to us, of course, but to many of the other witch gangs it is just that. A competition. But not just humans. Each other, too. There are stories of the Changelings slaughtering entire witch gangs on their own. They’re able to infiltrate pockets of human survivors and witch gangs alike, by impersonating people. It’s an extremely deadly skill to have.”
 
   “I don’t get what that has to do with my sister,” I say, ignoring the fact that the Reaper is still trying to separate the Necromancers from all the other witch gangs. As if.
 
   “I don’t trust the red Changeling,” the Reaper says.
 
   “Why?” I ask, curious.
 
   “There’s much you don’t know about witch history,” he says.
 
   I know next to nothing, so I say, “So educate me.”
 
   “I was on the Witch Council. Rhett’s father, too. There were ten others, the most powerful witches and warlocks in each magical specialty. When it came to the topic of Salem’s Revenge, the Council was split right down the middle. I was a quiet dissenter. Rhett’s father was not. That’s what got him in trouble.”
 
   “Martin Carter,” I say, trying to picture the raggedy old beggar as a powerful warlock, standing up for the rights of humankind.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   The Reaper strokes his chin, his eyes distant, as if reliving a vivid memory. “Secretly, the head of the Council had Rhett’s mother killed. It was as much to entice Martin to anger as to remove her from the picture. It worked. Martin flew into a rage, came to the next Council meeting looking for vengeance.”
 
   Vengeance. The word makes my blood run cold. It’s what Rhett is now seeking, on behalf of Beth. Will it leave Rhett in a similar state to his father? “I’ve seen him,” I say. “He can’t speak. He has no tongue.”
 
   A flash of pain seems to slide across his expression, touching every part of his face before disappearing. “They cut it out with a knife made from cursed steel. It will never grow back and he can’t use his own magic to regain the power of speech.”
 
   Ugh. I don’t want to hear any more, so I stay silent.
 
   But the Reaper isn’t done. “I knew exactly who my allies on the Council were,” he continues. “But that was many years ago and alliances change quickly in our world. The biggest enigma, however, was the Changeling on the Council.”
 
   His revelation sucks me back into the conversation. “The red witch,” I say.
 
   “Yes, although I’ve only just realized she’s the same witch. Her powers of deception are…advanced.”
 
   “So you don’t know if she’s friend or foe?” I ask.
 
   He shakes his head. “Sometimes the line between the two is blurry as it is, and she’s been particularly vigilant in hiding her hand.”
 
   I picture the red witch in the cabin, gloating about my sister. I remember the anger, curling through me. I remember the satisfaction I felt pulling the trigger. 
 
   “I don’t trust the red Changeling,” the Reaper repeats.
 
   “Neither do I,” I say, before I can stop myself. If the Reaper realizes I just agreed with him on something for the first time, he doesn’t show it in his expression. 
 
   “She told you your sister left to be with her people, the Claires,” he says evenly.
 
   “Yeah. So what?”
 
   “What if she was really kidnapped?” the Reaper says.
 
   I’m not stupid. I had thought of that. “She can protect herself,” I say. “She would’ve done her all-powerful Clairvoyant thing and screamed her head off, killing whoever was trying to abduct her.”
 
   The Reaper frowns. “She’s that powerful?”
 
   Maybe I’ve said too much. I close my lips. 
 
   “Okay, we can come back to that later,” he says. No we won’t, I think. “So if the Changeling didn’t kidnap your sister to try to use her powers, then it means the Changelings must have formed an alliance with the Claires.”
 
   A logical statement, one I hadn’t thought of. I don’t say a word, mulling over what a Changeling/Claire alliance might mean.
 
   “It makes no sense,” the Reaper says. “We had an agreement.”
 
   “An agreement with whom?” I ask.
 
   “The Claires,” the Reaper says. “Unknown to the Witch Council, the Claires and the Necros have been allies for a long time. Together we tried to stop Salem’s Revenge. Obviously we failed.”
 
   “But you told us that the Claires were nearly extinct. That my sister was in danger because she might be the last one.”
 
   “I lied,” the Reaper says.
 
   “Shocking,” I say, rolling my eyes. “Which means you could be lying now. About everything.”
 
   “I’m not.”
 
   “I’d prefer to verify that with a polygraph,” I say. “Only I left my portable lie detector at home. Or I could torture you until the truth comes out. Your choice.”
 
   “Look, Laney, I’m sorry I lied to you. I was willing to do anything to find your sister. My main contact within the Claires said she was important to them and that the other witch gangs would be trying to find her. I told her I’d find your sister first.”
 
   “So the Claires really are still around?” I ask.
 
   He nods. “Very much so.”
 
   “But now they might’ve turned bad and allied with the Changelings, who are, by the way, the most ruthless human killers around?”
 
   “I don’t know. Maybe,” he says. This just keeps getting better and better.
 
   “Look, you don’t have to worry about my sister,” I say. “She’s not evil. She won’t hurt anyone who doesn’t deserve it.”
 
   “Laney, I know she’s just a kid, but once she becomes one of the Claires, they might change her. They have their ways.”
 
   It’s all too much. Too complicated. Too many players. Too many lies. Too much death and hate and violence. But amidst the swirling inferno of magic-born politics, there is one truth that will never change: I won’t give up on my sister. “Will you help me find her?” I ask. It’s a risk I have to take, even if it means I might have to find a way for both Trish and I to escape from the Necros later. 
 
   “Of course,” the Reaper says. “In fact, one of the main reasons we happened to be in this area when we stumbled on your battle with the Slammers was that we got a tip that the Changelings were nearby.”
 
   “Good,” I say. “I’ll warm up my Glock.”
 
   
  
 



Chapter Twelve
 
   Trish
 
    
 
   The sight of her children all around her fills her with joy so deep and endless it’s like the water of the ocean. Each of them are so much like her, and yet so different at the same time. Black, brown, pale, tanned, freckled, unblemished. Big eyes, small eyes, blue eyes, gray eyes, brown eyes. Older, younger. But all her children. She doesn’t fully understand how, only that it is true.
 
   They speak to her with closed lips. 
 
   Mother, they say. Welcome.
 
   Eat. Drink. We have gathered a feast for your return.
 
   Thank you, my children, she says, the words coming to her mind without thought. 
 
   A low table appears where there wasn’t one before. The oaken slab is laden with goblets of brightly colored liquids and dishes of shiny red and yellow apples, crimson cherries, and green pistachios. 
 
   The earth provides, the willowy blond-haired woman says. No, not just a woman, she remembers. Her child. One of many. 
 
   Eat, another child says, a tiny sprite of a girl with sparkling emerald eyes and a boyish haircut. 
 
   Yes, eat, Mother, the other children echo, ushering her to the table, lowering her onto a tasseled pillow. They sit around her, laughing, happy. 
 
   She feels…complete. As if an enormous hole in her heart has been filled. And yet…something is missing. No, someone.
 
   Laney, she tells them. My sister.
 
   She cannot come, they say. We live near humans but not with them.
 
   Their words hurt her deeply because she knows they’re true. 
 
   The first apple is perfect. The right mix of crunchy and sweet. Juicy and bitter. The second is even better. She has a pile of cherry pits in front of her in seconds. She doesn’t need any of it—that much she knows—but she can’t stop, not until the food is gone. 
 
   Was it delicious, Mother? her children ask, as one.
 
   She sees that they have not eaten. That she has eaten it all. 
 
   I—I’m sorry, she says. 
 
   For what, Mother? the sprite-child says, munching on an apple.
 
   Trish blinks and the table is full again, this time with green grapes and raspberries. The children eat as she looks on in awe. The earth provides, she says, echoing her child’s words from earlier, finally understanding.
 
   She realizes it’s coursing through her, the…
 
   (energy?)
 
   (life force?)
 
   (souls?)
 
   She can see it through her skin, glowing blue and pulsing with silver edges and lines. We are ready, her most beautiful child says. Trish sees that the energy is in her child, too. In all of them.
 
   Yes. We are ready, she echoes.
 
   Suddenly, she’s aware of a presence approaching. Not one of them. Not one of her children. She turns and sees her. The red-haired Changeling. Her skin is pale and her eyes as green as the grapes. Her red dress shimmers with each step, swishing around her feet. She’s not alone. Many more cluster behind her, in their natural, unchanged state. But she’s the leader. 
 
   “Do you know why you’re here?” the Changeling leader asks. 
 
   Trish feels so strong, so full of life. In control. Awake. First I want news of my sister, she says in the Changeling’s head.
 
   “She’s alive and”—she motions to her leg, which is heavily bandaged; Trish only just now notices she’s walking with a limp—“as feisty as ever.”
 
   Trish stifles a giggle, because feisty is the perfect word for Laney. Sorry, she says. And thank you for talking to her.
 
   “She doesn’t understand,” the Changeling says.
 
   She will, Trish says. All will be revealed in time. The words spill from her mind although she’s not sure she herself understands what will be revealed. What she’s been brought here to do.
 
   “Her strength is growing,” the Changeling says. Whose strength? Trish wonders. The answer feels so close, as if it’s just on the edge of her vision, but she can’t seem to see it, no matter how quickly she turns her head.
 
   “We have no choice but to end her,” the Changeling says.
 
   End? Trish says.
 
   “Kill.”
 
   Murmurs ripple through her children’s minds. We do not kill, Trish says, remembering when she did before she knew. What she did to her parents. She had to do it to save her sister, she reminds herself. 
 
   “But we do,” the Changeling says, gesturing to her people. “We only need your help to get through their defenses, and then we’ll do the rest.”
 
   Who is it? Who must die? Trish blurts out, before she can stop herself.
 
   The Changeling looks at her strangely.
 
   Her willowy child says, She has only just fully awakened. Only just eaten the fruit and gathered the earth to her. She will be ready soon.
 
   “I hope so,” the Changeling says. “Because President Washington must die.”
 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
   Rhett
 
    
 
   “How did you find me?” I ask as we pass a highway rest stop. Cars are scattered throughout the parking lot, some positioned next to fuel pumps. If I don’t look too closely, I can pretend they’re just normal travelers refueling and eating at Subway or Burger King. If I don’t look too closely, I can’t tell that several of the cars are flipped over, their windshields shattered. And if I don’t look too closely, maybe there won’t be corpses scattered all over the asphalt. Evidently the Necros and their scavengers didn’t make it this far south collecting bodies. 
 
   But I do look closely and I almost wish the Necros had been through here.
 
   Beside me, Bil Nez laughs. 
 
   Not at my question, at the carnage.
 
   “Human ants,” he says. 
 
   Oh no, I think. We’re heading for loonytown. From my recent experiences with the Native American witch hunter, I’ve found him to act like two different people—one relatively normal and the other unpredictable and somewhat crazy. Okay, a lot crazy. His issues seem to stem from an awful experience he had with a Siren, where he was forced to kill her, her witch friends, and their human playthings. Before he realized she was a Siren, he’d loved her—or at least thought he had. 
 
   “Um,” I say.
 
   Hex whines at my leg. His instincts are telling him what’s coming, too. 
 
   Bil looks at me sharply, his eyes wide and white, as if he’s only just realized he’s not alone. He adds to his earlier statement. “Human ants crushed under magic-born boots,” he says. Then he laughs again, this time with his whole body, even slapping his knee for good measure. 
 
   “Yeah. People dying are funny,” I say dryly. Hex gives me a look that says, Why can’t you ever learn to keep your mouth shut?
 
   I shrug and Bil stops, his jovial expression changing to anger in an instant. “What do you know of the dead?” he says, stepping in so close I can smell the spicy beef jerky on his breath.
 
   There are so many things I could say—that I’ve had many people close to me die, that my best friend happens to be a dead-raiser, that I fought an army of the dead—but I know this version of Bil is not to be argued with. And his twitching fingers tell me he’s just itching to use either his crossbow or rifle. So instead I just say, “Not much.”
 
   He’s frozen for a moment, and then his whole body relaxes as he laughs loudly. “Me either,” he says. “We see the bodies, but we can’t see the souls.”
 
   “My friend Tillman Huckle once saw the ghost of his deceased girlfriend,” I say.
 
   “The weapons seller?” Bil asks, and for a second it almost feels like a normal conversation.
 
   “Yeah,” I say. “The one and only.”
 
   “That guy is crazy,” he says.
 
   If I can just keep this conversation simple, maybe this version of Bil will actually be more forthcoming than his usual self. So I repeat the question he ignored earlier. “How did you find me?”
 
   More laughter. More knee slapping. The joke’s on me, apparently.
 
   “The night in the house,” he says. 
 
   Although it’s not much to go on, I know exactly when he means. “You mean when you ditched us?” I say, wishing the accusatory tone out of my voice the moment the words leave my lips. 
 
   In one swift motion, he snatches his crossbow from where it’s strapped to his back, a bolt already spring-loaded. He aims it at my face. 
 
   Hex bares his teeth and issues a low growl.
 
   Oops, I think, which Laney would probably call a major understatement. 
 
   “You don’t know me!” Bil shouts, his lips bubbling with spittle. Maybe it was a big mistake trusting him to get me to New Washington, but he’d seemed so much more…stable…just an hour earlier, when we shared beef jerky and a bottle of water before leaving the farmhouse behind. 
 
   I’m backing away, my hands in the air, wondering whether he’ll be able to hit a moving target as Hex and I bolt for cover. That’s when I remember Laney’s approach to handling Bil while on the top of Mount Washington, what feels like an eternity ago. Her voice whispers in my ear. Play along with him.
 
   “No!” I shout, taking a step forward. My foot feels like lead. “I don’t know you, I don’t know me, I don’t know anyone! All I know is that these witches gotta die!”
 
   Bil cocks his head to the left. “That’s what I’ve been saying,” he says. “I’ve been saying that to everyone. And when I told President Washington, she sent me on a mission to kill you. But you’re not a witch, Rhett Carter.”
 
   “No,” I say. “I’m not. Because witches are girls. But I’m not a warlock either, my friend. I’m a freaking witch hunter!”
 
   Bil finally drops his crossbow to his side, and my heart, which has been hammering in my chest, starts to slow. Thanks Laney, I think. Wherever you are.
 
   “Witch hunters should rule the world,” Bil says. 
 
   “And you could be president,” I say.
 
   He laughs.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   For the last three hours, Bil’s been shooting his crossbow at nothing. Hex, surprisingly acting like a relatively normal dog, has been treating it like a game of fetch, racing off to retrieve the bolt. It’s made for slow going, but at least we’re going. 
 
   But it hasn’t cooled the anger I’ve felt since hearing my father’s recording.
 
   Hex takes off after another bolt, which clatters down the road. I take a deep breath, trying to relax, but it doesn’t work. Instead, liquid fire burns through my veins, pumping into my heart, turning me into an inferno. I’ll help New America kill all the witches. I have to.
 
   Just off the side of the road, I notice a small anthill, teeming with activity. Thousands of tiny black ants march in the dirt, each one carrying something. Food or building materials. To and from the hill they go, stopping only briefly to greet each other with what appears to be a kiss on the cheek, oblivious to the destruction wrought upon the world by the magic-born. Unaffected. Are humans—and even magic-born—so insignificant in the scheme of things that the world barely notices us? The seasons keep on changing, insects continue their lives as if nothing has happened, fish keep swimming, the earth rotates around the sun and the moon around the earth. Do we even matter?
 
   “Oh God, did it happen again?” Bil asks, his voice closer than I expected. 
 
   I flinch slightly. When did he strap his crossbow to his back and settle in beside me? “Um, did what happen?” I say.
 
   Hex trots up, the bolt in his mouth, dropping it at Bil’s feet and looking up at him expectantly. Again?
 
   Bil snatches the bolt and shoves it in his pocket. “Did I go away again?” he asks.
 
   The truth hits me in the chest. He knows. He knows about his own insanity, his mood changes. He’s aware of it but unable to stop it. 
 
   A new bolt appears in Hex’s mouth and he drops it at my feet this time. I grab it absently and chuck it down the road, my attention fully on Bil. 
 
   “Yes,” I say. “You pointed your crossbow at my head.”
 
   His cheeks bulge out and he closes his eyes. “Rhett, I—” Whatever he was going to say, an apology I suspect, vanishes on his tongue. 
 
   “It’s okay,” I say, just happy to be able to have a normal conversation again. I’ve been trapped with my own thoughts for far too long. 
 
   He shakes his head. “I don’t know what’s happening to me,” he says. “Rhett, I’m scared, man.”
 
   He sounds broken, like he’s almost on the verge of tears. His tough-as-nails act gives way in an instant, and he looks more like the teenager that he is than I’ve ever seen. 
 
   Hex returns and gives me the slimy, dirty bolt, which I shove in my pocket. A new one appears in his mouth seconds later, but I ignore him. 
 
   “You’ve been through a lot,” I say neutrally. I don’t want to set him off again. He still hasn’t answered my question about how he found me, despite me having asked it twice. 
 
   “So have you,” he scoffs. “So has everyone. But you’re not going crazy. Your friend—Laney, right?—isn’t going crazy. What’s wrong with me?”
 
   Although I’m not sure whether he’s right about me not going crazy, I don’t respond to that. Instead I ask, “Do you remember anything from the last few hours?”
 
   He shakes his head again, defeat clear in the slump of his shoulders, in the way his chin dips toward his chest. “It’s a big blank, like it always is.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me before?” I ask. “When you rescued us from The End.”
 
   He laughs at that, but it’s his normal laugh, not the crazy one. “It’s not the easiest conversation starter,” he says. “Hey, Rhett, good to see you. How’s your magic dog? Killed any witches lately? Have you heard I’ve gone completely nuts?”
 
   I almost want to laugh, because he’s acting like himself again, like the guy I met fighting witches, who camped with me for a night, joking and laughing over a couple of scavenged cans of Pepsi, a few Slim Jims, and a can of barbecue baked beans. Funny how those almost feel like the good old days now. 
 
   “Good point,” I say. “Not an easy conversation.”
 
   He offers a wry smile. “I might’ve been in denial, too,” he says. “I was pretending the blackouts were only when I was sleeping, that they were a part of the stress of what happened with the Sirens.”
 
   Although we’ve had our problems over the last few weeks, I feel bad for Bil, like I did when he told me what he’d been through, how he almost ended up a Siren’s slave. Like me, he’s just a kid trying to survive in a terrible, terrible world.
 
   I hate to ask, but if I’m going to continue to travel with him, I have to know. “What do you think it is?”
 
   His lips tighten. “You should’ve been a dancer,” he says. Instinctively, my fingers curl into fists as I assume he’s just slipped back into insanity again. 
 
   “A dancer?” I say evenly, preparing to play along if necessary. 
 
   He laughs and I cringe. But then he turns toward me, his expression completely lucid. “It’s still me, Rhett,” he says. “It was only an analogy. You’re dancing around the question like Ricky Martin on the stage.”
 
   I try to hide my relief as I blow out a breath. “Oh,” I say. 
 
   “I don’t know if I’m bi-polar or schizophrenic or what. For all I know it might be a side effect of the Siren’s magic.”
 
   “But you’re a Resistor,” I point out. “Magic shouldn’t have that strong of a hold on you.”
 
   “Then I guess I’m just plain old nuts,” he says, pushing out a laugh that seems forced.
 
   We walk in silence for a few minutes, each of us lost in our own thoughts. I don’t know what Bil’s thinking about, but I’m wondering whether his unpredictable alter-ego would still consider carrying out his original mission—assassinating me—even if his real self has decided against it. Then I realize it doesn’t matter. If I was in his position, having undergone some kind of a psychotic break, I’d be in desperate need of a friend. 
 
   “Bil,” I say.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “I’ve got your back, man. No matter what. As long as you’re not still planning on killing me,” I add, trying to be funny.
 
   He does laugh, so I consider it a win. “Thanks, Rhett. And I’m sorry for everything I put you through.”
 
   We continue for a few minutes, listening to our own footsteps, which have synchronized. A question tugs at the back of my mind. “Just out of curiosity, how close did you get to carrying out your mission?”
 
   He glances my way. “You mean killing you?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   There’s a twinkle in his eyes as he says, “Not too close.”
 
   I look away, not comforted in the least. 
 
   
  
 



Chapter Fourteen
 
   Laney
 
    
 
   We break camp as soon as it gets dark, the opposite of what I’m used to.
 
   I can’t see in the dark the way the Necros can, so Xavier agrees to lead me by holding a short rope tied around my wrist. 
 
   “Don’t lead me off a cliff,” I mutter. 
 
   “You’re welcome,” he says, his white smile and eyes the only things I can see in the dark, his dark skin melting into the night. 
 
   “You owe me,” I say.
 
   “For what?”
 
   My Glock is heavy in its holster. “Oh, I don’t know…unlawful imprisonment, raising my friend’s girlfriend from the dead, general awfulness…those sorts of things.”
 
   He turns away and I almost feel bad. I remember all the stories Rhett told me about Xavier, how he was his protector, his loyal friend, the biggest-hearted person he knew. I remember how Xave cried on my shoulder at the loss of Felix. 
 
   The compassion I feel for him makes me want to punch a tree. 
 
   “C’mon,” he says, tugging at the rope. “We’re falling behind.”
 
   “Wouldn’t want that,” I say, wishing the fight with the Slammers hadn’t left me so scared I won’t even consider going off on my own. But I begin walking, hearing the muffled sounds of the rest of the Necros moving through the woods. The plan is to head south, looking for any sign of the Changelings or Claires, under the assumption that they’ll be moving south, too, in an attempt to get closer to the human stronghold, New Washington.
 
   The heat from the smoldering cabin lessens as we move forward. Although I’m tentative with each step through the forest, Xave does a fantastic job leading me, careful to steer me around anything that might trip me up. He even holds branches away from my face so I can step past them.
 
   “Aren’t you afraid I’ll shoot your warlock ass from behind?” I ask.
 
   “Nope,” he says.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because you won’t.”
 
   How could he possibly know that? He’s right, of course, but how could he know? Lucky guess. I stay silent, focusing on listening for once, making sure no one tries to sneak up on me from behind.
 
   But after two hours of blind hiking, my tongue gets antsy again. “Do you really believe your father is trying to make peace?” I ask.
 
   “Yep,” Xave says.
 
   I wait for more, but I don’t get it.
 
   “Don’t you think fighting both humans and magic-born is a stupid way to make peace?” I ask.
 
   “Nope,” he says.
 
   “Do you say anything other than yep or nope?” I ask, ducking in case he decides to fling a branch back at my face. 
 
   He stops. Looks back. My eyes have adjusted to the dark, but I still can’t read his expression. “Yep,” he says, and then spins around and continues on, pulling me behind him. 
 
   I smile in the dark.
 
   I want to ask a dozen more questions, but I manage to keep my big mouth shut, waiting him out. Unfortunately he’s exceptionally good at the “Quiet Game,” almost as good as Trish, and another hour passes in near silence, broken only by the rustling of footsteps and the occasional hoot of an owl, invisible, high above us in the trees under the cloud-covered night sky. 
 
   Just when I’ve given up on conversation, Xave says, “I’m not saying anything more than yep or nope because you’ve already made up your mind about me. About the Necros, too.”
 
   “You just said more than yep or nope,” I point out, which gets me a bare chuckle. 
 
   “Hiding behind a joke,” Xave says. “Seems to be a pattern with you.”
 
   I consider stepping on the back of his heel, but that feels like I’d just be making his point for him. So instead I say, “Why did the chicken cross the road?” which does the same thing, but with less juvenile flair. 
 
   “Let me guess: To get to the other side,” Xave says. 
 
   “Wrong,” I say. “It had no choice because it was a dead chicken reanimated by the Necros and sent across.”
 
   “Very funny,” Xave says. “But we don’t do chickens.”
 
   “Why not? I’ve heard they can be pretty feisty when backed into a corner. Talons out and all that.”
 
   He sighs. “Avoiding reality with jokes,” he says.
 
   “There aren’t many chances left for laughter these days,” I say. And I’ve tricked you into saying more than one word answers, I add in my head.
 
   As if reading my mind, he says, “Yeah.”
 
   I push on. “If peace is really what you want, why not try to bring both parties together to talk about it? Couldn’t we sign a treaty or something?”
 
   I wait for yep or nope. I get more. “We tried,” Xave says, to my surprise. “New America told us to go screw ourselves and the other witch gangs are so splintered that each one had a different answer. We gathered together any of them who were willing to talk peace—the Pyros, the Destroyers, the Volts, the Wardens, a few others—but they were just pretending to be our allies.”
 
   “Yeah, I noticed,” I say, remembering the massacre on Heinz Field, when witch turned on witch, warlock on warlock.
 
   “If no one will listen, we’ll have to defeat anyone who won’t. Starting with the Changelings and then the human leaders.”
 
   Kill to make peace. Twisted logic that almost makes sense under the screwed up circumstances we find ourselves in. “So you and a dozen Necros are going to save the world?” I say, unable to hide my sarcasm. 
 
   “A few of the Wardens survived, too,” Xavier says, either ignoring my jab or not noticing it. “And there are more Necros hidden further south, guarding what’s left of our army.”
 
   Wait…what? “Army?” I say. “Your army was destroyed during the missile attack.”
 
   “Just the youngest ones,” Xave says, not missing a step.
 
   I, on the other hand, stumble as I realize what he’s saying. What I’ve been too stupid to realize. Xave stops, spins, and grabs my arm, keeping me from falling flat on my face. 
 
   I don’t thank him because my mind is whirling. “You mean the older Reanimates weren’t destroyed?” I ask, remembering how when we were in the dungeon Xave told us that it takes the same number of weeks as a person is years old when they die, in order to reanimate them. Which is why the army was only children. “But weren’t the other corpses being brewed in the cauldrons at Heinz Field?”
 
   “My father is a smart man,” Xave says. “And a smart man never puts all his corpses in one cauldron.”
 
   A chill runs down my spine as I realize: The rest of the bodies the Necros had been collecting are somewhere else, along with the rest of the Necros. Which means…
 
   The Reaper still controls an army of the dead.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   I don’t say another word for the next few hours as we trudge through the woods, picking a jagged path southwards. There’s nothing to say. If you’d have told me two weeks ago that one day I’d be part of a not-so-merry band of Necros seeking to exterminate a couple of other magic-born gangs, I’d have given you directions to the strait-jacket factory. 
 
   The thought is funny enough to make me laugh on the inside.
 
   I’m beginning to feel like a pet on a leash, responding to each tug of the rope like an obedient, well-trained Shitzu. Of course, if I really was a dog, I should run ahead, pulling my owner behind me. So I do. Maybe it’s exhaustion making me crazy, or maybe I really am crazy, but I push past Xave, my legs burning as they churn beneath me. 
 
   And run smack into the back of a Necro, who turns slowly, his face cloaked in the shadow of his hood. “Uh, sorry. I was just pretending to be a dog,” I say. Instinctively, my hand moves to my Glock. 
 
   “You should be more careful,” the Reaper says, pushing his hood aside so I can barely make out his staring eyes.
 
   “And you should get the hell out of my way next time,” I retort, feeling reckless all of a sudden. What am I doing here? Trying to find my sister, I think. Yeah, but I don’t have to hang out with these freaks while searching for her. 
 
   “Not a nice thing to say to someone who saved your life.”
 
   “I was handling it.”
 
   “Dangling upside down from a Slammer’s grip is hardly handling it,” the Reaper says. I see the barest sliver of white teeth as he grins in the dark.
 
   “Had her right where I wanted her,” I say.
 
   “Everyone needs a little help sometimes,” the Reaper says.
 
   “Yeah? Well, sometimes people don’t want help, even when they need it.”
 
   “True,” the Reaper says. “If someone’s determined to sink their ship, you can plug holes all day and they’ll just keep making new ones.” 
 
   “Don’t go all philosophical on me,” I say. “I don’t even like being on boats. I get seasick.”
 
   “You know, I can see why Rhett likes you,” the Reaper says. “You have a way of making even the most mundane conversations seem much livelier.”
 
   “If they ever create an award for best conversationalist, let me know and I’ll apply. Until then, have a sip from my bottle of I-Don’t-Give-A-Crap and keep on walking.”
 
   The Reaper chuckles and turns away, continuing through the woods. 
 
   As Xave brushes past, he says, “Nice work. Even I can’t get him to shut up.” I can’t help the smile that forms on my lips. “But maybe I should do the leading from now on, considering you can’t seem to tell a tree from a bush from a person in the dark.”
 
   I shrug and follow him, because he’s exactly right.
 
   After a few minutes, he fires a glance back and says, “You know, if you’d have gone to the same school as Rhett and I, I’m pretty sure we’d have all been friends.”
 
   “Beth, too?” I snap, right away regretting it. 
 
   He stops and my heart beats so loudly he can probably hear it. Thud. Thud. After two beats he strides forward, pulling me behind him. He doesn’t respond to my comment.
 
   So much for that best conversationalist award. More like conversation killer. Although he is a corpse-raising freak, he was…is…Rhett’s friend. And it’s no more his fault he’s a warlock than it is my sister’s that she’s a witch. Right?
 
   “I’m sorry,” I say, the words burning my throat like acid. Apologizing to humans is hard for me. Apologizing to a warlock is like Chinese water torture. 
 
   He’s silent for three or four steps and then Xave says, “No apology necessary. I understand why you’d be angry. I know I hurt Rhett with what I did to Beth. I just thought…I just thought…”
 
   “You thought you could bring her back,” I finish for him.
 
   “I wanted her to be perfect,” he says, and although it’s similar to what he said when the missiles were raining down around us and our world was on the verge of collapse, it doesn’t sound nearly as insane this time. It sounds true and heartfelt. 
 
   “The eyes needed some work,” I say, snapping my teeth shut too late to stop yet another insensitive comment. Stupid, stupid, I think, for once wishing my diarrhea of the mouth would take a night off.
 
   To my surprise, however, Xave laughs. “You think? I didn’t notice.” I’m not sure what to say to that, nor do I trust my mouth. “Do you think she was still inside there somewhere?” he asks, filling the silence.
 
   Now is not the time for little white lies. “She was already dead, Xave. A long time ago.”
 
   “You think I don’t know that? I was practically there when it happened. We were neighbors. Her scream woke me up. I got over there as fast as I could, but it was too late. She was—” He chokes, coughs, and then continues. “She was gushing blood from a slash in her stomach. I tried to put pressure on it, but the wound was too long, too deep. Too much life had already flowed out of her. She tried to speak, but couldn’t. Her lips were red. I held her until she was gone.”
 
   His voice has grown robotic, like he’s reading a long-rehearsed speech. Detachment. A coping mechanism. “Rhett would be glad to know you were there for her at the end,” I say. “What happened next?”
 
   “People in black cloaks, maybe five of them, burst into Beth’s house and grabbed me, pulled me away from her body, while I kicked and screamed and yelled. I was thrown in the back of a vehicle, a van. At some point I realized I’d lost my voice and stopped screaming, and yet screams were all around me. The dark hooded people, who I later found out were Necros who had been ordered by my father to protect me, started the van and drove away. I found my voice again and told them we had to go back for my friend. For Beth. We couldn’t just leave her there. We had to bury her. They didn’t listen, just kept driving, ignoring me like they were zombies.”
 
   I only just realize we’ve stopped, and that Xave’s hand is on my arm, almost clutching it for support. Even now, months later, this is a hard story for him to tell.
 
   “They took me to a big warehouse, guarded by dozens of Necros. I was scared to death and confused, but they locked me in a room with a bed and said everything would be explained in time. I pounded on the door, on the walls, screaming myself hoarse. No one came.
 
   “A few miserable days passed. They gave me food, they gave me water, but that was all. No information. I was sure I was being held for ransom, and the moment they realized my foster family didn’t have much money, surely they’d kill me. That’s when he came.”
 
   “Who?” I say, realizing the answer the moment the question slips out. “The Reaper.” “Yes. My father. He explained everything. What was happening, who he was, who I was. Of course, I didn’t believe any of it. My best guess was that I’d been abducted by some freaky cult that would sacrifice me to their gods.” He chuckles at the memory, which seems anything but funny. 
 
   “Your guess wasn’t too far from the truth,” I say. “I’d say ‘freaky cult’ about sums it up.”
 
   He laughs at that, too, which makes me like him slightly more, just above the I-Hate-Your-Stinking-Guts level. He continues: “When I told the Reaper what had happened to Beth, he jolted, like he’d been shocked. He almost looked…sad. It’s not what I expected from a cult leader. He even hugged me, and I let him because I had no strength left. It actually helped. And then, to my surprise, he said he’d get her body. That we could bury her together.”
 
   “Ha!” I say, my mouth getting the better of me again. “As if a Necromancer would ever bury a potential soldier to add to their army.”
 
   Xavier bites his lip. “Two days later he brought Beth’s body. She’d been cleaned up, the blood wiped off of her lips and body. She was dressed in a clean, white dress. If it wasn’t for the decay and the smell, she would’ve almost looked like she was only sleeping.”
 
   Although I can see the emotion on his face, I can’t hold back the fury building in my chest. “Yeah, a mint condition corpse, perfect for reanimation.”
 
   Xavier looks away, blinking quickly, clearly fighting back tears. “It wasn’t like that. I even dug a hole, out behind the warehouse. The Reaper, who was still insisting he was my father, offered to help, or have his men dig it, but this was something I had to do myself, and they let me. They even got me a coffin for her and helped me lower her into the grave. I covered her with dirt.”
 
   Despite the tears on his cheeks, I say, “That’s where you should have left her.”
 
   He nods. “I can’t change the past. I won’t try to justify digging her up, reanimating her, only that I thought it was the right thing at the time.”
 
   “Yeah, I’m sure your father did a great job of convincing you.”
 
   I just make out Xave’s eyebrows going up in the dark. “No,” he says. “He did everything he could to talk me out of it. But he couldn’t. Once I’d seen what the Necros were capable of…once I’d seen what I was capable of…there was no changing my mind about Beth. Despite my father’s constant reminders that Reanimates weren’t the same as the person whose body they used, I managed to convince myself that I could do it. That I could perfect the dark magic and bend it to my will. That I could bring Beth back from the dead, not just reanimate her body.”
 
   I shudder, all the talk of corpses and reanimation bringing recent memories to the forefront of my mind. And because I can see the truth in what he’s saying. I mean, I heard the way the reanimated Beth said Rhett’s name. Was it simply an instinctual thing? A random word said over and over again because she’d said it—thought it—so many times before she’d died? Or was she still in there somewhere, trying to make herself known? No. Impossible. The dead stay dead. Even the most powerful magic can’t change that. “She died in your arms,” I say.
 
   “I realize that now, but at the time I thought if I made her perfect on the outside, she’d be perfect on the inside, too.” 
 
   The way he says it is so pure, like the simple logic of a child, that I find myself wishing he’d been right. More than that, I find myself on his side, any wall between us having been torn down by his story. 
 
   I’m more confused than ever. I don’t seem to have the slightest idea who the enemy is anymore. The Necros have done so many awful things, and yet they seem to be the ones trying to fight against the other witch gangs. My sister, who’s as pure as they come, is a Claire, but what if she’s the exception and the rest of them are evil, having allied with the Changelings? What if they’re brainwashing her right now, convincing her to use her powers against humanity? My stomach aches at the thought.
 
   My thoughts will have to wait, however, because just then we hear a shout from up ahead.
 
   “Found something!” the voice yells. 
 
   
  
 



Chapter Fifteen
 
   Rhett
 
    
 
   We settle down for the night in a Sunoco station. The shelves are empty, looted long ago, but Hex leads us to a small, locked, metal door. There are dozens of dents in it, and the metal lock looks like it’s been shot at, riddled with bullet holes. And yet, somehow, it refused to open. 
 
   Bil pulls out his rifle, but I grab the stock, because Hex is already pawing at the door. “You’ll kill yourself with a ricochet. Let Hex do it.”
 
   Hex leaps up and licks the door handle. There’s a click. Bil shakes his head in amazement.
 
   “A lick for a click,” I say. “Good boy.” Hex lets me scratch him behind his dark ear as Bil pushes into the space beyond the door. 
 
   “Bingo,” Bil says. “Enough water to last us for weeks and plenty of snacks.”
 
   Hex and I follow him in, where he’s already filling a bag with supplies. Beef jerky. Water bottles. Nuts and dried fruit. There’s even some over-the-counter medicine. Considering my track record for injuries, I’m sure that will come in handy.
 
   There are two stools likely used for reaching the top shelves. Given my height, I don’t need them for that, but I claim one as a seat, placing it against the wall so I have a backrest. 
 
   I close my eyes while Bil continues to load up and Hex sniffs everything in sight. I swear the days are getting longer. Was it really only two days earlier that Laney and Trish took off on their own? It seems like weeks since I’ve seen them, each beat of my heart pounding a drum filled only with regret. 
 
   Another thought hits me. “Where are all the witches?” I say, thinking out loud. My eyes fly open. Bil looks at me strangely. Hex looks at me even more strangely. “Seriously,” I say. “I haven’t seen a single witch since Pittsburgh. It’s been at least a week.” Which is not normal. There’s one thing that’s been very consistent since this all began: Witches are everywhere.
 
   “The missiles,” Bil says. “New America flexed its muscles and proved it’s a force to be reckoned with. Most of the magic-born are lying low, considering what to do next. It’s likely they’ll realize once more that fighting each other won’t help them defeat the remaining humans. Like before, they’ll form alliances. It’s quiet because we’re about to begin the final fight for our lives.”
 
   His words wash over me like a cold wave, chilling me to the core. Is he right? Could the witch gangs set aside their differences one more time in order to finish us off? Would we stand any chance if they did? Something twists in my heart. A subtle change. This isn’t about revenge. Not for Beth, not for my foster family, not for all the people I’ve failed to save along the way. This is about the survival of a species. And although I’ll continue to fight in honor of Beth, it won’t be to avenge her death. It will be to make her death matter. So that she’ll be able to see from wherever she is now that I haven’t given up. 
 
   So that she’ll be proud.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   “You ever wonder how I found you?” Bil asks me the next day. We’re somewhere in West Virginia, cutting a southeastern track diagonally toward Maryland and eventually to what used to be Washington D.C.—now called New Washington. 
 
   I look at Bil to see if he’s being serious. I’ve already asked him that exact question twice, and both times resulted in a huge fight. But that wasn’t him, I remember. At least not the normal him. “Uh, yeah,” I say. “How’d you find me?” 
 
   “You know that night on Mount Washington, when I ditched you?”
 
   How could I forget the witch panther, Flora, and her two Hallucinator bodyguards? Getting taken captive isn’t something you usually forget. But I don’t say any of that, I just nod.
 
   “Before I left I put a tracker in the heel of your boot,” he says.
 
   “You did what?” I feel a spike of anger in my chest. 
 
   “Would you rather I’d carried out my mission and killed you instead?” he asks. Not waiting for a response, he says, “Sorry, buddy, but at that point I wasn’t sure about you. I wasn’t prepared to kill you, but I didn’t know whether you might switch sides, like President Washington suspected you would. Tracking you was the next best option to killing you, just in case I needed to find you later.”
 
   That makes sense. And clearly it was him making the decisions, not his alter ego. I hate to admit it, but I understand now why he did what he did. “Where were you when everything was going down?” I ask.
 
   “Trying to warn you,” he says. “I hadn’t seen you in days, since the Shifter took you inside the stadium, and I was beginning to wonder whether you really had joined the Necros. But something told me that wasn’t it. Either you were dead—which didn’t feel right—or you were captive. I was still in contact with New America and had been informed that the strike would occur later that day, so I sprang into action. While the witches were on a routine patrol, I managed to jump a Pyro and take him out. I stole his clothes and used a little magic trick—his heat retardant gloves and some rubbing alcohol—to show the Wardens I was a Pyro, and managed to sneak in.” 
 
   Major. Freaking. Newsflash. 
 
   “You were there?”
 
   “Hells yeah I was there. If it wasn’t for being a Resistor, I would’ve been killed seven or eight times. I even got bit by one of those zombies.”
 
   I pull up short, the beautiful lines of Beth’s chin and lips and nose flashing in my mind. The empty unseeing craters that used to be her eyes. “They aren’t zombies,” I say.
 
   Bil stops, too, looking at me strangely. “Who cares what you call ’em?” he says. “They’re the walking dead.”
 
   “They’re Reanimates,” I say, surprising even myself at how pedantic I’m being. The Reaper did the same thing once, during one of our long conversations. 
 
   “I don’t care what we call them. They’re scary,” he says. “And they bite like, no offense Hex, like wild dogs.” Hex cocks his head to the side as if to say, What does that have to do with me?
 
   I let out a deep breath. He’s right. It doesn’t matter what we call them. Beth was never one of them, not really. Xave made sure of that. She was the only one that never tried to attack. She just spoke my name, in that rattling, chilling way. It was her voice, but not her voice. 
 
   It wasn’t really her, I remind myself. Just her body—nothing more. 
 
   “Where’d you get bitten?” I ask.
 
   “I’m pretty sure you’d rather not see,” Bil says, chuckling to himself.
 
   “I didn’t ask to see.”
 
   “In the butt-ocks,” he says, doing his best Forrest Gump impression.
 
   I snort. “You’re kidding.”
 
   “Alright, I guess I’ll have to show you.” He starts to turn around.
 
   “No no no no no, that’s quite all right, thank you,” I say quickly, covering my eyes in case he ignores me. 
 
   Bil laughs. “I was really hoping Laney would be around so I could show her, too,” he says. “Shame she had to go off on her own.”
 
   Thanks for the reminder. “She’d just as soon shoot you as talk to you,” I say. “You’re not exactly in her good books.”
 
   He starts to say something, but I cut him off. “Thanks for trying to warn me of what was about to go down,” I say. “You risked your life.”
 
   “It was more for Laney,” he says, smiling widely. “She may hate me, but I like her. And I was never in any real danger, not with my ska-zillz.”
 
   “Being a Resistor,” I say drily. 
 
   “We’re blood brothers,” he says with a wink. 
 
   Hex barks. We should keep moving, I think he says. But no, that’s not it. He’s stiff, his black/brown body frozen as if encased in ice. His tail is between his legs, not wagging like usual. His black-capped nose is pointed off the road, toward where there’s some kind of a sprawling business park. 
 
   “What is it, boy?” I say, crouching beside him, resting my hand on his dark coat. Hex twists his head around to look at me, his eyes dark, his teeth bared. He turns back to the office buildings and lets out a low growl. 
 
   A shout breaks the hazy silence, punctuated by the crisp crack of a gunshot. 
 
   Hex vanishes.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   “Where’d he go?” Bil hisses, crouching low beside me, where my dog used to be. 
 
   “He does that,” I say. “He’ll find us.”
 
   More gunshots erupt, echoing across the relatively even terrain. Bil and I flatten ourselves out on the highway.
 
   “We should make for the tree cover,” Bil says. “Find a place to hide.”
 
   “Don’t you want to know what’s going on?” I whisper.
 
   “Sorry, my Resistor abilities don’t include stopping bullets. I’d rather face magic than guns any day.” Bil rises up to his knees and starts crawling across the road. I glance at him, tempted to throw a rock at his butt and provide an injury to match his Reanimate bite, but then turn back toward the office park.
 
   Someone dashes along the sidewalk across the front of the first floor offices, a sword swinging from one of her pumping arms, her long, black ponytail bobbing behind her. Her gait is graceful and lithe, as if she’s running on her toes with the wind at her back. 
 
   I’d know her anywhere.
 
   The Silent Assassin. Deadly and focused, her narrow Asian eyes seeking her next target. She’s been hunting witches for longer than I have. She’s one of the original members of The End.
 
   And if Silent is here, that means the rest of The End is here, too. 
 
   I whistle a breath between my upper and lower teeth and consider my first move. Everything I know about The End cycles through my head. As far as I know, they’re the largest group of witch hunters around. They work for New America, seeking out large pockets of magic-born and calling in coordinated missile strikes on witch strongholds. I’ve seen them in action. Morgantown, West Virginia. Washington, Pennsylvania. And, of course, Heinz Field, in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. Piles of dead witch and warlock corpses. One of their missiles would have killed Laney, Trish, Tillman Huckle, Hex and I, if not for Trish’s magic-infused scream, which exploded the rocket in midair, saving us all. 
 
   What are they doing here? There’s only one likely answer:
 
   Fighting witches.
 
   Adrenaline churning through my veins, I take off, keeping as low as I can, following a side road that twists from right to left into the office parking lot, which stretches between the rows of two-story buildings. 
 
   When I reach the first intersection, I peek around the corner. The place is huge, more like a residential suburb than a business park, stretching on for at least ten blocks, crisscrossing roads separating each row of office buildings. Halfway down the first block I find the action, and somehow I’ve managed to come in from the back.
 
   A tall, bearded, grizzly-looking warlock stands in the middle of the road, his arms above his head, palms open, as if he’s appealing to the heavens, to some greater power. His lips are moving. 
 
   In front of him are two witch hunters, members of The End, one of whom I recognize and the other who’s a stranger to me. The one I recognize is the Mad Sheriff. As his nickname suggests, he’s a cowboy-hat-wearing, boot-stomping, gun-spinning ex-lawman who, when the witch apocalypse hit, broke out of his padded suite in a place called Sunset Mental Rehabilitation somewhere in Texas.
 
   The woman across from him, who I’ve never seen before, has short brown hair and is holding a short knife, gleaming in the sunlight. And she’s cursing Mad S with a string of obscenities so long and colorful I have the urge to cover my ears. 
 
   The Mad Sheriff lifts his pistol, and instead of aiming at the spell-muttering warlock, he points it at the other witch hunter, who takes a step toward him, her knife slashing the air in front of her. 
 
   What the hell are they doing?
 
   Although I’m too far away to see Mad pull the trigger, I hear the boom and see the kick of the gun in his hand. The woman’s head snaps back, the knife flying from her hand and high in the air, before clattering to the asphalt next to her dead body. 
 
   They’re killing each other? 
 
   I expect Mad S to spin on the warlock and take him out next, but instead he points the gun at his own head. My breath catches in my lungs.
 
   I see the black, egg-shaped projectile before I spot the witch hunter who threw it. As it arcs through the air, I follow its path backwards to where another familiar witch hunter stands stalwart on the roof, wearing his usual protective eyewear. They call him Eddie X. The X is for eXplosion. And the grenade he tosses does just that, bouncing twice and then bumping against the warlock’s feet, before combusting in a bright pulse of orange flame and a ground-shaking
 
   BOOM!
 
   Smoke fills the street, temporarily obscuring my vision, but as it clears I can just make out the Mad Sheriff on his knees, shaking his head, looking confused. He was just far enough away from the blast to survive it. Beyond him are a blackened circle and the remains of a blown-apart warlock body. 
 
   Everything I just witnessed clicks together, forming a clear picture of what I’m facing:
 
   Hallucinators.
 
   The mind-bending witches and warlocks use magic to trick their enemies into seeing what’s not really there, usually to the point where their victims kill their own friends or even themselves, as Mad was about to do before Eddie’s grenade saved his life. 
 
   I’ve faced Hallucinators twice. The first time Mr. Jackson had to save me from slashing my own skin to ribbons when I believed there were spiders crawling all over me. The second time I managed to fight off their magic using my Resistor abilities. 
 
   Hopefully the third time’s a charm and not a curse. 
 
   There are more shouts as forms emerge from the haze. Other witch hunters, most of whom I’ve never seen, new recruits perhaps. The Silent Assassin, her Japanese sword deadly and sharp at her side. And, finally, their leader, the man they call Graves, after his nickname, Gravedigger, from his successful career in mixed martial arts. His arms are stained with tattoos, darker than the rest of his deep brown skin. His biceps and chest bulge against his tight black t-shirt as he barks out commands like a general to his troops. 
 
   More forms materialize further down the road. Magic-born. A witch and a warlock. The Silent Assassin, who is helping the Mad Sheriff to his feet, suddenly stiffens, her head snapping upwards toward the sky. Naturally, I follow her gaze to the bright blue sky, so empty there aren’t even any wispy clouds marring its expanse. And yet…
 
   …the Japanese warrior slashes at the sky as if she’s being attacked by some winged demon. A hallucination, plain and simple. The Mad Sheriff ducks, nearly losing his head to a sweeping slash of Silent’s sword. She’s on the move now, dodging and ducking and fighting her way through whatever invisible foe assails her mind. A witch hunter falls beneath her sword, then another, their chests opening up in blood-bubbling streaks. 
 
   Graves is the next target, as his hands go to his head, grabbing it on both sides as if trying to hold it in place. No, not holding it, pulling it, as if trying to tear his own skull from his neck. Is that even possible?
 
   The rest of the witch hunters spring into action, but not to attack the warlocks. To attack each other. Caught in the throes of their own hallucinations, they tackle each other, stab each other, and in the case of the Mad Sheriff, even shoot each other. 
 
   I’m witnessing a massacre. And as much as I hate The End, I can’t watch them get murdered by the Hallucinators. Maybe they’re not all as evil as their leader. Maybe there’s still hope for some of them.
 
   With the Hallucinators concentrating on whatever fiction they’re pushing into the witch hunters’ heads, now’s my chance. 
 
   I spring into action, my sword already out, dashing toward the warlock, who’s facing away from me. Five steps away, four, three, two. Evidently hearing my footfalls, he whirls around, his eyes widening as I slash my sword toward his neck. 
 
   He ducks, throwing himself hard to the ground. I’ve got so much momentum that I can’t stop, my feet carrying me over his body, which I leap past, skidding to a stop and spinning to face him. His hands go up and his mouth moves and the ground beneath me cracks open. 
 
   As I jump aside, barely avoiding getting swallowed up by the chasm, I watch in horror as red-scaled hands emerge in a burst of flame. Not far behind is the single-eyed head of a demon, its mouth open wide to reveal several sets of knife-like teeth. Pulling the rest of its body, which stands three times as tall as me, from the crack, the freakish demon stands before me and roars.
 
   I’m. Screwed.
 
   Somewhere in the deep recesses of my mind, something pushes back and a thought pops into my head: Not real.
 
   The ground shakes beneath me as the red-skinned demon stomps toward me, his forked tongue snaking out and cracking like a whip.
 
   Not real.
 
   Another step, another shake of the ground, which feels so real, like an earthquake.
 
   Not real.
 
   The monster is so close I can smell its rancid breath, feel the waves of heat emanating from its fiery red skin. 
 
   Not real. The creature is not the enemy. Your own mind is the enemy. Not! Freaking! Real!
 
   I hold my breath and tighten my muscles as the beast swings a wild punch at my head and—
 
   His fist passes straight through me.
 
   There’s a gasp behind me and I let out my breath, fully in control now, the crack in the street disappearing, seeming to suck the imaginary demon with it. 
 
   “How did you do that?” the warlock demands as I turn toward him, my magged-up sword feeling as light as a feather in my hands. 
 
   I shrug. “Does it matter?”
 
   Still in shock, the warlock doesn’t even move as I stride forward and thrust my sword deep into his gut, pushing the tip all the way through his back. His face, uncomfortably close to mine, goes tense for a long second and then completely slack. When I slide my sword from his skin, it’s slick with his blood, and he crumbles on lifeless legs. 
 
   One left, I think, turning away from the corpse. 
 
   The final Hallucinator, a witch with long hair that’s half-purple, half-black, is muttering incantations so quickly the entire lower half of her face is twitching.
 
   This is up to me, I think as I start toward the witch. 
 
   Movement on the roof catches my attention. Eddie X raises his hand, preparing to throw another grenade.
 
   The witch is on one knee, still alive, her forehead bleeding profusely, dripping into her eyes. She lifts her chin and raises a single hand, her gaze snapping toward the rooftops. 
 
   But then he doesn’t. The grenade drops from his loosened grip without being activated, glancing off the roof and tumbling over the edge.
 
   I suck in a sharp breath as time seems to slow down, the explosive falling end over end, spinning, spinning, and then clanking off the hard concrete sidewalk. The grenade bounces once, sending it over the curb, where it rolls across the street before coming to rest against Graves’s unmoving form.
 
   I let out a long breath, thanking the U.S. army or Tillman Huckle or whoever provided The End with that grenade for making sturdy explosives.
 
   And then Eddie jumps. 
 
   
  
 



Chapter Sixteen
 
   Laney
 
    
 
   After what is beginning to feel like the longest night in the history of the world, dawn has arrived. The sky is lighter, not fully illuminated by the sun yet, but signaling its impending arrival. As Xave and I make our way to the front of the short train of Necros, birds start singing overhead, as if announcing our arrival.
 
   This early in the morning, I wish they’d just shut the hell up. 
 
   When we reach a small clearing we find the makings of a temporary camp: a ring of stones with ashy, charred logs in the middle, the remnants of a long-dead fire pit; a stump next to it, where someone likely sat to cook dinner; extra kindling, never used, in a pile off to the side.
 
   So what? I think. What’s the big fuss all about? Why are we stopping for this? I’m about to voice my questions when I notice the Reaper crouched down, inspecting something. 
 
   Xave notices at the same time. “What’s that?” he asks.
 
   The Reaper turns, holding up a bit of cloth, brown and old and tattered. There are what appear to be bloodstains and scorch marks dappled across the front of what I now realize isn’t just a piece of cloth—it’s a coat. I cover my mouth with my hand to hide my surprise.
 
   Because I’ve seen that coat before. 
 
   Trying to keep my breathing steady, my eyes vacant, I hide my true thoughts.
 
   Or so I think.
 
   “You’ve seen this before,” the Reaper says. 
 
   I look at Xave, who stares at me blankly. Turning back to the Reaper, I feign surprise. “You mean me? No, it’s just a coat, right? I’ve never seen it before in my life.” Any hopes I might’ve had of winning an Oscar for my performance vanish as even I can tell how shaky and too-high-pitched my voice sounds. 
 
   “Laney,” the Reaper drones. “Whose coat is this?”
 
   I’m not sure why it would matter one way or the other if I tell him, but for some reason I’m hesitant. After all, according to what the Reaper told us back in Pittsburgh the owner of the coat is supposed to be dead. So I do it. I tell him.
 
   “Martin Carter,” I say. “Rhett’s father.”
 
   “Martin Carter is dead,” the Reaper says, not missing a beat. But I can see in the way his body stiffens, in the way his eyes widen, that I’ve shocked him. 
 
   “So you say.”
 
   “So I know,” the Reaper says.
 
   “Then I guess we’re done talking,” I say.
 
   Xave puts a hand on my arm, drawing my gaze to him. He’s frowning, not angrily, but intently, as if concentrating deeply. “Laney,” he says. “Tell us why you think this is Rhett’s father’s.”
 
   “Rhett’s father is dead,” I say, mimicking the Reaper’s deep, gruff voice. 
 
   Xave shakes his head. “Can’t you be serious for two seconds?”
 
   I harden my expression and say, “One…two. I guess I can. Anything longer might be pushing it though.”
 
   I’m surprised, not by the twinkle of amusement in Xave’s eyes, but in the fact that seeing it makes me grin. “Look, I’m happy to share what I know about Martin Carter, which isn’t much, but what do I get in return?”
 
   The Reaper offers a smile under a cloud of dark, frowning eyebrows, something that’s harder to do than one might think. I should know, my friends and I used to practice a similar expression all the time. “I’ll help you find your sister,” he says.
 
   It’s my turn to frown, only without the smile. “I thought you were already going to do that,” I say.
 
   “No,” the Reaper says. “I promised to help you find the Changelings.”
 
   “Who can lead me to the Claires,” I say. “Where my sister is.” Either I’m missing something or the Reaper is a damn fool. And I don’t usually miss much.
 
   The Reaper’s frowny smile is beginning to piss me off. “The Changelings won’t be able to lead you anywhere if they’re all dead,” he says. 
 
   “You’re going to kill them?” I ask, feeling stupid right away. Of course that’s what he’s going to do. There are rumors that the Changelings are killing humans, and as part of his “plan for peace” he’s going to kill anyone, witch or human, who’s fighting against each other. And then, magically, there will be peace. “You can’t do that!” I shout, before the Reaper can respond. “They might be my only way of finding Trish.” Am I really defending that red-haired witch and her gang members?
 
   Yes. Of course. To protect Trish I’d defend the most notorious serial killer in the world. I’d defend alien invaders hell-bent on sucking out all of Earth’s natural resources using enormous vacuum cleaners. I’d even help them by pressing the big red SUCK button.
 
   “Then tell me what you know about Martin Carter,” the Reaper says calmly.
 
   I chew on my lip. The interesting thing about this entire negotiation is that the head of the Necros never threatens me or my sister, which would be the logical thing to do to get me to talk. He only threatens a group of human-murdering witches who I happen to hate even more than him. Interesting.
 
   “So if I tell you, you won’t kill the Changelings?”
 
   He hands me the filthy coat. “I won’t kill all the Changelings,” he says. “I’ll leave one alive. The one who pretended to be a Siren. Who pretended to be on my side. Her death will come later, after your sister is safe. And hers will be slow.”
 
   A chill works its way up my arms to the back of my neck. One minute the Reaper can sound like a pioneer of peace, and the next a sadist. Am I really going to trust him with my sister’s life? I realize I have few other options. Wandering alone in the woods won’t get me far. 
 
   “Deal,” I say, holding the ragged coat away from my body, as if it’s contaminated. So I tell him everything I know about Martin Carter. About how he’s been following Rhett, protecting him on several occasions. The Reaper’s eyebrows shoot up when I mention the part about Rhett’s father fighting alongside the red-haired Changeling to rescue us from the Shifters. But he doesn’t say anything, just listens, even when I tell him about Martin using magic to get us out of the dungeons below Heinz Field before New America’s missiles could blow us apart. 
 
   Before I can finish, however, the Reaper finally interjects. “How do you know his name? How do you know it’s him? Did he tell you?” There’s something in the Reaper’s tone that makes me stop to think before answering. Is he trying to trick me?
 
   “His tongue’s been cut out,” I say, which makes the Reaper’s lips part. He believes me now. 
 
   “They cut it out when they accused him of being a traitor,” he says. “A few days before they executed him.” He pauses, rethinks his words. “Or I guess before they pretended to execute him.”
 
   “Who?” I ask.
 
   The Reaper stretches, cracks his neck. “Those in favor of Salem’s Revenge,” he says after a minute of silence. “So if he didn’t have a tongue, how did he tell you?”
 
   “He wrote his name on paper. Just his first name though. We didn’t find out who he really was until he played a recording for Rhett.” I tell him about the last time Rhett saw his father. 
 
   The Reaper’s hand goes to his forehead, massaging it as if he has a headache. “I gave him the device he used to make the recording,” the Reaper says. “He was supposed to tell me where he hid it before they executed him, but then they cut out his tongue and it was too late. I had one conversation with him—he told me to protect Rhett, by drawing in the dirt. But it ended too quickly, before he could reveal the location of the recording. I watched them burn his body. I swear to God it was him.”
 
   “Unless this guy is pretending to be Rhett’s father, I’d say you were tricked,” I say. Then I drop the last bombshell on him. 
 
   I tell him about Martin Carter’s curse. 
 
   He stares at me, his gaze dancing from one of my eyes and then back to the other, as if trying to decide whether I’m telling the truth. “You lie,” he says.
 
   “Believe what you want,” I say. “But I don’t lie.”
 
   He grimaces. 
 
   “If you were really friends with Rhett’s dad, you should be happy,” I say. “Although I doubt he was that good of a friend if he never told you about his curse.”
 
   “I am,” the Reaper retorts. “I’m happy that Martin’s alive. And he did tell me about his curse. But I didn’t think he meant…that. I thought he meant he was cursed to die.”
 
   “For him I think not being able to be near his son is almost the same thing,” I say.
 
   He nods. After that he stands up and, without another word, walks off by himself into the forest. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   We spend the day at Martin Carter’s old camp, sleeping and eating and drinking. Even when most of us are awake, there’s not much talking. I’m starting to learn that Necros aren’t big conversationalists. Xave seems to be the exception, however.
 
   “That’s incredible that Rhett’s father is alive,” Xave says. “All this time we both thought we were orphans, and it turns out neither of us are.”
 
   I have nothing to say to that. Since I got bored with sleeping, I’ve been scouring Martin Carter’s discarded coat for a patch of fabric not filthy or burned or bloodstained. I’ve finally found a tiny unscathed square, and now I begin to cut it out using one of the knives Tillman Huckle gave us. If I ever see Rhett again, I’ll give it to him.
 
   An awkward silence stretches between Xave and me. A question has been gnawing inside my skull for a while now, and finally I blurt it out. “How do you do it?” I ask. I know the question is vague, but I can’t bring myself to elaborate, even when Xave raises an eyebrow, his dark eyes, so much like his father’s, boring into mine.
 
   “You mean the reanimation?” he asks.
 
   I was going to say “Create zombies,” which might’ve offended him, so I’m glad I let him fill in the blanks. I nod.
 
   He puckers his lips and then asks, “Are you looking for the technical process or how I sleep at night knowing what I’ve done?”
 
   “Both,” I say, impressed at his understanding of the way my mind works. Maybe he’s starting to get me the same way I’m beginning to figure out him.
 
   “You saw the brew?” he says.
 
   Vivid images cycle through my mind: black iron cauldrons tipping over, their sludgy brown contents spilling out; grotesque half-formed flesh and bone creatures on the ground, mangled and twisted; a stark white bony hand emerging over the lip of a cauldron; reanimated children clawing and biting and killing. I shake my head to try to clear away the thoughts. “Yeah. Yeah, I saw it. What do you put in that sludge?”
 
   He laughs, which seems highly inappropriate under the circumstances. “Trust me, you don’t want to know. It’s not flour, sugar and baking soda, I’ll tell you that much. I can’t even think about it without feeling ill.”
 
   For some reason, his weak stomach confuses me more than anything I’ve heard before. “How can you raise the dead if you can’t even control your stomach?” I ask. 
 
   He keeps on smiling, as if I’ve just asked the silliest question in the world. “There are two types of Necros,” he says, which is news to me. They all seem the same. Dark magic, dark cloaks, making zombies, et cetera, et cetera. “My father and I are responsible for the actual reanimation. Our magic gives the bodies new life. We only come in to do our part after all the preparation has been completed, which is done by the other kind of Necros. They gather the dead, perform initial spells, create the brew, marinate the bodies…”
 
   Did he really just use the word marinate? Like he’s making teriyaki chicken for dinner? 
 
   “How many of your type are there?” I ask.
 
   “Most are the other type,” he says. “Their magic isn’t quite strong enough to perform the final reanimation. My father’s and my kind are about five percent of the Necro population.”
 
   I can’t stop the thought from popping into my head: If there were none of Xave’s kind of Necro left, they wouldn’t be able to reanimate any more corpses. 
 
   But I blink away the thought as quickly as it comes. Even if I’ve wanted to kill him and his father in the past, those plans are long gone. Everything has changed now. All that matters is safely recovering my sister and finding Rhett. They’re all I have left.
 
   “Okay,” I say, not wanting to think about any of it for even one second longer. 
 
   “So you want to know how I’m able to bring them back without hating myself?” Xave asks.
 
   A minute ago I did, but now I’m not so sure. I chew my lip. Slowly, I nod.
 
   “For us it’s like breathing or drinking or eating or the beat of a heart,” he says. “We can’t not do it.”
 
   
  
 



Chapter Seventeen
 
   Trish
 
    
 
   It takes all her mental capacity to withhold her thoughts from her children. Speaking in their heads is as easy for her as thinking, and yet she must separate the two. If nothing else, her thoughts must remain her own. 
 
   The Changelings have gone ahead to scout, while she and her children will follow behind soon after. 
 
   Her children gather around her, clothing her in a silver satin dress and braiding white flowers into her hair. They sprinkle sweet-smelling liquid on her neck and the inside of her wrists. Finally, they adorn her with a necklace made from rolled up leaves and bright white stones.
 
   You look beautiful, Mother, they tell her when they’re finished. 
 
   Thank you, my children, she answers, wondering how they all look so perfect without help. But she doesn’t ask for fear of sounding silly. 
 
   As they move through the verdant green grass toward the edge of the forest, the spirit deer from the night before flanks them, bounding ahead. Leading them. What is it? she asks before she can stop herself.
 
   Her tall, reed-like child glides next to her, appearing as though her naked feet don’t touch the grass. With a start, she realizes her own feet are a handbreadth off the ground, too. Mother, you’ve seen this deer before. Many, many times. Remember what it is. Remember.
 
   She strains at her memories, seeking for something buried deep inside her. All she remembers is the deer leading her the night before. How could she have seen the deer before then? She’s only a child. She’s never even walked through the woods before. And yet, she does know the deer.
 
   Our Creator, she says, the truth of the answer as clear as the pink sky overhead. Despite having not slept the night before, she feels as refreshed as if she’s just swum in a clear, cold spring. 
 
   Yes. She guides us, her child adds. 
 
   But how can she be the Mother when she’s not the Creator? She already knows. She’s always known, but could never access the knowledge. Until now. The Creator made her first, called her Mother. Gave her the power to bear Children. The Creator is the spirit of the earth. The giver of power. And the taker away. 
 
   Flashes of lifetimes rip through her mind. A woman with jet-black hair, flitting amongst the dead on a haze-filled day, tending to those still living, bandaging their wounds, cupping their heads and dripping water from a sponge past their dry chapped lips; an ivory-skinned girl touching the backs of dark-skinned slaves, pushing energy into their sapped muscles, giving them the impossible strength required to pull the ropes that burn their hands, to lift monstrous stone blocks many times heavier than their combined weight; an old woman, her skin wrinkled and aged and weather-beaten, knocking a child away from the gaping maw of a fanged beast, screaming until the tiger-like creature bounds away, leaving them in peace. Many more lifetimes rush past, so many she can barely keep up.
 
   And though it’s impossible, she knows that the black-haired woman, the ivory-skinned girl, the old woman, and all the other females in her visions…
 
    
 
   Are her. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   As the day passes, her Children tell her stories of past lives. The memories begin fuzzy, blurry around the edges, but seem to sharpen with each passing moment. They are the forever Children, those who have been there from the beginning and those who will be there at the end. And she is their forever Mother. 
 
   And they have a role to play in clearing the darkness that has covered the earth. The only thing she doesn’t understand is why the President of New America must die. Have the Claires given up on humankind after being their protectors for thousands of years? She’s afraid to ask. She doesn’t like the Changeling woman, but whatever alliance has been formed is moving forward already, and she feels powerless to stop it. 
 
   She doesn’t even know if she should stop it.
 
   A night passes, her children marching on, their silver, blue, and white dresses glowing softly in the dark. Her own garb seems just a shade brighter than the others. Night turns to day and day to night again, and they travel onwards, never tiring, as if time stands still all the while. 
 
   For the last half-day, a dangerous thought has been tugging at her heartstrings. What if I’m on the wrong side? She should know right from wrong—she’s the Mother after all—but her thoughts are not yet complete; and anyway, each memory is a reminder that humans and her people have co-existed peacefully for centuries.
 
   There’s only one person she trusts implicitly in this lifetime, who’s never steered her wrong, who’s always been there for her:
 
   Laney.
 
   She might not be her child, and although she’s only her sister in a single lifetime, barely a second in the infinite expanse of her existence, she is the essence of right. 
 
   The words come to her as easily as breaths during a deep sleep. 
 
   Just as the first rays of orange morning light slip over the horizon, she murmurs the words of an old spell she hasn’t used in decades. 
 
   Kul tu alla ketra, she says to the earth. And then she speaks their names.
 
   Two slivers of the pulsing white light inside her slide from her fingertip and drop to the forest floor, disappearing into the earth. 
 
   This is good, she thinks to herself. This is right.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Eighteen
 
   Rhett
 
    
 
   It’s more of a thud than a splat.
 
   The sound makes me cringe and turn away from Eddie X’s body, which surely will never throw another grenade. What he saw to prompt him to leap from the roof, I’ll probably never know, but I do know who caused it.
 
   The witch. Even as she pushes to her feet, one of her legs wobbling slightly, I’m stuck to the street. I can feel my fingers and toes and I can move my head, which I think are all good signs, but I don’t have the strength to stand. 
 
   With measured strides, she makes her way over to me. Her legs are fleshy pale between a black mini-skirt and black knee-high boots. A white tank top reveals strong arms and a lean torso. She brushes her hand across her face, pushing her hair away, sticky with blood from the gash on her forehead. 
 
   She stands over me and all I can do is watch, my sword clutched in a hand too weak to lift it. 
 
   This could be it—the end. All I’ve fought for, all I’ve been through, for nothing. I couldn’t save Beth, nor could I avenge her death. 
 
   “Poor wittle witch hunter,” the witch says, picking at one of her nails, which are long and painted black. The one she’s playing with is broken. She peels it off and flicks it in my face. “Now. Tell me how you did it.”
 
   “Did what?” I wheeze, playing dumb. It even hurts to speak. 
 
   “Oww!” I scream as she steps on my hand with her boot heel. “Okay, okay!”
 
   She lifts her boot, but far too slowly for my liking. I can’t flex my fingers; it feels like my knuckles have been removed. “Tell me,” she says.
 
   “I’m…I’m a…”
 
   “Spit it out!” she shrieks, raising her boot again. 
 
   Two things happen at that moment:
 
   First, her command is cut off when an arrow punches through the side of her cheek, and because her mouth is wide open I’m able to see the shaft sliding all the way through, before it exits out the other cheek. Before she can even drop to the ground, another arrow plunges through her ear. Blood sprays in a liquid arc that reminds me of the way water shoots from some kinds of backyard sprinklers.
 
   Her body thumps beside me, her vacant green eyes staring lifelessly into mine. 
 
   Gross.
 
   The second thing that happens is harder to describe. A strange, glowing sliver of light runs along the street, popping up once or twice, almost like a gopher peeking its head from its hole. Eventually, however, the gopher-light reaches me, and as my eyes widen and my lips part in awe, the sliver slips inside my mouth. 
 
   I let out a high-pitched yelp and leap to my feet, scrubbing at my tongue, which feels numb, with my hand. When I realize my efforts are having no impact, I stop and withdraw my hand, only to find it glowing. In fact, my whole body is glowing slightly, pulsing with white light.
 
   And then, like a nightlight being switched off, it winks out and my skin returns to its normal chocolate-brown color. 
 
   Weird. Even for the witch apocalypse that was weird. 
 
   I gasp when I realize what’s even weirder. I’m standing. I look down at my knee, which I expect to be dark with early bruising, but it looks the same. When I flex my leg, it doesn’t so much as sting. And the rest of me—my shoulder, my chest, my cheek—are all free of scrapes and pain. It’s as if I wasn’t thrown through the air by a grenade blast at all. Like I imagined it. 
 
   The light healed me, I realize with a start. 
 
   But before I can think too much about it, a voice says, “You owe me, Rhett.”
 
   I whirl around to find Bil Nez standing ten feet away, his crossbow raised and aimed. But not at me. Past me, toward—I turn and glance behind me—Graves, who is groaning and trying to regain his feet. 
 
   “Thank you,” I say, turning back. “You might’ve saved my life.”
 
   “Might’ve?” he says. “You couldn’t move. She could. There was no might’ve in the equation.”
 
   “How did you do the thing with the light?” I ask.
 
   His head cocks to the side. “You’re not making any sense. Maybe your life flashed before your eyes—I dunno.”
 
   “Was it a healing potion? Some kind of a spell you learned?” He did something to me. Something to heal me.
 
   He glares at me. “I’m not a warlock, dumb-dumb. I resist spells, not use them.”
 
   Right. Of course. Duh. Then who?
 
   Another groan from Graves. 
 
   “What should we do about them?” Bil asks, gesturing with his crossbow. 
 
   The End has caused me a lot of trouble recently, but I’m not really in the business of murder, particularly those who are helping in the fight against notorious witch gangs like the Hallucinators. “You work for New America. They work for New America. Don’t you communicate with them somehow?”
 
   Bil looks at me like I’m a kindergartner trying to learn to spell cat and getting it backwards. “Each group of New America witch hunters is separate. Different missions, different dynamics. We’re not some big, happy family. Me, I’m a solo artist. I avoid other witch hunters like the plague.”
 
   Okay then. “But shouldn’t we make sure they’re all right?” I don’t exactly have any affection for Graves or Silent or any of them really, but some of the other witch hunters in their group might be okay, assigned to The End by some oblivious general. 
 
   “They can fend for themselves. Let’s get outta here.” Bil starts to back away, his crossbow never leaving Graves, who’s staggering slightly, one hand on his forehead and the other rubbing his back. The Silent Assassin is still down, not moving, but further down the street some of the other witch hunters are pulling themselves up. Injured, but not dead. At least not yet.
 
   Now that there seem to be enough of the witch hunters alive to pull themselves together and take care of those that are the most badly injured, I’m thinking Bil’s suggestion is a good one. Soon we could be outnumbered and then anything could hap—
 
   “Rhett Carter and Bil Nez!” Graves roars, cutting off my thoughts and surprising me with the strength of his voice. “I’ve got a bone to pick with you. And today’s a two for one special.”
 
   To him, the business of death and revenge is like going grocery shopping. “The sale’s over,” I say. “You’d be dead if not for us. Go tend to your hunters and we’ll call it even.” I start to back away, following Bil’s lead.
 
   “I don’t think so,” Graves says. Something pings off the ground at his feet, just the tinkle of metal on asphalt, like a dropped coin or…
 
   …the firing pin on a grenade.
 
   I realize too late that Eddie X’s last grenade, the one that fell to the street and rolled next to Graves, isn’t there, and Graves wasn’t rubbing his back, he was hiding it behind him. And now he’s pulled the pin out.
 
   He smiles. “Hey, Rhett. Where’s your dog? I’d have liked to have made it a three for one special. What’s that mutt’s name again?” 
 
   Just as Graves cocks his arm back, revealing the black explosive in his palm, I turn and start to run, watching as Bil does the same. I look back once and shout, “Hex!” to answer his question. 
 
   All I see is the grenade spinning through the air, a black oval on a bright blue background. It’s coming too fast and I’m too slow and if it was a football I’d be on the perfect trajectory to catch it and trot into the end zone. But this is one football I don’t want to catch. 
 
   My eyes widen and I try to stop, to turn back toward Graves, who will surely be out of range of his own grenade, but my momentum is too much, carrying me forward, and the weapon is arcing downward, right toward me, perhaps a second away from exploding and turning me into Rhett-goo. 
 
   As if travelling through a wormhole from an alternate dimension, Hex appears in midair, his paws leading, his mouth open, his tongue out, and—
 
   He catches the grenade in his mouth, as if he’s just showing off, playing a fun game of Frisbee. 
 
   Except in this case he gulps at the air and swallows the Frisbee. Only the Frisbee is a grenade. I finally skid to a stop, my eyes widening, my hand instinctively going to my mouth in horror. 
 
   No, Hex. No.
 
   Hex lands beside me, his tail wagging, grinning devilishly. 
 
   No. Bad, dog. Bad. 
 
   “Oh Hex,” I say, feeling ill, not caring that I’m far too close to him for my own safety.
 
   He barks once and then it happens. His body bulges outward rapidly, like a limp balloon instantly going from deflated to filled with air. At the same time, his feet pop off the ground, shooting him up a few feet. He looks like a mini, dog-shaped blimp. 
 
   He coughs and smoke pours from his ears and nose, and then a spout of flames erupt from his mouth, narrowly missing me. He burps and the air rushes from him, returning his body to normal size and his feet to the ground. 
 
   I crouch down and he runs up, licking me with a tongue that’s black with ash. “Good dog,” I say, scratching him under the chin, not caring that he’s smearing blackened saliva all over my face. “Best dog.”
 
   “Rhett,” Bil says, putting a hand on my shoulder. “We can all hug and cry later. Now we’d better get outta here before Graves finds something else to blow up.”
 
   Graves glares at us as we take off, Bil’s crossbow trained on him the whole time, so he doesn’t try anything stupid. 
 
   And I can’t wipe the smile off my face, even as I realize that I’ve never felt so whole or had so much energy in my entire life. 
 
   As my fists pump on either side, I barely notice a white pulsing sheen on my skin. 
 
   
  
 



Chapter Nineteen
 
   Laney
 
    
 
   I think about what Xave told me for a long time as I try to fall asleep. The sounds of his gentle exhalations, just a few feet away, surround me, so even, so heavy, so human. Until now, I’ve never really considered what it would be like to be magic-born. I’ve been so angry—at my parents for wanting to kill me, at Trish for not talking, at the Reaper and Xavier for hurting Rhett, at Rhett for wanting revenge—that I’ve never really tried to put myself in anyone else’s shoes. 
 
   What would it be like to have the ability to do something but not be able to use your talents? Is that what it’s like for Xavier? He sees a corpse and can’t help but want to reanimate it? Like when I used to see a guitar and want nothing more than to strum it, to hear the gentle vibrations of the strings. 
 
   I shake my head. What am I talking about? These people…these witches and warlocks…destroyed everything. They tore down the world and NOW they want to build it back up? Screw them. They can’t have it both ways.
 
   I realize my teeth are aching from gritting them so hard. My jaw, too. I try to relax and think. What can I do?
 
   The question swirls a million times, a mind-tornado, as I finally drift off to sleep.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Trish reaches for me, her hand pulsing with ethereal white light. She looks older, more than just a child, gloriously beautiful, like how I would expect an angel to look. 
 
   Her expression is older, too, wiser. The slightest of smiles paints her pink lips, which look softer than clouds.
 
   “See,” she says, and although her message is as cryptic as ever, for once I understand. I see. A vision flashes before my eyes. Fire and stone and smoke and screams. Mostly, screams. 
 
   The dying. 
 
   Witches killing. Warlocks killing. Humans dying.
 
   But no, I’m wrong. As the smoke clears, I see the truth Trish is trying to convey. Yes, humans are dying, but not just them. The magic-born, too. Witches are broken and bleeding next to humans who are crumpled and twisted. Their screams flow together, joining, a symphony of pain. 
 
   A white, pulsing hand passes across my vision and the horrific scene vanishes. 
 
   “See?” Trish says again, and this time it’s a question.
 
   My lips feel cracked, my throat tight, but I manage to croak out a single word. “Yes,” I say.
 
   My sister smiles, and the white around her, within her, brightens, pulsing and pulsing and reaching a crescendo of light, blinding me.
 
   The dream fades to the oblivion of deep sleep.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   I awake when the light gets so bright that it penetrates my closed eyelids, as if the dream has chased me into real life. 
 
   I squint, trying to keep it out, wondering why I feel like I’ve only slept an hour, more exhausted than I’ve felt in a long time. 
 
   When I open my eyes I know immediately that something’s not right, because there’s darkness all around me, on the edges of my vision, and yet it’s like I’m looking into the sun in the middle, the light so blinding I have to shield my eyes with my hands. And when I part my lips to shout to those still sleeping around me, ignorant to my plight, the light pours into my mouth, stifling my voice. 
 
   Another dream, I realize, pinching myself, surprised I’m still able to see my thumb and forefinger squeezing the skin of my arm in the dark. I barely feel the pinch, like it’s nothing more than a soft touch, even though I’m squeezing as hard as I can. The effects of the dream? 
 
   Where is the light coming from?
 
   A sliver of white light shoots down my arm to my fingers and then back again, like a laser beam. 
 
   The voice, just a whisper but so unexpected that it makes me flinch, shatters the silence. Find him. 
 
   I twist my head around, trying to see who spoke, who’s awake. From the glow emanating from MY FREAKING SKIN, I can see that the rest of the Necros are sleeping deeply, despite the fact that it’s dark and they should be getting up, preparing for another long trek south. Weird. It takes me a moment to realize both that the whisper was in my head, and that I know whose voice it was.
 
   Trish’s.
 
   The whisper comes again, and this time I don’t startle, although I’m just as freaked out by it. Find him, it repeats. Let the light guide you.
 
   Even as I grab my pack and clamber to my feet, I marvel at the fact that none of my rushed movements seem to make the slightest sound. On impossibly silent footsteps, I steal from the Necro camp, wondering whether the compulsion I’m feeling now is similar to what Xavier and the other Necros feel when they see a dead body:
 
   Like I can’t not listen to it.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty
 
   Rhett
 
    
 
   I used to think the heart of the world was in its inhabitants. In people, in their traditions, in their good deeds and strong wills. Now I know that’s not true, for the heart of the world has been lost to humankind for a long time, closed off and encased in stone. A hard and stubborn thing that’s unwilling to share what it feels, what it hears, and what it sees with those who live on its flanks. The End is proof of that.
 
   Why Graves would immediately try to kill us, no questions asked, after we saved his skin, I’ll never understand. My only explanation is that he either has an empty cavity in his chest where his heart used to be, or the heart that is there has been turned to stone. It’s the last time I’ll help him and his group.
 
   We’ve been running for an hour, getting as far away from The End as we can before nightfall. Bil and I are side by side, while Hex trails along behind us. Hex started as the leader, but kept farting clouds of smoke in our faces, so we politely asked him to stay back a ways. I’m hoping the smoke-farts won’t become a chronic condition of him eating the grenade.
 
   When we reach an intersection in the highway, I start to turn left, while Bil continues straight ahead. We crash into each other, tangling in an awkward embrace where we both sort of hold each other up. “Learn how to run straight, Rhett,” Bil says in between breaths. We’re both good runners these days, but we’re also both breathing heavily at this point.
 
   “I was turning,” I say.
 
   “New Washington is that way,” Bil says. “I’m the one who’s been there, remember?”
 
   Although logically I know that getting to New America is the right move, it wasn’t my brain that commanded my legs to turn left. It was something else.
 
   “I want to go this way,” I say, gesturing left. Do I really? Why did I even say that?
 
   “Why?” Bil asks. Now he’s looking at me like I’m the one who’s crazy.
 
   “Why not?” I say. I sound like a freaking idiot, but I don’t know what else to say.
 
   “Are you feeling alright?”
 
   “Yeah, why?”
 
   “Because I saw something,” Bil says, looking away, as if refusing to meet my eyes.
 
   A knot forms in my stomach. “Really? What?”
 
   Bil pokes a stone with his foot. Hex stands ten feet away, waiting for us to decide on the direction. Lazy curls of smoke waft around him. His battle against grenade indigestion continues. “Just after I shot that witch…”
 
   “Twice,” I say, trying to get a laugh.
 
   His lip quirks, but that’s all. “Yeah,” he says. “Well, I saw this strange light.”
 
   And that’s all he says. He finally looks at me, his eyebrows raised, as if expecting me to fill in the blanks.
 
   Well, I won’t. Not when he flat-out lied to me about not seeing the light before. “You said you didn’t see anything,” I say. 
 
   He throws up his hands. “Sorry, I—I thought it was my screwed up mind playing tricks on me again. Sometimes it’s easier for me to just pretend that I’m a normal guy.”
 
   What am I supposed to tell him? You know that light you saw, Bil? It’s inside me now. I don’t know what it is or where it came from, but I can feel it pulsing in my chest, right alongside the beating of my heart. And you know what? It’s the light that made me turn left, not my brain. The light is controlling me. Weird, huh? We’re still friends, right?
 
   I don’t say any of that. I say nothing, just meet his eyes, unblinking.
 
   After a few minutes of our silent staring competition, he says, “We’ll go left,” and then veers away, settling into a brisk walk, his strides long and measured, his crossbow bouncing against his back. 
 
   And for the first time in a long time, I feel one thing for Bil Nez:
 
   Gratitude.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   As we get further away from the main road and late afternoon stretches to dusk, I get more and more nervous. This is all on me. Well, me and the strange light I know is inside me, guiding me. When we make yet another turn, this time onto what’s little more than an overgrown dirt track, I have the urge to drop to my knees and scream at the sky. 
 
   But I don’t. More accurately, I can’t. My legs won’t let me, which is really starting to scare me. I’m not in control of anything right now, and that’s really freaky. The light could’ve been sent from a witch, who’s looking to bag a couple of witch hunters and a magic dog to experiment on. That doesn’t make sense though. I’m a Resistor, surely if this was a witch’s spell I could fight it off. Unless my body doesn’t want to fight it off. For the hundredth time, I lock my jaw and try to push all of my thoughts against the light, trying to take control of it, or at least understand its motives. Also for the hundredth time, all I get for my efforts is a throbbing headache, which disappears within seconds.
 
   So I just shrug at Bil and Hex, who seem willing to let me do the leading, and push through the branches stretching across the path.
 
   When the path ends in a small clearing, my legs decide to stop. There’s nothing around us except trees.
 
   “Uh…” Bil says.
 
   Hex barks.
 
   I feel a mutiny approaching. 
 
   I sit down. Well, more accurately, the light sits me down. 
 
   “I guess I could use a break, too,” Bil says, flopping down next to me. “Especially since we’ve obviously arrived at our destination.” The sarcasm is heavy in his tone.
 
   Hex rolls onto his back, his legs in the air, pining for a belly rub. Bil fulfills his request, scratching behind each leg, which seems to be an obvious attempt to form an alliance against me. I don’t bother to warn him that Hex’s grenade-gas might not be finished yet. Scratch at your own risk, buddy, I think.
 
   “I don’t know why we’re here,” I blurt out.
 
   Bil stops scratching, which makes Hex whine. You can scratch and talk at the same time, he seems to say.
 
   “I’m sorry. I don’t,” I say. “The light you saw came inside me and now it’s…guiding me. I don’t know how else to explain it, only that my feet know where to go without me thinking about it.”
 
   “You’re right,” Bil says. “We’d never have found this awesome clearing in the middle of nowhere without you.” He says it with a smile, like he’s joking, but I can sense a simmering frustration behind his jovial demeanor. 
 
   I sigh. Why can’t I fight this light and how’d it get inside me in the first place?
 
   “Have you ever heard of a curse sent on a sliver of light?” I ask. “Like a curse of eternally being lost in the woods of West Virginia?”
 
   He shakes his head. “First off, I think we’re in Maryland now. And second, technically, if it was a curse, you should be able to fight it off. You’re a Resistor.”
 
   I nod vehemently. “Exactly what I was thinking. So it must be something else.”
 
   “I guess.” He doesn’t sound very confident, nor does he offer any suggestions as to what it might be.
 
   As Hex whines again, I take over as lead scratcher, more as an apology and a thank you than anything else. “I guess we should just camp here tonight,” I say.
 
   Bil plucks a tiny white flower from the dirt, holds it up to his eye. “Is that you saying that or the white light?” He spins the flower rapidly by the stem. 
 
   I think hard about standing up. I even try to stand up, using my arms to help lift my legs. No go—they won’t budge. “The light,” I admit.
 
   “Fine,” Bil says. “But I can’t follow you and your new friend forever. President Washington will think I’ve gone rogue, especially after whatever lies Graves tells her. I need to check in soon or the next witch hunter she sends out might be on a mission to kill the both of us.”
 
   I take a deep breath, suddenly feeling alone. “I understand,” I say. “Tomorrow at first light we’ll part ways.”
 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-One
 
   Laney
 
    
 
   My feet should be tired and full of blisters by this point. My legs should be aching and screaming for a break. 
 
   But they’re not. They feel as energized as they did when I rose from the Necro camp, after seeing the light. Weird, I think.
 
   Weirder still, is the fact that they seem to know exactly where they want to go, both my feet and my legs, and I seem to have little control over it. Scratch that. No control over it. 
 
   It’s a little bit freaky—okay, a lot freaky—and yet I don’t feel scared by it. Not after hearing Trish’s voice in my head. Her voice and the light have to be connected. And even if she’s being brainwashed by the Claires or the Changelings, I’d rather find her and talk to her than wander around with the Necros hoping we run into them so there can be a big ol’ witch throw down—my broomstick’s bigger than yours, and all that. 
 
   And I’m hoping the strange light and its control of my legs will help me find her, and not trot me right off a cliff.
 
   Daylight arrives and I wonder what Xave is thinking now that he knows I left them. Does he care? Will they try to look for me or continue with their plan to hunt down the Changelings? I push those questions aside because I have no control over the events potentially set in motion by my departure. I can only prepare myself for whatever is coming, whether that’s a showdown with Trish and the Claires or an untimely death. 
 
   More hours pass but I’m not thirsty or hungry. It’s like the light inside me is feeding me. A few times I try to stop or change my path, but nothing I do seems to work, even when I’m able to grab a passing branch and hang on. My feet keep moving, stretching my arm awkwardly behind me. A few steps later, something’s got to give, either my arm or the branch, and the branch seems sturdy enough to hang on, so I’m forced to let go to avoid dislocating my shoulder. 
 
   An hour later, when the sun is high in the sky and scattering brief patches of sunlight through the woodsy canopy, I try again. This time I refuse to let go of the branch, even when I feel my arm stretching, my muscles burning, my shoulder being wrenched from its—
 
   There’s a pop and a sharp craaaacking sound and then an excruciating flash of pain in my shoulder. I stumble, my feet dancing beneath me to try to keep their balance, but the jerky motion of the branch snapping from the tree trunk trips me up. I go down hard, still clutching the branch, my shoulder screaming, my arm dangling awkwardly at my side. It’s clearly dislocated. 
 
   What have I done?
 
   I’m alone in the woods, lost, and very very obviously human—none of which you want to be during the witch apocalypse. 
 
   I blink and the most impossible thing happens. The pain withdraws and my injured arm reaches for the treetops, seemingly without being told. There’s another pop! and when my arm drops it’s no longer dangling, but hanging normally, firm and strong. The branch drops from my fingers as I let out an enormous, gasping breath. 
 
   My entire arm is glowing.
 
   The light fades an instant later and my body works together to pull me to my feet. I start walking again, as if the entire incident never happened. My heart is beating so fast I think it might explode, but if it does I get the feeling the white light will find a way to make it whole again.
 
   One thing is clear: No matter what, I’m getting to wherever the light wants me to go.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   One cool thing about not having to tell your feet what to do or where to go is that you can sleep while walking. Well, not sleep exactly, as I’m not tired in the least; rather, I’m able to close my eyes and think. At first I keep opening them every few seconds to make sure I’m not headed for a tree, but eventually I get so comfortable trusting the light inside me that I keep my eyes closed for whole minutes, and then hours, the sound of my own feet crunching through the forest fading into the background. 
 
   My thoughts are scattered like raindrops. I think about Trish, about all we’ve been through together, about how much she’s changed, about whether I’ll ever see her again. And I think about Rhett and how lucky I feel to have met him. He could’ve picked a hundred other buildings to hide in that day, but he picked mine. I only hope his time in my life wasn’t as fleeting as it felt, and that I’ll see him again someday, when he’s done with his quest for revenge.
 
   To my surprise, however, the majority of my thoughts are focused on the Necros. I keep rewinding my conversations with Xave, trying to find the lies that must be there, the holes in his story. The thought that, regardless of the methods the Necros use, their motives might be pure, is something that would’ve seemed impossible a week ago. But now, it’s like I want to believe Xave. I want to believe that at least one of the witch gangs is trying to restore peace. Maybe it’s for Trish’s sake, or maybe it’s because I’m so tired of hating the magic-born that I’ll take anything that proves they’re not all bad.
 
   Somewhere along the way I realize that it’s dark behind my eyelids. I have the urge to open my eyes, but I know it’ll be too dark to see anyway. Plus, what’s the point? My legs have things under control. I have a funny thought: What if this turns into a Forrest Gump thing where I can’t stop moving forward? I could walk from coast to coast and then back without getting tired. Or maybe the light inside me will decide to go for a dip. We could swim across the Atlantic Ocean, all the way to Europe. Maybe the witches left Europe alone. Maybe they’re still eating pizza in Italy and tapas in Spain, while we suffer in America. Maybe they’re laughing at us for our own stupidity. We burned witches and now they’re burning us. An eye for an eye. 
 
   I chuckle under my breath. I think all the thinking time is making me a little loopy. 
 
   Finally, I open my eyes, surprised to find I can see reasonably well under the light of a full moon hanging directly overhead. Overhead where there’s a hole in the forest. 
 
   I realize my feet have stopped and I’m standing in place, staring at the sky. 
 
   When I tilt my gaze down, taking in the area around me, I see three dark rocks protruding from the ground in front of me. The light inside me begins to glow, seeming to push against my skin.
 
   Then the weirdest thing happens:
 
   One of the rocks begins to glow, too. 
 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Two
 
   Rhett
 
    
 
   A bright light wakes me. I squint against it, trying to discern its source, feeling Hex brush up against my side. He barks once and takes off toward the edge of the woods. 
 
   “Hex!” I shout.
 
   “Urgh,” Bil groans. “Can you and your dog turn it down a notch? Trying to slee—” He must open his eyes and see the light because his words cut off sharply. “What the…? Rhett, are you…glowing?”
 
   Hex lets out another gleeful bark and I hear another voice say, “Good, boy.”
 
   I’m on my feet in an instant, cupping a hand over my brow to try to shield my vision from the light, but still it invades my eyes, seeming to press in from every angle. Then I see the truth: 
 
   The light is coming from me.
 
   No time to think about that. Not when the voice I heard is so familiar, even though it seemed to speak from what feels like years ago, but which is really only a couple days. 
 
   I rush forward, ignoring the flashes of light at my sides as I pump my arms.
 
   Halfway across the clearing, I stop. 
 
   Because there she is, crouched down, scratching Hex—who’s wagging his tail furiously—behind the ear. Like mine, her entire body is glowing. 
 
   “Laney?” I say, and she looks up. My breath catches in my lungs at the expression on her face, which is a mixture of happy and scared and something else. It’s as naked and unguarded as I’ve ever seen her look. 
 
   “Rhett, you’re glowing,” she says, raising an eyebrow, her face sheened with light that seems to shoot from her pores. 
 
   “So are you,” I point out. 
 
   She stands and takes a step forward, toward me. I let out a breath and do the same, repeating the motion until we’re right in front of each other, not more than a foot away. 
 
   Her hand reaches out and I feel an involuntary shudder roll through me. It’s not from the cold, not on this warm night.
 
   She hesitates, just for a moment, and then touches my arm, squeezing my bicep. “I know we haven’t been apart for long, but have you been working out?”
 
   It’s classic Laney and I can’t wait a single moment longer. I stride forward and wrap her up in a hug, our glowing skin melting together, the warmth of her body joining with mine. 
 
   “Sorry I left without saying goodbye,” she says, looking up at me.
 
   “Sorry I made you feel like you had to leave,” I say.
 
   “Is this…okay?” she asks.
 
   I think she means the fact that we’re still wrapped up in a tight hug, her lips mere inches from mine. “It’s better than you hitting me,” I say.
 
   She laughs and the sound of it makes me shiver with happiness. She found me. Somehow, someway, she found me. 
 
   And as I tuck a hand behind her head and push her face to my chest, the light slowly slips down her face, her neck, her body, until it trickles from her feet into the ground, like a gutter draining after a spring rain. But it’s not just her light—mine, too. The light that had been coursing through our bodies is in a puddle on the clearing floor, shining at us like our own personal sun. 
 
   It begins to swirl, throwing off lasers of white light, until it rises up, still swirling and then explodes in a blinding flash.
 
   I shut my eyes, feeling the heat of the light on my skin, waiting to open them until there’s only darkness behind my eyelids. When I do open my eyes, there are three letters hanging in front of me, glowing a dull red, as if made from hot coals. 
 
   SEE
 
   “Trish,” Laney murmurs.
 
   A sudden realization hits me. “Where’s your sister?” I say.
 
   “Gone,” she says, and that one word seems to chase away the red letters, which fade into the darkness of night. 
 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Three
 
   Trish
 
    
 
   Tonight the light returns to her in the form of glowing children.
 
   The boys have long bangs that hang over their eyes and the girls have pigtails that bounce along behind them. They hold hands and skip through the forest, seemingly filled with glee. When they reach Trish, they smile and bow and then step into her, rejoining the rest of the light inside her. 
 
   She feels whole again. She’s made something wrong right.
 
   Her sister is safe again.
 
   She tries to smile—wants to smile—but her lips are still too stiff, as if held straight by wire.
 
   A presence approaches from the side, but she doesn’t turn to look. Leave me, she says in the red Changeling’s head. She’s not in the mood to speak to the witch just now.
 
   “We have much to decide,” the red-haired witch says to her back.
 
   She wants to tell the witch to talk to the willowy blue-eyed Claire about it, but then she remembers. She’s their Mother. They’re all looking to her now. 
 
   I have much to decide, Trish says. Even as she ponders why she says it, she knows it’s true.
 
   “If this alliance is to succeed, we have to trust each other. I am the Changeling leader, and you the Mother of the Claires. We must decide this together or all will be for nothing.”
 
   Kill the president? she says.
 
   “She is an evil woman. With her in power, there will never be peace.”
 
   Peace? The word sounds strange to her, faded and dusty and tattered around the edges, like an old book borne through generations, read by thousands. And yet never true. There has never been peace. And although she has seen so few years in this lifetime, less than a decade, the souls of billions seem to cry from the trees, from the soil, from the plants around her, confirming her words.
 
   “Maybe not,” the Changeling says. “But we’re further from it than we’ve ever been. There are two who stand in our way. The president and the Reaper. End them and we’ll end Salem’s Revenge forever.”
 
   Forever is a very long time, Trish says, memories assaulting her once more. The tumultuous pain of childbirth. The love that one can only feel for a child. The pain of watching lives cut far too short. The memories of her own deaths, numbering in the dozens—or perhaps more. Lifetimes of memories.
 
   She senses the witch’s mouth opening to speak, but she cuts her off. Go, for I am weary and I must rest. All will not be decided in a night.
 
   “Nothing has been decided,” the witch says, through teeth that surely must be clamped tightly together.
 
   We move on New Washington, Trish says. She doesn’t know what she will do when they arrive, but that’s where her sister will be and so that’s where she must be. 
 
   “Good,” the Changeling leader says. Her soft footfalls fade away and Trish finally, at the knowledge that she’s in control of her own destiny…
 
   Smiles.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Four
 
   Laney
 
    
 
   “Let me guess, he just showed up and asked to tag along?” I say when I see my arch nemesis sitting cross-legged on a bedroll. 
 
   “Nice to see you, too,” Bil Nez says. 
 
   “He saved my life,” Rhett says.
 
   “Oh?” I say. “Bil Nez, always showing up at just the right time. How does he do it?”
 
   “I’m just that good,” Bil says.
 
   “And he put a tracking device in my shoe,” Rhett says.
 
   “He did what?” I say, taking a step forward. My right fist knots at my side, but Rhett puts an arm out to stop me. “Laney…please. There’s something you need to know.”
 
   I’m curious, but I have just as much to tell. Maybe more. “Me first,” I say.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Gravity gets ahold of Rhett’s jaw about halfway through my story, when I come face to face with the red Siren. He tries to speak but I hold up a hand and continue, determined to finish. 
 
   His jaw drops even further when I tell him that Xave and the Reaper are alive. He keeps shaking his head until I complete the story. 
 
   “Bastards,” he says.
 
   “They’re not that bad,” I say, shocking even myself.
 
   Rhett looks at me incredulously. “Not that bad?” he says. “You were there. You saw what they did to Beth.”
 
   “Xave has a lot of regrets, but I think his heart was in the right place,” I say.
 
   “He raised her from the dead. He sewed her eyes shut.”
 
   “Because they weren’t perfect yet.”
 
   “She died again. As if once weren’t enough.”
 
   “He watched her die the first time. He held her. He buried her, once,” I say. I can’t believe I’m defending a warlock—and a Necro at that. And yet I feel like someone has to.
 
   “That’s where he should’ve left her,” Rhett says. “But it’s good to see you’re besties with Xave and his father.”
 
   “I’m not,” I say. “I just understand them better than before.” Do I really? They’ve lied before, they could be lying now. Then I tell him about the Necro’s second army of the dead.
 
   Rhett looks away, the line of his jaw firm and tight. He’s angry. So much for our happy reunion. But then he looks back and his face relaxes. “I’m sorry,” he says. “Touchy subject. I didn’t listen to you before, but I am now. If you say there’s more to the Necros than just a bunch of sadistic corpse-raisers, then I believe you.” Although it sounds like there should be sarcasm in his tone, I don’t hear any. He’s being genuine. Then I see the twinkle in his eye.
 
   “But if I’m going to be open-minded, then you have to be, too.”
 
   He glances at Bil Nez, who grins at me with a wide, white smile.
 
   I groan. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   “Nez is lying,” I say, when Rhett finishes the story. “Nez didn’t try to help us back in Pittsburgh. He abandoned us.” I draw my gun.
 
   Bil starts to scramble to his feet, but I’m quicker, my Glock already aimed at his head. He puts his hands up, while Hex runs between the two of us, barking. 
 
   “Wait,” Bil yelps. “I was just going to show you something.”
 
   “Right,” I say. “Like the business end of your crossbow.”
 
   “Laney,” Rhett warns. “You promised to be open-minded. You don’t see me running off to find Xave and his dad so I can stab my sword through their hearts, do you?”
 
   “Yeah, but I bet you want to,” I retort.
 
   He bites his bottom lip, but doesn’t respond. I was joking, but maybe I hit the dead center of the target. “And they’re not going to be sleeping next to you tonight,” I add. 
 
   “If I wanted to kill the great Rhett Carter, I already would have,” Bil says, which almost makes me pull the trigger. 
 
   “That’s not comforting,” I say. “What did you want to show me? Do it slowly.”
 
   In exaggerated slow-mo, Bil reaches down and pulls up the bottom of his jeans, rolling them up to his knee. Rhett shines a flashlight on his leg, which is covered by a large black tattoo. 
 
   “Just because we’ve both got tattoos doesn’t mean we have some kind of brother-sister bond thing going on,” I say.
 
   “Oh, I will always think of you as more than just a sister,” Bil says, waggling his eyebrows. 
 
   “Vomit,” I say. 
 
   “The tattoo is something I got on the reservation—when I turned sixteen.”
 
   I lean in slightly, really studying the design. It’s like a scene from National Geographic. A small dog-like animal (a wolf maybe?) lies prostrate on the ground, a spot of red on his leg. He looks injured. A lion closes in, as if sensing an easy kill. A massive bird—a hawk or eagle—swoops toward the lion, talons forward, as if preparing to claw its eyes out. 
 
   “Lovely,” I say. In my head I’m thinking it’s a pretty wicked tattoo. In a really good way.
 
   “What’s it mean?” Rhett asks.
 
   “My people are taught to be the hawks. The defenders of the weak. The protectors of those who can’t protect themselves.”
 
   “We don’t need your protecting,” Laney says.
 
   “That’s not what I’m saying,” Bil says. He blows out a breath, like a deep sigh. “All I’m saying is that I’m not a killer. I mean, yes, I’ve killed before, but I don’t take it lightly. Not like Graves and The End. If I kill it’s because I think I’m protecting someone who needs it.”
 
   Sometimes I wish I could bite my tongue, but it’s just so damn quick. “Like the human Siren slaves you killed?” I say. “If anyone was weak and needed protecting, it was them.”
 
   He closes his eyes, his head twisting slightly away. His lips fold in, pursed. 
 
   His whole body seeming to sag, he bends down and grabs his bedroll, dragging it ten or so feet away. He flops down and curls up on his side. 
 
   “Nice,” Rhett says. 
 
   Even Hex moves away from me, pushing in close to Rhett’s side.
 
   And, despite my mistrust of Bil Nez, I feel awful.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Five
 
   Rhett
 
    
 
   Neither of us can sleep. I can tell because Laney’s breathing isn’t even or deep. She keeps tossing and turning, just like I’m doing. Although we’re only a few feet away from each other, it feels as if the Grand Canyon separates us. 
 
   “Laney?” I say, when I can’t stand it any longer.
 
   She sighs. “Yeah?”
 
   “You cold?” It’s not really cold at all.
 
   There’s silence for a moment, and I wonder if I’ve said the wrong thing. Implied the wrong thing. “Yeah,” she says, not trying to hide the lie. 
 
   I scoot over, pressing myself in close behind her, the way we slept together after getting drenched escaping the missiles that destroyed Heinz Field. And just like that, the Grand Canyon between us gets filled in with dirt. 
 
   “For warmth?” she says. I can sense the smile on her face. 
 
   “Of course,” I say. “What else?” I feel sweat trickle down my back. It really is a warm night. 
 
   I wrap an arm around her and she grabs hold of it, interlocking her fingers with mine, as if it’s the most natural thing in the world. 
 
   I can feel my body starting to stiffen, like it did when she lay down next to me the night before she left. Like it did when I pushed her away. She’s not Beth, I remind myself. Beth is gone. And Laney and I…we’ve come so far together. I’m not dishonoring Beth. I’m not. Even as I think it, I wonder whom I’m trying to convince. 
 
   After a few moments of natural silence, I say, “I’m sorry about Trish.”
 
   “I have to find her.”
 
   “Sounds like she wanted to go.” Realizing how mean that sounds, I quickly add, “To protect you. To do whatever it is she thinks she needs to do.”
 
   “It’s my job to protect her,” Laney says, a hint of irritation in her voice. 
 
   “I know,” I say, “but she might be stronger than both of us.”
 
   “She’s just a kid.”
 
   A kid who happens to be a powerful witch. I don’t say that, just hold her tighter. “What was that light?” I say. “Inside us. You said ‘Trish’ after it left us.”
 
   “I think it was from her. I think she brought us back together.”
 
   “Smart girl,” I say.
 
   “I don’t know,” she says. “Seems like we’re fire and ice lately.”
 
   “More like fire and fire,” I say.
 
   She kisses my hand and I really feel like I’m on fire. “Will you help me find Trish?” she asks.
 
   I try to focus on her question, and not the way her lips felt on my skin—like electricity. “Yes,” I say. I probably would’ve said yes no matter what question she had asked. 
 
   Can we murder Bil Nez in his sleep? 
 
   Sure, Laney, let me get my sword.
 
   Attraction is a dangerous thing. 
 
   “Thank you,” she says.
 
   “Yes,” I say again, probably sounding like a complete idiot now. Not probably—definitely.
 
   “I’m sorry about what I said to Bil, but I can’t just start trusting him, not after what he’s done before.” Bil’s deep breaths, although invisible in the warm air, seem to take form and rise above the forest, drifting across the sky in lazy, smoke-like wisps. 
 
   “I know,” I say. “But there’s something you don’t know about him.” Her head turns part of the way toward me. So I tell her what he told me about his blackouts.
 
   “God,” she says when I finish. “That explains a lot.”
 
   “Yeah,” I say.
 
   “But it doesn’t help me trust him. More like the opposite. He can’t even trust himself.”
 
   “I know,” I say. “But maybe it’ll be worse if we abandon him. Maybe we can help him. Stop him from doing something he doesn’t want to do.”
 
   “I’m not sure we’re qualified,” Laney says.
 
   “Oh okay, I’ll get him an appointment to see a doctor,” I say. 
 
   Laney sighs. I’ve made my point. If not us, who else? “Fine,” she says. “But only until we get to New Washington, then he’s on his own. That’s where you’re headed, right?”
 
   “Well I was,” I say. “Until that sister of yours brought me way off course.”
 
   “Sorry for the inconvenience,” Laney says.
 
   “I’m sure you’ll find a way to make it up to me,” I say. 
 
   “Hmm,” Laney murmurs, her breaths deepening. 
 
   “Goodnight,” I whisper.
 
   “Mmm-hmm,” she says, drifting away.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Six
 
   Laney
 
    
 
   Sometimes we have to do the things we want to do the least. In this case, that’s apologizing to Bil Nez. I haven’t been entirely fair to him, although in my defense I didn’t have all the facts because he didn’t tell me. Blackouts? Gosh, I can’t even imagine. Waking up and not knowing what you’ve done for the last few hours? That would be scary.
 
   Even still, I don’t want him to get the idea that I like him in the least. Because I don’t.
 
   “Look, Bil, I’m sorry about what I said last night. I know you did what you had to do to survive. And, uh, thanks for saving Rhett all those times.”
 
   Hex cocks his head to the side, staring at me like I’m nuts. Maybe I should’ve practiced my apology on a tree. 
 
   I jump when a voice from behind says, “And you.”
 
   Whirling around, I reach for my gun, but leave it strapped to my side when I see who it is. Speak of the devil.
 
   “Morning, Bil,” I say. How did he sneak up on me so easily?
 
   “Morning.”
 
   “What did you mean, ‘And you’?”
 
   “I saved your life, too. Once.”
 
   I chew on the side of my mouth. Maybe I should have made it a silent apology. “I guess you heard all that?”
 
   His wide grin gives me the answer. 
 
   “So do you accept?” I ask.
 
   “I’ll think about it,” he says, turning and traipsing back toward the clearing.
 
   Grumbling, I follow after him, catching up. 
 
   “So,” he says when I settle in beside him.
 
   “So,” I say.
 
   “You and Rhett, huh?”
 
   I fire him a look, but he stares straight ahead. We’d gone to sleep after him, and I woke up before him. How did he know what happened in between?
 
   “I’m not sure what you’re talking about,” I say evenly.
 
   “Right. Well, I know they say once you go black you’ll never go back, but if you ever change your mind, I can show you that brown ain’t so bad either.”
 
   I stop, controlling the urge to hit him, while he moves ahead of me, chuckling under his breath.
 
   “Don’t let him get to you,” Rhett says, appearing noiselessly from the side. Hex bounds up to him and then past him as if he’s not even there. 
 
   “Why do people keep sneaking up on me?” I say aloud.
 
   “Maybe because it’s easy,” Rhett says.
 
   I barge my shoulder into Rhett and vow to pay closer attention in the future.
 
   He laughs and says, “Good morning to you, too.” His smile is a mile wide and I think I know why.
 
   “Rhett, about last night…” I say.
 
   “It was a mistake,” he says, and my head jerks toward him. He’s joking, like it’s April Fool’s Day and I’m the fool. His smile is a mile wide. “We fell asleep together,” he says, like it’s no big deal. “It’s not the first time.”
 
   “I kissed your hand,” I point out.
 
   He raises his hand to his mouth, says, “So if I kiss it too, is that like one degree away from making out?”
 
   “Only if you use your tongue,” I say. He laughs. “Seriously though, I don’t want to force you into anything. It almost feels like I’m taking advantage of you after what you’ve just been through.”
 
   “Please. Take advantage of me,” Rhett says. It’s my turn to laugh. And maybe blush a little. 
 
   “Be serious for two seconds,” I say.
 
   “Like you always are?”
 
   Fair enough. Seems the queen of one-liners has a reputation to protect. I don’t say anything.
 
   Rhett moves closer, wrapping one of his huge paws around my shoulder, pulling me into his side. His body radiates heat, the way it always does. A human furnace. “Last night was my choice,” he says.
 
   “So I had no say in the matter? Right when I was thinking I could’ve rejected you straight out.”
 
   He ignores me. “And nothing even happened.”
 
   “Unless you count our one-degree of separation make-out session.” The queen is back.
 
   “And anyway, we’ve kissed before. On the lips.”
 
   “Oh, I’m surprised you remember that,” I say.
 
   “I’ll never forget it.”
 
   “Damn. Then I guess there’s no need to remind you what it felt like,” I say, feeling flirty and confident all of a sudden. Rhett’s chin angles toward me and he leans in, closer, closer.
 
   Our lips lock, tenderly at first, and then harder, faster, more urgent, like every second we spent apart is giving weight to this one epic kiss. 
 
   So of course that’s when Bil Nez decides to make a reappearance, as if he purposely came back just to annoy me. God give me patience.
 
   “At this rate the day’ll be half over before we leave,” he says.
 
   “You in a hurry?” I ask, releasing Rhett and pushing past Bil.
 
   “Getting back to home base beats being the third wheel with you two,” Bil fires at my back.
 
   I couldn’t agree more. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   With a surprisingly sane Bil Nez leading the way, we make good time. Although we stick to back roads where we can easily hide if we happen upon any witch gangs, our pace is steady and quick. I hate to admit it, but without Trish’s shorter legs to slow us we’re a lot more efficient. 
 
   “I wonder where she is,” I say, thinking out loud.
 
   “Your sister?” Bil Nez says.
 
   As if I want to talk to him about Trish. “Never mind.”
 
   “You’re the one who spoke,” he says. “Not me. I was more than happy to continue on in silence.”
 
   “Awkward silence,” I mutter.
 
   “More like angry silence,” Bil says.
 
   I whirl on him. “And don’t I have the right to be angry? You abandoned us right before we got ambushed. Maybe things would’ve been different if you’d stayed. Maybe together we could’ve made a difference.” I take a step toward him, feeling my face go red. I don’t care. “But you had to do your freaky-Bil thing and go all rogue on us. That’s why I’m angry.”
 
   Bil’s face is a blank mask. Any sign of his usual confident jokey manner has been washed away under the force of my verbal onslaught. I can sense Rhett giving me a death glare from the side. But this time I don’t feel bad. The heat of my anger will boil me alive if I don’t let it out. 
 
   I expect Bil to react the same way he did last night. Avoidance. Perhaps he’ll turn away, walk apart from us the rest of the way to New Washington. 
 
   “You should be angry with me. And scared. I can’t be trusted. Maybe I didn’t want to admit it before, but I will now. I have blackouts. There, I said it. You’re better off without me to worry about. I’ll point you in the right direction and then we’ll go our separate ways.”
 
   With that, Bil starts off down the road, leaving me gawking at his back. I never, not in a million years, would’ve believed Bil would admit what he just did. Doing so must’ve been the hardest thing in the world. 
 
   Either I grow a conscience or, if I already had one, my conscience makes an appearance, because I find myself running after him down the road. “Wait!” I shout. What am I doing?
 
   “It’s not your fault,” I say.
 
   He takes another few steps and then stops. He doesn’t turn around. “I killed them,” he says. “I’m not sure who else you could possibly blame. And I did abandon you guys. I did. And you know what? It wasn’t even during one of my blackouts. I waited until Rhett had gone to keep watch and you were asleep and I left.”
 
   “Why?” I ask. A simple one-word question that suddenly feels like the most important question in the entire universe.
 
   “Because I was worried what I might do to you if I stayed,” Bil says, finally turning around. His dark eyes seem to get swallowed up by his even darker eyebrows, becoming black dots that penetrate to my very core. “That’s the truth.”
 
   And I know it is. It’s like all the false layers of bravado have been stripped away from him and he’s been left as raw as a piece of sushi. 
 
   “Stay with us, Bil,” I say. 
 
   He raises his eyebrows. “But what if I—”
 
   Cutting him off, I say, “I want you close to keep an eye on you. Make sure you don’t do anything stupid. If I have to tie you up to stop you from running off, I will.” I allow myself a grim smile.
 
   He grins back. “Thanks,” he says. “And I’ll try not to kill you in your sleep.” With that, he turns and continues on, leaving Rhett and I to share a nervous look. 
 
   Hex munches on a flower he pulled from the side of the road, looking bored. 
 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
   Rhett
 
    
 
   I hate wizards.
 
   Of the trifecta of magic-borns, I hate wizzes the most. They’re stubborn, arrogant, and as smart as software designers; always one step ahead, never acting with passion or on impulse like the witches and warls do. 
 
   And this one’s in a class of his own.
 
   “Harooz manna fey rahhh!” the tallish, bearded man shouts from behind the Dumpster. Or at least that’s what I think he says, although it’s gibberish to me. And what’s with wizzes always being exceptionally tall and sporting beards that the Amish would be jealous of?
 
   So much for avoiding the magic-born by taking back roads. We’d barely just reached the mini-mart, excited to scavenge for some food, when the wizard made his appearance. 
 
   “Get down!” I yell. Following my own command, I duck, dropping flat to the cracked cement parking lot ground just as sparks fly from the wizzes long, white fingers. Laney and Bil throw themselves down beside me.
 
   Big mistake.
 
   The attack doesn’t come from the air, but from the earth, which undulates like a bucking snake, rolling across the lot toward us. I clamber to my feet just as the cement wave hits my feet, catapulting me into the air like a daredevil on a trampoline. 
 
   Laney’s and Bil’s arms and legs whack me and kick me and I think I bonk heads with someone. 
 
   But then the wiz utters more nonsense—“Garba fatata wayy tooo biig!”—which either means he thinks I need to go on a diet or that he’s going to create a magical golden spear out of thin air and chuck it at my head. Unfortunately, it’s the latter. 
 
   As the razor-sharp instrument spins toward my nose, I twist in midair, flinging out a foot in desperation, hoping I don’t end up with a lance through my heel. Even as I tumble to the cement, I feel the tip of my sneakers connect with the shaft of the spear, knocking it aside and changing its trajectory.
 
   Or so I think.
 
   That’s big mistake number two.
 
   Did I mention I hate wizards?
 
   Instead of glancing off harmlessly, the spear suddenly turns rubbery, wrapping itself around my legs like a boa constrictor, tethering them together as I finally return to earth, skidding across the rough lot and scraping off a layer of epidermis from my arms. And even as my scraped-up arms burn I’m wondering where Hex has wandered off to. So nice of him to go chasing squirrels when I’m about to be squeezed to death.
 
   No, not just me. Laney, too. She’s also been caught by the snake-like weapon, trapped next to me.
 
   Bil somehow avoided it and has managed to get his crossbow out, firing bolt after bolt at the wizard, who deflects them aside with a casual wave of his hand. 
 
   I whip out my sword and slash hard at the strange multi-functional golden spear, which is more like coiled rope now. My magged-up blade glances harmlessly off the wizz’s magical weapon, despite the multitude of powerful potions built into the steel. Whatever defense spells the wiz infused into the spear/rope thingy (yes, that’s a technical witch hunter term), they’re significantly stronger than my sword. 
 
   Crap. Double crap.
 
   “Harooz manna fey rahhh!” he chants. I really wish he’d stop saying that. 
 
   The ground rolls and leaps beneath us, throwing Laney and me and our new ropy friend into a death spiral. Relying solely on instinct, I let my taut muscles and tendons take over, managing to land on my shoulders and arms rather than on my head, while Laney slams on top of me, and not in a good way. Her knee catches me where the sun don’t shine and I let out a groan, awkwardly somersaulting out of the tumble. Simultaneously, I wrench hard at the ropes with my fingers and they fall away almost the moment I touch them. Strange, I think, until I realize that Bil’s jabbed a knife into the end of the wizz’s weapon. Whatever magic is in his knife is apparently effective against the wizard’s defenses. 
 
   Good for us; bad for the wiz.
 
   I charge him, my legs churning beneath me, pumping like I’m running a straight deep route to the corner of the end zone. His blue eyes widen and he mutters more curses, his hands extended in front of him, his fingers wiggling slightly. 
 
   Cutting to the left, I dodge something gelatinous that sprays from his fingernails, hoping Laney or Bil don’t get hit by it. Cutting to the right, I narrowly avoid getting impaled by a flurry of metal nails that buzz past me like bees. And then I hit him, jamming my sword deep into his gut with as much force as I can muster. 
 
   Bzzzz!
 
   An electric shock buzzes from the wiz and through the sword, tearing into my hands, shaking me violently and sending searing waves of pain through my body, my glasses tilting at an angle on my face, making it hard to see. “Ahhhh!” I yell, realizing too late that if the wizard was able to protect his spear/rope weapon, then surely he’d be able to protect himself. 
 
   I’m done for.
 
   Hex comes out of nowhere, either by design or because he got bored with the squirrels, barreling from the side and launching himself at the wizard. In midair he becomes a hawk, his beak smashing through whatever magical defenses the wiz has surrounded himself with. 
 
   The electrical current stops running through me, although I continue to shake for a few moments longer, wishing I had a comb and a mirror to flatten my hair, which is surely standing straight up. 
 
   The wiz is screaming, whacking at Hex, whose brown wings are beating at the man’s face in a flurry of feathers. I stand, straightening my glasses and tightening my grip on the sword, hot and sore and angry.
 
   Once more, I stab him, and this time there’s nothing to stop the sharp blade from sinking into his skin.
 
   He cries out, forming words that sound eerily similar to his strange magic language, but are really just grunts and groans. And then he takes his last breath, his beard so long that it hides the blood and ichor, even as I remove my blade from his gut. 
 
   Laney and Bil join Hex—who’s sniffing at the organic remains of the wizard—and me. 
 
   I try to think of something funny, and force a grin onto my lips.
 
   “What are you grinning about?” Laney asks.
 
   “The fact that Bil Nez saved you,” I say.
 
   “He saved you, too,” she says, glaring.
 
   “He did,” I say. “Thanks, Bil.”
 
   “No problem,” he says. “You would’ve done the same for me.”
 
   Laney starts to respond, probably some kind of snarky retort, but Bil cuts her off. “You can crack jokes and throw insults all you want, but you know it’s true. If it had been reversed, you would’ve risked your own life to save mine. Admit it.”
 
   She opens her mouth, but then closes it. Bending down, she scratches Hex, who’s not a hawk anymore, under the chin. “And you saved us all, didn’t you boy?” He licks her face and she laughs. Standing, she turns and heads for the mini-mart. Under her breath she mutters, “Thanks, Bil Nez.”
 
   Once she’s stepped through the shattered storefront window and is out of earshot, I say to Bil, “That’s the closest you’ll get to a real thank you from her.”
 
   “I’ll take it,” he says. 
 
   “You know there’s more to her than fire and thorns, right?”
 
   “How poetic,” Bil says, a hint of his usual sarcasm creeping into his tone. “Yeah. I know. She’s angry at a lot more than me.”
 
   “You’re just the only one here for her to take it out on,” I say. “Although I have to admit I’m happy to not be her target for a while.”
 
   “Glad I can serve some purpose,” Bil says. 
 
   Realizing something, I raise my eyebrows. “You haven’t…left us...for a while,” I point out, hoping he’ll get my meaning.
 
   “That’s what worries me,” he says.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because that means I’m due for another blackout,” he says, turning to follow Laney through the window. 
 
   “Or it could mean you’re getting better,” I say. But if he hears me, he shows no sign of it.
 
   I crouch next to Hex, petting his back while he wags his tail. “Sometimes I wonder if things would be easier with just the two of us, like the old days,” I say.
 
   He gives me a look. 
 
   “You’re right, boy. I don’t mean that at all.”
 
   The sun is bright but the day is coldish, sporting a stiff wind and the smell of rain. Dark clouds threaten in the distance. I clean my bloody sword on a nearby patch of grass, cringing when the red and green mix together and make me think of Christmas. 
 
   The wiz is completely gone now, replaced with a bed of daffodils and daisies. Strange, I’ve never seen one of them do that before. Every wiz I’ve killed—four now—have done something different after they died. One disappeared instantly, showering sparks, another—a rare female wiz who was even taller than most men—became a flock of white butterflies. How could someone so beautiful in death be so awful in life?
 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
   Trish
 
    
 
   New Washington is nearby—she can sense it. 
 
   And the red-haired Changeling has been relentless, barely giving Trish a moment’s peace, always plotting and scheming. 
 
   Trish isn’t convinced they’re doing the right thing. Killing the president? Killing the Reaper? What will those acts accomplish except to further fan the flames of war? Something in the back of her mind—a memory, she thinks—wiggles its way to the front. And yet she can’t seem to grab onto it. What is her past trying to tell her? 
 
   Something important, she knows.
 
   Something crucial to her ability to guide her children. 
 
   Something about…
 
   Realization hits her so hard she stops gliding through the woods.
 
   Her death.
 
   Which death? she wonders. She’s had so many of them that they all start to blur together. Old age, in most of her lives. She may be able to repair her human body better than most, but it’s still a human body, susceptible to all the weaknesses that come along with flesh and bone and blood. Disease. Cancer. Time. 
 
   But there were accidents, too. Untimely deaths. She drowned in one life, as a child, before she even knew what she was. Seems she’s never been a very good swimmer. And yet, her last death is a mystery to her, shrouded in a black cloak, like a magician about to make his big reveal. Why can’t she remember it?
 
   The red witch strides up to her once more, snapping her away from her thoughts. She pretends not to see her, hoping she’ll go away.
 
   “Once the Claires—”
 
   My children, she corrects, almost automatically.
 
   “Your children,” the witch says, “get my people inside and we’ll take care of the rest. We’ll take down the president and anyone who supports her. You and your children are not to come in after us. You’re too important to risk, even on this mission.”
 
   But you’re expendable? The insinuation surprises Trish. She’d never thought of the red Changeling as the martyr type. 
 
   “Yes,” she says. “I know you think I’m in this for some malicious reason. I may not be able to read minds, but you don’t hide yours particularly well. I know you don’t like me.”
 
   Trish stays silent, wishing she could better control the tiny muscles in her human face. 
 
   “But I’m not the enemy. I want peace as much as you do. I know the Claires and Changelings have had our differences—I may not have countless lifetimes of memories, but I’ve read the ancient histories—but we’re on the same side in this battle. If you have any doubts, make them known now.”
 
   Trish finally lets her gaze drift to the witch’s. The intensity in the beautiful woman’s sparkling green eyes surprises her. There’s no lie in them. She thinks she’s doing the right thing—that much is clear.
 
   But the real question is whether she’s right. 
 
   We will help you breach New Washington’s defenses, Trish says in her head. That is all she can promise at this point. 
 
   “Thank you,” the witch says. She pauses, looking away, and Trish can tell she’s trying to figure out how to say what she wants to say next. But she doesn’t have to. Trish’s powers are strengthening, and for a moment she can clearly see what the Changeling leader is struggling with.
 
   I know my sister isn’t the priority, Trish says. The witch’s eyes snap back to hers, as if shocked by how easily Trish could read her. But I will try to save her if I can.
 
   The witch runs a hand through her hair, combing it back. “One day you’ll realize you have to let her go. She is nothing to the greater cause.”
 
   And one day you’ll see that you’re wrong, Trish responds, moving quickly ahead. She doesn’t care to listen to her anymore. 
 
   Mostly because she wonders if she’s right about Laney.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
   Laney
 
    
 
   There’s not much food inside the mini-mart, which has been scavenged a dozen times over, but we find enough to ease the ache in our guts. 
 
   Then it’s back to the road, past the flowers that were once a wizard. I step on one of them—an unnaturally-purple rose tipped with red edges—and crush it under my shoe.
 
   “Nice,” Bil says.
 
   “Shove it up your—”
 
   “Guys,” Rhett says, cutting off my retort. “Save it.”
 
   Was that…command in his tone? “Yes, sir, general, sir,” I say, snapping off a salute. 
 
   “The crimson flocks are settling on the westward boughs,” Bil says.
 
   Rhett and my heads snap toward Bil, our hands flying to our weapons. Between us, Hex lies down, as if to say, “Not this again.”
 
   And Bil Nez laughs, his expression completely lucid, his brown eyes sparkling. “The looks on your faces…classic!”
 
   “A-hole,” I mutter, my hand falling away from my Glock as I stomp away.
 
   Behind me, Rhett and Bil argue. “You can’t do things like that,” Rhett says.
 
   “I just did.”
 
   “Bil…”
 
   “Okay, okay, I was just trying to have a little fun. I hate being treated like this crazy person all the time.”
 
   “You are a crazy person,” I say, not breaking stride or looking back.
 
   “Thanks a lot,” Bil says.
 
   “Look, Bil,” Rhett starts, always the peacemaker. “We could’ve killed you. I’m not exactly into taking chances these days, and Laney’s known for shooting before asking questions.” I consider shooting Rhett at that moment, but I decide that would only prove his point.
 
   “You would kill me?” Bil asks incredulously. 
 
   “Only in self-defense,” Rhett says.
 
   “Speak for yourself,” I mutter, but I don’t think they hear me.
 
   “I see how it is,” Bil says. “I blackout and then I never wake up from it…because I’m dead. One strike and you’re out, is that it?”
 
   “You’re already on strike four,” I say, loud enough that he can hear. “Strike one was when you took the mission to kill Rhett. Strike two was when you almost killed us. And strike three was when you ditched us and let us get taken captive.”
 
   Bil doesn’t say anything to that, and frankly I don’t really give a crap. 
 
   Rhett, however, continues to play mediator, trying to make Bil feel better about things while hammering home the point that his issues are nothing to joke about. I do my best to ignore them, watching Hex as he acts like a normal dog, chasing butterflies, sniffing at something dead on the side of the road, pawing at the trunk of a tree and making it shrink down to the size of a flower. Well, almost like a normal dog. 
 
   I laugh at his antics as he pees the colors of the rainbow on the tiny tree. That one will never get old.
 
   I’m distracted, not really paying attention. None of us are, Rhett still locked in conversation with Mr. Jekyll-and-Hyde. 
 
   The crack of the gunshot sounds like a car backfiring. Loud, but not that loud. Threatening, but not that threatening. In fact, it takes me until the second shot to realize we’re being fired at. 
 
   “Down!” I yell, throwing myself to the pavement. My eyes are wide, trained ahead, searching for any sign of movement from the shooter, who is thankfully not very good at human target practice. Hex comes over and licks my face as if the two gunshots are no big deal.
 
   “See anything?” Rhett asks.
 
   “Not yet,” I say, trying to see around Hex’s pink tongue. 
 
   A form comes into view. 
 
   “Got something,” I say.
 
   Walking directly down the center of the road, the soldier seems unthreatened by us, even when I snap to my feet and point my Glock at his chest. He’s still too far away for me to possibly hit him, but still…aiming a gun at someone usually gets some kind of a reaction.
 
   But this guy just keeps walking, his camo fatigues pristine in a world where everything’s supposed to be dirty. He doesn’t even raise his rifle, which he could easily use to cut me down. I should be the one running, but I just stand there, aiming my gun at his chest as he approaches. And I’m not even a little bit scared. Not in this world. A soldier with a gun seems like the least scary thing after when I’ve seen.
 
   Rhett’s beside me a moment later, while Bil sort of hides behind us. Thanks for that. I guess I can check “Act as a human shield for a schizo witch hunter” off my bucket list. 
 
   When Rhett draws his sword, the soldier doesn’t bat an eye, as if he’s seen a million swords in his lifetime. Just keeps walking, until he’s close enough that I could hit him with my Glock.
 
   “Stop right there,” Rhett says.
 
   He keeps walking. Thirty feet away.
 
   “I said stop,” Rhett says. “This girl hasn’t shot her gun in a while and she’s getting antsy.” Thanks. Put it all on me, I think. Of course, he’s right. This guy takes another few steps and I’m going to fill him up with magic bullets.
 
   He keeps coming and my finger compresses the trigger the slightest bit, my heart racing. He stops at twenty feet and I release it, letting out a silent sigh. Shooting humans isn’t something I’d choose to do. 
 
   Witches on the other hand…
 
   “You shot at us,” Rhett says.
 
   “No I didn’t,” the soldier says.
 
   “Yes. You did,” Rhett responds, and this conversation is beginning to sound like something out of an elementary school playground game: I tagged you! No you didn’t! Yes I did!
 
   “I was just warning you that I was there. That I was approaching you. If I wanted to shoot you, I would’ve.” The soldier’s clean-shaven face is completely relaxed, as if we’re just a bunch of normal people out walking their dogs, chatting about the weather. He looks like he’s in his late forties or early fifties, with plenty of life experience under his belt.
 
   I believe him. But still. “Waving a white flag or something might’ve been more effective,” I say.
 
   “I’m not surrendering to you,” the soldier says calmly.
 
   “You should probably consider it, seeing that you’re the one in my sights.” I tighten my grip on the Glock.
 
   The soldier laughs. Removes his cap, beneath which his hair is cut short, his eyes a dull gray. One of his cheeks has a long scar from the corner of his eye to his chin. He replaces the hat, his eyes lost in shadow once more. 
 
   “Not sure what’s so funny about you dying a horrifically painful death,” I say.
 
   “You shoot, and the twenty-eight gunmen positioned in the trees around you will mow you down before you can even consider raising a white flag.”
 
   “I call bullcrap,” Rhett says, but both of our eyes are already darting to the tree line. 
 
   There’s a rustle as branches move aside, whispering as if blown by the wind. Except there’s no wind. 
 
   Soldiers peek out at us, only their white eyes and black tips of their guns visible. Everything else, their painted faces and camo garb, blend in with the trees they’re perched in. 
 
   I slowly lower my gun, until it’s pointing at my own feet. Game. Over.
 
   “What do you want?” I ask.
 
   To my surprise, the response comes from behind me. From Bil Nez. “He wants to escort us into New Washington,” he says, pushing between us and striding forward. 
 
   I wait for the guns to erupt, for Bil to get cut down, but instead, something I never would’ve expected happens. The soldier breaks into a huge smile, extends his arm, and shakes Bil Nez’s hand.
 
   “Welcome back, my friend,” he says.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty
 
   Rhett
 
    
 
   “How’d the mission go?” the soldier asks Bil.
 
   I share a look with Laney. She’s as shocked as I am. 
 
   Bil leans in to the soldier’s ear and whispers something I can’t hear. The soldier’s head cocks to the side and his gaze settles on me. “That’s him?” he says.
 
   Bil looks back, raising his eyebrows as if offering a silent apology, and says, “Yep. That’s him.”
 
   I pray Laney’s gun will be quicker than the soldier’s, that she’ll be able to take him out before he blows my head off, that I’ll still get the chance to make Bil Nez pay for leading us right into the lion’s den. 
 
   But none of that happens. “Lieutenant Hemsworth, meet Rhett Carter,” Bil says. “He’s on our side.”
 
   The lieutenant continues to stare me down. “I’ll be damned,” he says. “Everyone thought you were with the witches.” He extends a hand. “I never thought I’d say this, but good to meet you.”
 
   I look at his hand, wondering whether this is some kind of a trick, but then figure I’m in no position to fight back anyway. I take it, pulling away sharply when his grip nearly crushes my fingers. 
 
   “This is Hex,” I say, motioning to my dog, who’s sniffing at Lieutenant Hemsworth’s black boots. “And this is my…friend, Laney.”
 
   “That wasn’t awkward,” Laney says, giving me an eye-rolling look. “Glad I got introduced after the dog.” Hex barks as if to say, Of course!
 
   She ignores Hemsworth’s offered hand and says, “How do you know Bil Nez?” At least that’s the question she asks, but I can see in her glare that what she’s really asking is, “And why on earth would you refer to him as your friend?”
 
   I can tell Bil’s gritting his teeth, his jaw moving slightly. The soldier glances from Laney to Bil and back again, and I wonder if he can feel the tension between them. “Bil’s been running key missions for the president for a while now. When he’s not outside the fence, we play cards. Although I wouldn’t advise playing Texas Hold ’em with him, he’s a real shark.”
 
   Bil shrugs when Laney’s eyebrows go up. “If there’s anything we learned to do on the reservation, it was play cards,” he says.
 
   “God,” Laney says, not trying to hide her sarcasm even a little bit.
 
   “You got a problem with Bil?” the soldier asks. “’Cause if so, you got a problem with me, too.”
 
   “No,” Laney says. “No problem at all.” Bil smiles at that. 
 
   “So the president will be rolling out the red carpet for Rhett, right?” Bil asks. “The full royal treatment.”
 
   The soldier shows his teeth, but it’s not a smile. “Depends on whether she thinks he’s a spy,” he says. “Let’s go.”
 
   There’s a whole lot of rustling and the scrape of boots on bark as the soldiers scramble out of the trees on either side. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Lieutenant Hemsworth likes to talk. A lot.
 
   “When all the bad stuff went down,” Hemsworth says, “the armed forces were caught with their pants down, so to speak. Most of us were dead before we even had a chance to think about fighting back.
 
   “I got lucky though. A few battalions were missed, almost skipped over, like the witches were the plague and we had lamb’s blood on our doors. These soldiers…” He motions to the twenty-eight men and women marching beside, behind and in front of us. “…they’re the future. They’re the ones keeping the last of the Americans safe.”
 
   “That’s it?” I blurt out. “That’s all that’s left of the army?”
 
   “I was being dramatic, son. We’re just the ones on the front lines, guarding the outskirts of New Washington. There are a few thousand others, too. A couple hundred Marines. Some wannabe Marines. Several dozen Rangers. And a couple rocket scientists. They control the real weapons.”
 
   “The missiles,” Laney says.
 
   “So you’ve seen their work, I guess,” Hemsworth says.
 
   “You could say that,” she says, not giving away a thing.
 
   “They’re the real saviors. Without them, the witches could pour right into New Washington and finish what they’ve started. But the witches ain’t the kamikaze type. They’re as interested in getting themselves blown up as an elephant wanting to cross paths with a mouse.” I’m not sure if that analogy makes any sense, but I keep quiet. 
 
   Laney, of course, doesn’t. “That’s a myth, you know. The whole elephants being scared of mice thing.”
 
   Hemsworth looks at me and laughs. “Your girlfriend can be a real buzzkill sometimes,” he says.
 
   “She’s not my—” A scathing look from Laney stops me. Wait. Is she my girlfriend? Does putting a label on a relationship even matter anymore? 
 
   “What happened to the president?” Laney asks, deftly moving the conversation away from our relationship.
 
   “She’s a rock star,” Hemsworth says. “Without her, things would’ve fallen apart a long time ago. She made everything happen. Organizing the witch hunters. The missile strikes. Our strategy to retake the east coast. If we’re the parts, then she’s the glue holding it all together.”
 
   “I meant the previous president,” Laney says.
 
   “See what I mean?” Hemsworth says. “Buzzkill.” But before Laney can respond, he says, “President Bartlet didn’t make it past the first night. He was obviously a target and the witches knew exactly where he’d be.”
 
   “Makes no sense,” Laney says.
 
   “What doesn’t?” I say.
 
   “Why they’d take out the President of the United States and not the second in command.”
 
   “The vice president,” I say, chewing on her words. “They would’ve targeted her, too. Vice President Washington.” Laney’s got a point.
 
   “They tried,” Hemsworth explains. “There was a glitch in her schedule. She was meant to be in one place but a last minute change landed her somewhere else. The screw-up saved her life.”
 
   “And maybe all of humanity,” Bil says. “The VP stepped up and became president.”
 
   “And ordered a hit on me,” Rhett says.
 
   “She thought you’d switched sides,” Hemsworth says.
 
   “I didn’t.”
 
   “She really thought you did,” Bil offers.
 
   “Maybe next time she should get her facts straight,” Laney says. Hex barks his agreement.
 
   “You can tell her when you meet her,” Hemsworth says.
 
   “Still, it seems like an awful lot of effort for just one guy,” I say. “I’m just a teenager.”
 
   “A teenager who’s one of only three known Resistors,” Hemsworth says. “We can’t let you fall into the wrong hands.”
 
   Things go quiet for a while after that, the quiet thump of three dozen sets of feet rattling the waning daylight. I stare straight ahead, wondering whether this has all been a huge mistake. The president could decide I’m still a threat. Could order me killed. In this new world, there are no trials, no need for evidence. Instinct and fear rule our decisions these days.
 
   The world darkens around us and still we march on, the soldiers using flashlights to light the way. Something spindly and full of holes looms before us, like a giant thicket. A thicket that seems to extend indefinitely on each side and a hundred feet over our heads. 
 
   “Is that...?” I murmur
 
   “The fence,” Bil says. “It goes around all of New Washington in a five mile radius. Well, almost all the way around. They’re still working to fill the last of the gaps.”
 
   A fence? Really? That’s how they expect to keep the witches out?
 
   As if sensing my doubts, Bil says, “It’s electrified and full of barbed wire, but most of us understand that it’s more a symbolic barrier than a real one. It’s the witch hunters, the army, and the missile threat that’s keeping the witches out.”
 
   Makes sense. The witches I’ve seen could bust through a pathetic metal fence like it’s a wall made of toothpicks. And this isn’t even a good fence. As we get closer, I see that it’s been cobbled together from sections of fence scavenged from various sources. Most of it looks like the stuff that surrounds playgrounds, basketball courts, tennis courts—that sort of thing—but other parts are different, perhaps from batting cages and prisons. The sections are bound together haphazardly by metal wires and thick ropes. It’s the Frankenstein of fences.
 
   And yet, as we pass through a gate that a couple of soldiers open for us, I feel safer. It’s a mental thing. When you’re trying to comfort and control thousands of people, a fence makes sense, no matter how ineffective.
 
   We make our way across a flat wasteland that I’m pretty sure used to be office buildings and apartments which are now burned to the ground. Piles of debris—burnt wood and scorched bricks and black pipes and severed wires—is all that’s left of the structures that used to stand here. “Did the witches destroy all this?” I ask.
 
   “No,” Hemsworth says. “We did.”
 
   “What?” Laney says sharply. “Why would you destroy the city?”
 
   “We needed a buffer zone,” he says. “If any of the magic-born get through the outer defenses, we’ll still have time to take them out before they make it to the civilians. So we burned a ring around the city, making it easier to perform recon. If we have to use our big guns, at least the collateral damage will be minimal.”
 
   I don’t point out that it’s because they’ve already done enough collateral damage themselves. I don’t point it out because his logic kind of makes sense.
 
   “This was all President Washington’s idea,” Bil says.
 
   An hour of following a meandering path through the rubble and we reach the next checkpoint, a large iron gate between a gap in a fifteen-foot-high stone wall. It’s illuminated by a yellow spotlight high atop a pole. I wait for the gate to open, but it doesn’t. 
 
   Hemsworth turns to look at us. “Your weapons,” he says. 
 
   The side of my lip curls up. Nuh-uh. “Not a chance,” I say.
 
   “Only if you want to lose a hand,” Laney adds.
 
   “Until the president clears you to carry your weapons inside the city, we’ll have to requisition them,” Hemsworth says. “It’s either that, or we can march you right back outside the gate and you’re on your own.”
 
   I look at Laney. She looks at me. I glance at Hex, giving her a sign. They can take our weapons, but we’ve still got Hex. Our secret weapon.
 
   Laney seems to understand because she says, “We won’t be able to find Trish without their help,” as if that’s her reason for giving in to their demands.
 
   “True,” I say, feeling a pang of guilt as I hand over my magged-up sword and other weapons. Laney does the same. I hope it’s not the last time we see them.
 
   Bil Nez gets to keep his crossbow and rifle.
 
   “What about him?” Laney asks. “If anyone’s dangerous, it’s him.”
 
   Hemsworth raises an eyebrow. “The president trusts him,” he says. “And I thought you didn’t have a problem with him.”
 
   Laney doesn’t respond, even when Bil winks at her. 
 
   The door opens with a monstrous groan. 
 
   The first face I see inside is a familiar one. A stern expression seen during many a debate, light pink lips drawn into a political smile, striking, bright-blue eyes. A tight, gray bun resting atop her head, making her appear a few years older than her years.
 
   “Welcome to New Washington, Rhett Carter,” President Washington says.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-One
 
   Laney
 
    
 
   Rhett tries to grab me but he’s too slow. I squirm away and stalk toward President Washington. 
 
   “Laney,” Rhett says from behind me. 
 
   I ignore him. “You tried to kill my friend,” I say to the president.
 
   There’s the hint of a smile on the president’s lips, which really pisses me off. I’m ten feet away, then five, then standing face to face with the woman who ordered my friend’s execution.
 
   Strong arms grab me at the elbow, holding me back, despite the fact that I had no intention of hitting this woman. More strong arms grab me from the other side, clamping down on my shoulder like a vice. 
 
   She takes a step forward, so we’re practically nose to nose, her blue eyes glittering under the glow of the security light over the gate. 
 
   “Why?” I say.
 
   “Should we take her to lockup?” It’s Lieutenant Douchebag—I mean, Hemsworth—just over my right shoulder. 
 
   But my eyes never leave President Washington’s.
 
   “No,” she says, unblinking. “You’ve got fight left in you. That’s good. It’s okay to be angry, even at me. You’re going to need that anger and we’re going to need your fight. I hope you’ll accept my sincerest apologies for targeting your friend. From where I was sitting, it really seemed as if he was on the verge of joining the Necros. The result would’ve been disastrous, so I made a decision. Apparently I was wrong. You can thank Bil Nez for making a better decision and bringing Mr. Carter here. The three of you will be major assets in winning this war.”
 
   She could’ve slapped me and I wouldn’t be any more shocked. Did the president just apologize to me? And admit she was wrong and that Bil Nez—Bil freaking Nez—made a better decision than her. 
 
   “I—I—yes,” I stammer, trying to get my mind around what just happened. “I accept your apology. Thank you. If you’re not going to kill us, then I’m here to help. But only if you help us.” If nothing else, I appreciate the woman’s honesty, something I didn’t think politicians were capable of. Politicians don’t admit when they’re wrong, not if they want to keep their careers. But I guess there won’t be any new elections anytime soon, so she doesn’t have to worry about that.
 
   Her eyebrows go up. Have I been too bold? “Go on,” she says. Before I can speak, she flicks her eyes to either side of me. “Release her.” The rough hands withdraw from my elbows and I shake out my arms, which feel slightly bruised.
 
   I fire a victorious look over my right shoulder at Lieutenant Douchebag, who responds with a frown. “Thanks,” I say. “We came here because we need your help. My little sister is missing.”
 
   The president’s lips form a tight line. “I’m sorry, young lady, but there aren’t many real missing people these days. If you can’t find her, she’s probably gone.” And by gone she means dead. But she doesn’t know what Trish is. And I can’t tell her. Can I?
 
   Then I realize who’s with us. Who knows the truth and might not be so tight-lipped. My fists clench at my sides as I dare Bil Nez to open his mouth and tell the president that my sister’s a witch.
 
   “We think the witches took her,” Rhett blurts out, pushing around Hemsworth to stand by my side. Is he trying to take control of the situation before Bil can?
 
   “Ah,” President Washington says, “the infamous Rhett Carter. The Resistor. I was wondering when you’d stop letting your friend do all the talking for you.”
 
   “Well, I, uh—you see, she’s very, uh—what I mean to say is—”
 
   “He never could get me to stop talking,” I say, winking at him. 
 
   “Yeah. What she said,” Rhett says. 
 
   “So you’ve moved on from Beth?” the president says, her eyes boring into Rhett.
 
   Rhett looks crestfallen. I take a deep breath. Then another. Although I want to, I can’t go nose-to-nose with the president again. She already gave me one pass. She won’t surprise me with another. “With all due respect, ma’am,” I say evenly. “There’s no such thing as getting over the loss of someone you love.”
 
   Rhett’s eyes dart to mine, then back to the president. 
 
   “No,” she says. “I suppose there’s not. And that’s a good thing for us, isn’t it? That’s why you severed ties with the Necros. Because of what they did to Beth.”
 
   Rhett turns, looking behind him, and I follow his gaze. Bil Nez stands awkwardly, rocking from foot to foot. He refuses to meet Rhett’s eyes. 
 
   I suddenly get it. How the president seems to know so much about Rhett and Beth and his relationship with the Necros. Like she was there. 
 
   Bil. Freaking. Nez.
 
   “You were spying on me?” Rhett says.
 
   “Information gathering,” Bil says to his feet. 
 
   “I defended you,” Rhett says.
 
   “I did the same for you,” Bil says. 
 
   “By spying. By telling the president all about me.”
 
   “Did you have something to hide?” the president says, but Rhett, to his credit, ignores her, his attention firmly on Bil.
 
   “The information you gave her made her want to kill me,” Rhett says.
 
   “But I didn’t,” Bil says, his eyes still downcast. His voice is coming out as barely a whisper. He’s ashamed. 
 
   “Young man,” the president says more loudly, her voice commanding enough attention to draw Rhett and I back around. “He was merely giving me the facts. Not once did I ask for his opinion. In fact, he tried to offer it, but I didn’t want my judgment to be clouded by anything. And yet, he offered it anyway. He said he didn’t think you’d join the Necros. He said you’d more likely kill them than join them. But I couldn’t take the chance. We only know of three Resistors and our enemies already have one of them. I couldn’t risk them getting another.”
 
   A shiver runs through me, because that doesn’t make sense. I glance at Rhett and I can see he’s confused, too.
 
   “Why would you care about the witches getting Resistors?” he asks. “I can’t hurt you any more than any other human. I’m only a threat to the witches.”
 
   Only one response would make any sense at all. But that can’t possibly be the answer. It’s as impossible as monkeys flying out of my butt. And yet, that’s exactly the answer President Washington gives.
 
   “Some of the witches are helping us fight back,” she says. 
 
   I clench my buttocks, waiting for the monkeys.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Two
 
   Rhett
 
    
 
   I want to hit her, to hit her guards, to hit someone. Anyone. Before I can even really think about what the president just said, what it means for the world, for humanity, the anger is ripping through me, tensing my muscles, urging them to action.
 
   But that kind of mindless action is the antithesis of who I am, who I used to be. I’ve changed a lot, but not to the point where I’ll take a swing at a woman. And not just any woman—the President of New America. If I ever reach that point, I’ll ask Laney to put me in a strait jacket.
 
   Hemsworth must’ve seen my muscles tighten and has both my arms in a full nelson. I can’t really blame him. He doesn’t know me. Doesn’t know that I wouldn’t have done anything to the president.
 
   Hex is growling at the soldier’s feet, ripping at his pants with his teeth. Acting like a normal dog trying to protect its owner. “I’ll break both your arms if I have to,” Hemsworth hisses in my ear. “You might be able to resist magic, but you can’t stop your bones from breaking. Call your dog off. Now.”
 
   “Okay, okay,” I say. “Down, Hex.” I don’t expect him to listen, but he does, releasing Hemsworth’s pants. He’s still acting. My body slumps and I close my eyes, not wanting to see Laney or the president. 
 
   “I understand that you’re shocked and angry,” the president says. I open my eyes to meet her gaze. She doesn’t look angry at all. Composed. Even keel. The face of a leader. “I wasn’t so receptive to the idea either—at least not at first.” She flinches slightly, almost imperceptibly, as if she’s still not fully on board with working with the witches.
 
   I don’t trust myself to speak, so I keep silent.
 
   “You believe there are good witches?” Laney says. I immediately realize the importance of the question to her. Trish is still out there.
 
   “In a word—yes,” President Washington says. “Witches have been misunderstood from the beginning. Fear led to rash decisions, rash decisions led to animosity. Animosity led to war, as it does.”
 
   “So the humans are to blame?” I say, finding my voice. The anger is gone, allowing my brain to function again. Even still, I’m aware of the edge to my question.
 
   “In part,” the president says. “After all, they started killing witches without cause. Salem’s Return was a travesty. I lobbied against it, the president, too, but popular opinion won the day. I don’t blame the witches for fighting back.”
 
   “How can you say that?” I ask. Millions dead. Millions. Maybe even billions, if the witch apocalypse spread across the whole of the world. The number still doesn’t seem real, even after everything I’ve seen. How can millions of souls just disappear in seemingly the blink of an eye?
 
   The president’s eyes meet mine, and her expression is the picture of patience. “You didn’t let me finish,” she says. “Although I think the witches defending themselves is justified, the extent and methods used are not. The utter annihilation many of the gangs strive for is sickening. They’re seeking the extinction of the human race, ushering in a new age, where the magic-born rule the earth. We can’t let that happen.”
 
   “And witches are helping you,” Laney says, as if to confirm the very words that pushed me into a rage. 
 
   “Yes,” the president says. “Some of them came to us not long after Salem’s Revenge. We were all scared, fighting for our lives, desperately taking any measures we could to protect the pocket of resistance we’d created. They surrendered; they let us take them into custody. They suffered abuse at the hands of some of the soldiers before I could put a stop to that. They didn’t fight back, not one bit.
 
   “I didn’t trust them, not after all that had happened. I couldn’t trust them. I thought they were on a mission to gain our trust, to act as a Trojan Horse. If we let our guard down, they’d rip us apart from the inside.”
 
   “But you don’t believe that anymore?” Laney asks. Again, I can practically see images of Trish behind her eyes.
 
   “There was an attack on New America. There were lots of attacks in the early days, until we’d established ourselves as a threat and built up our defenses. But this particular one came after we’d taken these witches captive. A large mixed gang of Pyros, Volts, and Destroyers came at us from two sides. There was no fence then, no buffer. Our armed forces fought with everything they had, but they were pushed back. Panic swept through the survivors, who took to the streets, fleeing before the onslaught.
 
   “I realized at that moment that we were done for. It didn’t matter whether the witches who had surrendered were the enemy. We had to trust someone. I had to trust someone. I had to take a risk. So I released them.”
 
   “They fought against the invaders,” Laney says, a hint of excitement in her voice. 
 
   “More than that,” President Washington says. “They saved us. Without them, there would be no New America, no real resistance. Yeah, there would still be pockets of humans hiding from the magic-born, but they’d eventually be snuffed out as easily as melting candles. I would be dead.” There’s the heavy beat of finality in her words. 
 
   “How do you know which magic-born to trust?” Laney asks. “Are certain gangs okay?”
 
   “No,” the president says, answering the second question first. “It’s more complicated than that. We’ve had witches and warlocks from almost all the gangs come to support us.”
 
   “And wizards?” I ask, remembering the last wizard we fought. He definitely didn’t seem interested in sitting around the campfire and singing Kumbaya with a bunch of humans.
 
   “One,” she says. 
 
   I take a deep breath. I can deal with one. Any more might be a struggle. 
 
   “Madam President,” Hemsworth says, cutting into our conversation. “These two are dangerous. Surely we can’t let them roam free.”
 
   “True,” the president says. I hold my breath, waiting to hear our fate. “I think this one…” she says, gesturing to Laney.
 
   “Laney, ma’am,” Laney says.
 
   “Laney would be perfectly suited to join the city guard,” the president says.
 
   “Ma’am I don’t think—” Laney starts to say.
 
   “Madam President, she’s just a child,” Hemsworth says, cutting her off. 
 
   “Give me my Glock and we’ll see who’s a child,” Laney growls.
 
   President Washington almost seems to enjoy the exchange, her lips curling. “There are no children these days,” she says. “And anyone capable of helping must help. Plus, you can personally keep an eye on her, Lieutenant Hemsworth. Please show her to the guards’ quarters.”
 
   “What about my sister?” Laney says. “I’m not lifting a finger unless you’ll help me find her.”
 
   “Do you know which gang took her?” the president asks.
 
   “I think it was the Changelings,” Laney says. I notice how she doesn’t mention the Claires.
 
   President Washington’s eyebrows go up. “The Changelings…” she says, trailing off, sounding as if she’s lost in thought. “What would the Changelings want with a little girl?”
 
   “How the hell should I know?” Laney says, despite knowing exactly what they want. I stay silent.
 
   The president gives Laney a long look, as if searching for a crack in her confident exterior, but then relaxes and says, “It just so happens that the Changelings are enemy number one now that the Necros have been neutralized. We’ll help you find your sister.”
 
   “Great,” Laney says. “What about Rhett?”
 
   “I’ve got other plans for your Resistor friend. He’s a powerful witch hunter, after all. He’ll join one of our upcoming missions.”
 
   “A mission to do what?” Laney asks. I was about to ask the same thing.
 
   “What else?” the president says. “Kill witches.”
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Laney manages to give my hand a quick squeeze before Hemsworth guides her away. I wonder if I should refuse to be split apart, to insist we stay together while we’re in New Washington, but my mouth stays shut. Twice Laney shrugs off the hand that Hemsworth tries to keep on her shoulder, until he gives up, perhaps afraid she’ll bite off one of his fingers. 
 
   When she’s gone, I say, “Will I be able to see her later?”
 
   “Of course,” President Washington says. “Friendship is one thing we still have left, and to deny it would be to deny life.”
 
   It sounds like something she’s rehearsed. But still, her words do give me hope. 
 
   “Okay,” I say. “What next?”
 
   “Time to meet your new team,” she says. I don’t mention that I didn’t really have an old team, unless you count Hex, Laney, Trish, and Bil Nez. Weirdest. Team. Ever. 
 
   “What about my dog?” I say instead. I reach down to pet his head. He licks my hand. I’ve never seen him act so…normal. He’s hiding his real talents. I wonder whether Bil has told her about what he can really do.
 
   “We have a kennel,” she says.
 
   “No,” I say. “He comes with me. Nonnegotiable.”
 
   The president raises her eyebrows. “Fair enough. As long as he doesn’t get in the way of your work.”
 
   “He won’t,” I say. I don’t say that he’ll likely make the mission a success all on his own. Despite her open-mindedness toward witches, I don’t know where she stands on magical animals. 
 
   “Follow me,” she says, turning to go, immediately surrounded by soldiers. One of them stands a head taller than the rest. His grey beard stretches all the way to his chest. A chill runs through me because I realize what he is. 
 
   A wizard.
 
   I don’t know how I didn’t notice him earlier, especially given his professional-basketball-player height. Maybe he used magic to hide himself from me. Or maybe I was too focused on meeting the president, which isn’t exactly an everyday experience. 
 
   Whatever the case, he now turns slowly in my direction, and I gasp when I see his face.
 
   Charles Gordon.
 
   No. Way.
 
   He’s a famous actor. Or at least, he was an actor. Although I only now realize that he was never really acting at all. The only roles he ever took in major Hollywood movies were that of a grey-bearded wizard, which would have been a cinch for an actual wizard to play. I loved him in The Elf Lord, loved to hate him in The Dark Wizard of White Castle, and never missed one of his interviews, in which he always described the challenges of playing such legendary types of characters. 
 
   Some challenge.
 
   He smiles and winks and I’m torn between wanting to scream “Wizard!” or ask for his autograph. The president said there was one wizard on their side, but I never would’ve guessed it would be the wizard-actor Charles Gordon. 
 
   If I had any doubts left that the world has gone completely insane, they’ve now disappeared. 
 
   It also explains why the president looked so nonchalant, even when both Laney and I threatened to hurt her. More than threatened—tried. If Hemsworth and his soldiers hadn’t been quick enough to stop us, there’s no doubt the wizard would have.
 
   The president is allies with a wizard. A wizard is helping the humans. I’m still trying to get my head around the last thing I expected to find when I reached New Washington (thanks for the heads up, Bil!), as we stroll through what used to be Washington D.C. Evidence of the carnage wrought by the witches during Salem’s Revenge is everywhere. Caved-in roofs on brownstone buildings, torn up sidewalks, bloody smears on the streets. I don’t know why, but it’s not what I expected. Since Bil Nez has told us about New America, I’d had this picture of a city untouched by the witches. A surviving city. But that’s all it is. Surviving doesn’t mean pristine buildings and well-maintained roads. Not anymore. Our standard of living has gone from being unable to live without smart phones and laptops and digital video recorders, to hoping we can fill our bellies and not get turned into hamsters by some witch with a cruel sense of humor. 
 
   The apartment walk-ups still standing on the left barely look livable with their missing front doors and shattered windows, and yet I’m aware of the dozens of sets of eyes watching us as we pass. One woman sits on the front steps, muttering under her breath and cradling a rifle in one arm and a baby in the other. Although she looks in our direction, her gaze almost seems to pass through us, as if we’re as intangible as ghosts.
 
   Through the gaps in the buildings to the right, I dimly recognize that there’s a large open expanse. A highway maybe? It’s strange to think that less than a year ago the residents of these homes might’ve complained about the constant roar and commotion caused by commuter traffic; now, the silence seems much worse somehow. Are all the commuters dead? Will they ever drive to work again? And if so, will they have a greater appreciation for the mundane routine they once loathed?
 
   I don’t notice the wizard’s presence beside me until he speaks. “The Potomac River,” he says.
 
   I startle, my eyes flickering to his, which stand almost a foot higher than mine. I flinch and my hand instinctively goes for my sword. My scabbard is empty, my sword confiscated at the gate. If the wizard chooses to attack me, will my ability be enough to Resist his powers? I don’t know, as I’ve never really tested them for an extended period of time without relief. 
 
   I say nothing, just walk straight ahead, following the president and her entourage. 
 
   “So I see you’ve met at least a few of my kind,” Charles Gordon says with a chuckle. 
 
   I’m surprised by the brevity of his words. Most wizards are dark, terrifying creatures, but this man seems as charismatic now as he did on the red carpet, on Ellen, and on the big screen. I catch his eyes, which twinkle blue and then green and then purple in the dark. I look away sharply. 
 
   Perhaps celebrity is a more powerful force than magic, because I feel drawn to him, magnetized. At ease.
 
   “Most of the wizards I’ve met tried to kill me, not make conversation,” I say.
 
   “Most?”
 
   “Okay, all. Except for you.”
 
   “And yet…you’re still alive,” he says. “A significant feat.” He strokes his beard while I try to match his incredibly long strides.
 
   “You know what I am,” I say. I don’t mean it as a question.
 
   He answers anyway. “Yes. You and your friend, Bil Nez, are important to this fight.”
 
   I fight the urge to look at him, not wanting to show that his words have affected me. It’s because they sound so similar to what the Reaper, my once mentor, said not so long ago. 
 
   “I’m just one guy,” I say.
 
   “Hmm,” the wizard says, as if my statement wasn’t a fact. “And yet, far more stable than the other Resistors.”
 
   Compared to Bil Nez, I guess I’m the poster boy for sanity. I wonder how much he knows about Bil, but I can’t ask without bringing my own knowledge into the conversation.
 
   So instead I ask about the other Resistor. “Why did the other Resistor switch sides and join the magic-born?” I ask.
 
   “Time will tell which side she is on,” the wizard offers. 
 
   This coming from the wizard who’s supposedly helping the humans. “And which side are you on?” I ask, finally meeting his eyes once more.
 
   This time they’re as black as the night sky, dark marbles that seem to devour the light around them. “On the president’s, of course,” he says, before striding away.
 
   A stiff breeze hits me and I shiver. I glance down at Hex, whose eyes are changing colors and sparkling, exactly like Charles Gordon’s. 
 
   And, also like the wizard’s, Hex’s eyes go black. 
 
   I hope no one else notices.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The White House looks like Roman ruins. For one, it’s no longer white, more like gray, with random circles of black spotting its walls, as if the historic building’s been hit by firecrackers let loose by mischievous deviants. Only two of the six iconic pillars are still standing, the others broken in chunks that litter the lawn and steps. I can almost imagine a future where young magic-born go on field trips to the White House. “And this is where we conquered the humans,” their teachers will say. “Come on now, let’s take a picture.”
 
   “The witches sent Slammers to assassinate President Bartlet,” President Washington says, turning back to speak to me for the first time since our journey began. “His skull was found crushed and his spine snapped like a twig.”
 
   “TMI,” I say, trying to vanquish the image from my mind.
 
   “Knowledge is power,” the president says.
 
   “Original,” I say. I’m not sure why I’m being so snarky, except that I feel unsettled. It might be a defense mechanism. Or maybe I’ve just been spending too much time with Laney. 
 
   “You’re not intimidated by my political standing,” the president says.
 
   It doesn’t sound like a question so I don’t respond. 
 
   “Good,” she says. “There’s no room for intimidation in this world. You either stand and fight, or cower and die.”
 
   “You’d suck at motivational speaking,” I say, which draws a surprising laugh. 
 
   “I would,” she says, turning away to move along a path cut through the rubble. Despite the seriousness of the occasion, I can’t help but feel a swell of excitement in my chest as we pass through the doors. To the White House. 
 
   I’m in the White House. 
 
   Weird.
 
   My first thought is: I can’t wait to tell Laney. And that’s when I know it’s officially started. The moving on. I’m sorry, Beth, I whisper in my mind. I’m so sorry. It’s supposed to be her that I want to share my experiences with, who I think about when something incredible happens. But all that feels like a lifetime ago. We’re a lifetime away from football practice and school newspaper articles and Xave’s boyfriend dramas. I’m changed and Beth is dead. And Laney is alive.
 
   My eyes are flooded before I know it and I have to blink furiously to get control. 
 
   I look around me at the ovular space into which we’ve entered. Busts of former presidents lay sideways on the floor, missing noses and ears. No one’s bothered to pick them up, to restore them to their stands. Such symbols have no place now. 
 
   The space is well-lighted, and not by candlelight or lanterns like I expected. Light bulbs! “You have electricity,” I blurt out.
 
   “Rationed,” the president says, moving through the space. “We have a sufficient store of batteries to keep the generators going for several more months.”
 
   “Why not just have the witches create light?” I say, unable to hide the contempt in my tone. 
 
   “The people are scared enough of our witch allies without them flaunting their power,” the president says, taking my question more seriously than I expected. Before disappearing into the next room, she adds, “The sooner you cast off your prejudices against the magic-born, the better.”
 
   I feel the familiar burn of my blood boiling. I’m not prejudiced, not anymore. Laney’s sister is a witch. I’m not prejudiced against her, am I? No. Of course not. Just the other witches. The ones that murder humans like we’re nothing more than pesky flies to be swatted.
 
   Then I realize: it’s not the heat of anger I feel, but the flush of embarrassment. Could the president be right? Even after being saved by Trish multiple times, after learning my mentor and best friend are both warlocks, does my anger and hatred for the magic-born trump the logical reality that there could be some good witches? 
 
   I stomp after her, trying not to think about it. The president and her entourage, including Charles Gordon, are already most of the way up the steps to the first floor. For the first time I notice the way President Washington seems to keep her distance from the wizard, always maintaining a slight buffer between them. Despite what she says, she’s still not comfortable having them around. 
 
   Even Hex is halfway up, following the procession. I’m thankful he’s not flying his way to the top, like he’d normally do. Perhaps he innately understands the need to hide his abilities. I take the steps two at a time, trying to stay close, glancing back once to find Bil Nez, who hasn’t spoken a word to me since we arrived, slinking away. 
 
   On the next level, we enter a room with red walls and red furniture. Some of the red color looks darker, like someone splashed paint around. I try not to think what that might mean, or why the president would choose to bring me to a room decorated with the color of blood. 
 
   She waves a hand at a red couch, but I remain standing. “I’m fine,” I say. 
 
   “Suit yourself,” she says, sitting delicately on the ornate couch, which has the same spots of darker red. “Leave us,” she says to the soldiers.
 
   One of them says, “Madam President?”
 
   “My advisers and I will be meeting privately with Mr. Carter,” she says. “Thank you.” Despite the politeness of her words, the command in her tone is obvious. The soldiers file out without another word.
 
   I feel awkward standing when she’s sitting, which makes me rock from foot to foot. Even Charles takes a seat in a red lions-feet chair that’s about half as big as it needs to be for a man his size. Under his cloak, his knees stick up like mountain peaks. 
 
   “Come in,” the president commands, and a door opens off to the side. 
 
   The entire doorway fills as a redwood-sized man stoops to enter. I fall back a step, immediately on the defensive. He’s a Slammer, with fists like basketballs and a face only a mother could love. And she’d have to be a pretty compassionate mother at that. The floor shakes as he steps inside, having to remain stooped to avoid hitting his head on the high ceiling. I glance at the exit door, which is only a few feet away, and then back at the Slammer, whose arms are so long he could probably lunge and grab me before I could escape.
 
   “You have nothing to fear from Samsa,” the president says, but there’s a slight tremor in her voice. “I, too, was uneasy in his presence at first, but you learn to accept him as he is. Especially when he’s saved numerous human lives while within our borders.” Her words paint a different picture to her expression, which is pale white and full of fear.
 
   Yes, but how many of those humans has he later eaten? I want to ask. I shake off the image of him gnawing on a shin bone while he roasts a human corpse on a spit. Be open-minded, I remind myself.
 
   “You watch wrestling?” Samsa asks, skipping words as if English is his second language. I think I detect a slight Russian accent. 
 
   “Um...” Guys in tights rolling around and getting all sweaty while trying to beat the living snot out of each other? “Not really.”
 
   “Samsa was a professional wrestler,” the president explains, as if it’s the most normal thing in the world. “They called him The Monster. He was a large man even at normal size, but of course, as you can see, using his magic makes him significantly larger.”
 
   “Riiiight,” I say. What. The. Hell. Is. Going. On?
 
   Even as I’m pondering the fact that I’m in the White House with the president, a warlock, and a wizard, I notice another presence in the room. The…creature is nestled between the gigantic Slammer’s legs, peeking out with huge eyes through a mane of shaggy, brown hair. Stooped over, the hunch in his back protrudes noticeably higher than the crown of his head. His skin—on his face, neck and hands—is a strange color of brown and sort of clumpy, almost like…mud. The rest of his skin is covered by a brown frock, cinched at the waist with a thick leather belt. 
 
   “Don’t mind Grogg,” the president says. “He’s not an official adviser, but he’s useful in carrying out simple tasks.”
 
   “What…is he?” I ask, which I only realize sounds incredibly rude after the question has already left my mouth.
 
   “Well, technically he’s mud,” she says. “Or at least fashioned from it. There are a couple of witches in our midst who do wonderful work with mud. They’re working on creating some large clay soldiers to protect our northern borders. The only challenge is that they have to be awake and aware in order to control their creations. We could use a dozen more of their kind, but unfortunately most of the witches with their skillset are decidedly anti-human.”
 
   She says it like it’s the same thing as being anti-guns or anti-abortion, not being against an entire species. “Hi, Grogg,” I say, trying to get a better look at his face.
 
   Like a frightened child, the mud troll (I don’t know how else to categorize him) shrinks back behind Samsa’s pillar-like leg. Only a single eye peeks out. Hex barks and runs up, sniffing around the Slammer’s leg and trying to inspect Grogg with all the curiosity of a puppy out for a stroll. I sort of hope he decides to pee on the warlock’s leg, which isn’t my finest moment. 
 
   “They can be quite skittish with strangers,” the president explains. “Although they’re controlled by their creators, they seem to have their own personality.”
 
   “Interesting,” I say. Freaky, I think. Hex runs between the warlock’s legs and Grogg skitters around the other side, always keeping the thick trunk of flesh and bone and muscle between Hex and him. Or her. Or it. I’m not sure if gender applies to mud-creatures. Hex goes the other way, but Grogg is too quick, scurrying back around. 
 
   I can see the excitement and temptation building on Hex’s face. No, I think. Don’t do it.
 
   He does it. Hex clones himself, becoming two dogs and racing in opposite directions. Trapped, the mud creature backs against the wall, its gloppy arms out in front as if to protect itself. Just as the two German shepherds leap at Grogg, however, he melts away, becoming a pile of mud and hair and cloth. Freakishly, his two eyes continue to stare out, unblinking. Hex1 and Hex2 sniff at the mud, look at each other, and then smash their heads together, becoming one dog once more.
 
   “There’s more to your dog than meets the eye,” the president observes. She doesn’t sound surprised. 
 
   “He’s a regular Transformer,” I say. 
 
   “But we’re not here to talk about magical creations,” the president says, as if my dog has provided her with the perfect transition. “We’re here to talk about you.”
 
   I stay silent as Hex sits like a sphinx at my feet, staring at the pile of mud, which is already starting to reform into Grogg.
 
   “I saw how you reacted when I mentioned our magic-born allies. I need to know that you can control yourself. I can’t have you starting a civil war.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” I say. “It just wasn’t what I was expecting. I didn’t expect any of them to side with us.” Even the Necros, who claim to desire a peaceful resolution, refuse to actively seek peace with New America.
 
   “I wanted you to meet some of them,” the president says. “To see that they’re not the enemy. There are good witches and bad witches, even as there are good humans and bad humans.” It’s a pretty black and white way of thinking, but I understand why she explains it that way. Nowadays people will be looking for simple answers to complex questions, and President Washington seems to have it all figured out, despite the clear signs that she’s as scared of the magic-borns as most people. 
 
   “Okay,” I say. “I’ve met them.” A movie star and a pro wrestler. She seems to trust them implicitly, even leaving herself unprotected while in their presence. In fact, I feel more like they are protecting her from me. “What next?”
 
   “Now you prove your worth,” she says. “Grogg will take you to meet your team of witch hunters.”
 
   I shrug and, without any other choice, follow the troll-creature, who scampers out the door far quicker than I expected. I walk slightly to the side to avoid stepping in the trail of mud it leaves behind, while Hex runs ahead, nipping at its heels.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Three
 
   Laney
 
    
 
   I’m starting to feel bad about referring to him as Lieutenant Douchebag in my head.
 
   Hemsworth has been really nice to me as we drive through what used to be the thriving metropolis of Washington D.C. New Washington is anything but thriving; according to the lieutenant, people only really come out when rations are being distributed or on certain days when they hold huge flea markets, where the people can trade scavenged items. 
 
   It feels good to be in the Jeep, with the breeze blowing my hair around my face. Only the city guards can use the vehicles, and sparingly. There’s not much fuel left and it will soon go bad anyway. But still. Riding in a car suddenly seems like the biggest luxury on the planet and I’m going to enjoy it.
 
   Like a dog, I stick my head out the window, relishing the wind on my face. When I pull back inside, Hemsworth is grinning. “See? Not all’s bad about New Washington.”
 
   “I never said it was,” I say. “In fact, I’m starting to like this place.”
 
   “You might not be saying that after your first witch attack.”
 
   Back to a reality that even a bumpy ride in a jeep can’t erase. “They attack regularly?”
 
   “All the time,” Hemsworth says. “Although not as much since the president hired the witch hunters to patrol the broader area. They’ve taken out huge pockets of the magic-born, which has decreased the number of attacks on our borders. But they still happen.”
 
   “It’s not my first rodeo,” I say.
 
   “I could tell from the way you didn’t back down. From me or the president.”
 
   “Yet you think I’m just a child.”
 
   Hemsworth sighs, and his age begins to show through the spidery lines around his eyes. “You remind me of my daughter,” he says.
 
   Not what I expected him to say. We hit a bump and I clutch the roof handle to avoid cracking my head. “How old is she?” I ask.
 
   “She is…was…fifteen.”
 
   Oh. Was. Crap. “I’m…sorry.” And I am. Despite the fact that Lieutenant Dou—Hemsworth—was a real jerk to me when I first met him, I get what it feels like to lose someone. It sucks. And a daughter? I can’t even imagine.
 
   He looks away, and I suspect he’s trying to hide whatever emotion he’s feeling. But when he turns back, it’s not sadness on his face. It’s anger. His entire face is sheathed in it, from his dark, narrow eyes to his clenched jaw and gritted teeth. He’s wearing his anger like armor, and he immediately reminds me of Rhett. I know that look.
 
   “You want revenge,” I say. “That’s why you’re not cowering in some house or hanging from a noose.”
 
   “Damn right. You want to know how I got this scar?”
 
   I’ve been wanting to ask. I nod. 
 
   “Trying to save my daughter,” he says. “Like you, she was a tough kid—young woman. She wasn’t scared of anything, not even the magic-born. Sometimes I wish she would’ve been more scared, but then she wouldn’t be herself. Mia.”
 
   “That’s a pretty name,” I say.
 
   “Thanks. My wife picked it out.” He doesn’t say whether she’s still alive and I don’t ask. “I was on duty at the northern border. It was a dead day, no pun intended.” He doesn’t laugh, not even at his own joke, so neither do I. He grips the edge of his seat, but the ride has become remarkably smooth; we’re on a wide, flat road. “And then Mia was there, having trekked the few miles all alone, to see me. No one cared enough to stop her. And she probably couldn’t have been stopped anyway. When Mia got something in her head, she almost always did it.”
 
   “I can understand that,” I say.
 
   “I bet you can. Well, I freaked. The northern border was—and still is—the most dangerous posting.”
 
   “And that’s where we’re headed?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Fan-freaking-tastic,” I say.
 
   Hemsworth offers a wry smile. “Anyway, I grabbed Mia’s arm and marched her toward one of the Jeeps. Of course, that’s when the attack came.”
 
   What is he implying? “It’s just a coincidence. Bad luck,” I say.
 
   “Maybe,” Hemsworth says. “Or fate. Or the universe ganging up on a man who made too many mistakes in this life, who worked too hard and drank too much and spent too much time away from his family. Who was a pretty bad father and a pretty bad husband and a pretty bad person.”
 
   “It doesn’t work that way,” I say. “We all lost friends and loved ones. No one’s out to get you—especially not the universe. And it’s not your fault Mia showed up that day at that time. Bad stuff happens. Especially nowadays.”
 
   Although his face is grim, he nods. “I figured all that out, eventually. I grieved for a long time, considered killing myself. Barely ate. Barely slept. And then I came to the same conclusion. I might have been a crappy father, but I didn’t kill my daughter. They did.”
 
   “The witches?”
 
   “Hell yeah. I tried to save her. I should’ve died too”—finally a shred of sadness bubbles up and he blinks quickly to fight it off—“but I didn’t. All I got was this scar.” Using his finger, he traces the ragged line from his eye to his chin. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” I say again, even though I know it’s a meaningless thing to say.
 
   “That’s why I called you a child,” he says. “Because even though you’re not, and you’ve grown up in a hurry, you had your childhood swept out from under your feet. You should be studying and hanging out at the mall and learning to drive, but instead you’re toting a Glock and threatening soldiers and presidents.”
 
   I can’t help but to laugh at that. “Speaking of which…”
 
   “Oh. Yeah. You’ll need this back.” Hemsworth hands me my gun grip-first. 
 
   “Look, I’m sorry about all that. I don’t really trust strangers much. But President Washington seems okay. Like she’s trying to do the right thing.”
 
   “Yeah,” he says. “She’s done a lot to protect those that are left. And she made a hard decision to trust some of the magic-born. That’s paid off in dozens of battles where they’ve fought alongside us.”
 
   “Weird,” I say. “I mean, I think there could be good witches…” I swallow, trying not to get distracted by thinking about Trish too much.
 
   “But?”
 
   “But I just didn’t think there would be that many. And even if there were good ones, I didn’t think they’d go so far as to protect any of us humans.”
 
   “I know,” he says. “It’s been a huge change in thinking for a lot of us. We still struggle with it. Every time I see that giant Slammer walking next to President Washington, I have to remind myself not to attack him.”
 
   “Slammer?” I say, remembering my last fight against the magic-born.
 
   “Yeah, you ever dealt with them?”
 
   “One too many times,” I say.
 
   He nods firmly, as if he knows exactly what I mean. “I never thought one of the Slammers would be on our side,” he says. “But Samsa has had dozens of opportunities to sabotage us, to kill the president, but all he’s done is fight for us. If he had been there that day…” He touches his scar again, leaving the roar of the Jeep’s engine to finish his statement for him.
 
   Maybe his daughter would still be alive.
 
   Hemsworth trusts their witch allies. And, strangely, despite the fact that I don’t even know them, so do I. Maybe it’s because of Trish, or maybe it’s because I need to trust something or I’ll go crazy, or maybe I’m just tired of fighting each and every person I come in contact with.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The northern border is quiet. But not empty. There are dozens of guards stationed along the fence-line, smoking cigarettes and pacing. And there are dozens more asleep, in bunk houses that look like they were erected in a hurry. 
 
   And there are magic-born.
 
   I spot the first one when there’s a glimpse of movement on the top corner of my vision. Craning my neck, I look up at the night sky, spotting the dark form silhouetted against the moon and stars, moving along the border. Flying. A Destroyer, the type of magic-born that can turn people to stone. I can’t tell whether it’s a witch or a warlock, and it doesn’t really matter, but the thought that he/she could turn us all to stone in about ten seconds flat turns my stomach to stone.
 
   “Hungry?” Hemsworth asks, noticing where I’m looking.
 
   “Not anymore,” I say.
 
   “It’ll take some getting used to,” he says. “But once you’ve had your life saved a few times by the magic-born, you’ll start feeling better about having them around.”
 
   My legs feel wobbly as a sudden thought hits me:
 
   I wish Trish were here.
 
   There’s a small cook fire going, manned by a chubby woman wearing an apron, her gray hair pulled up into a tight bun. She’s preparing food, but there’s no one to serve it to. 
 
   Hemsworth says, “Gertie. Meet Laney. She’s just joined us. A real firecracker, this one. You’ll like her.”
 
   The woman switches her spatula to her left hand and extends her right. She’s got a firm grip, which I gladly return. “Welcome to the frying pan of America,” she says.
 
   She doesn’t question the presence of a sixteen-year-old girl at the border, which makes me immediately like her. “I’ve just come from the fire, so this is like a vacation,” I say. 
 
   That makes her laugh, which makes me like her even more. “What can I getcha? We’ve got squirrel burgers, squirrel sausages, squirrel mince, and baked beans. I’ve even got some bread. A real feast.” 
 
   Despite the witch I saw flying overhead and the thought of eating squirrels—who are really, really cute—my stomach growls. “A sample platter,” I say.
 
   “Ahh, a girl after my own stomach,” she says, dishing up a plate. “Variety is the prize in the cereal box of life.”
 
   I take the plate and sit in the grass, eating with my hands, swallowing down the food without chewing or thinking about it too much. It tastes at least three times better than I thought it would. I finish before she’s done preparing a plate for Hemsworth.
 
   I raise an eyebrow when I see his plate as he slides down next to me. A heaping pile of baked beans. “What—are you a vegetarian?” I joke.
 
   “Yeah,” he says.
 
   “I was kidding.”
 
   “I’m not.”
 
   “Huh.” I wouldn’t have pegged him for a vegetarian. But then again, I wouldn’t have pegged my sister for a witch.
 
   He takes his time with the beans, as if relishing a five-course meal.
 
   “So…” I say.
 
   He keeps chewing each bite about twenty times. Is he worried about indigestion?
 
   “Why were you such a jerk to me earlier?”
 
   He stops for a second, but then finishes chewing his current bite. Seventeen, eighteen, nineteen, twenty…gulp. “You weren’t exactly welcoming,” he says.
 
   “You shot at us.”
 
   “Not at you. Into the air. A warning that we were coming.”
 
   “Might want to try a different approach next time.”
 
   “Fair enough. Anyway, you were rude to Bil Nez. He’s done a lot of good for New America. And you obviously don’t like him. He’s got a lot of friends around here, so you might want to be careful.”
 
   Bil Nez…has friends? Hot dog. I never would’ve guessed it. “He hasn’t been the most reliable person lately.”
 
   “You mean his ‘episodes’?” Hemsworth takes the time to put down his plate to create air-quotes with his fingers, another thing I wouldn’t expect him to do. Next to his camo garb and serious expression, he almost looks like he’s an actor in some strange play.
 
   “You know about that?” I thought it was some big secret.
 
   “It’s kind of obvious, isn’t it? I mean, one minute he’s saving your life and acting all tough and cocky, and the next he’s a mean, unpredictable punk. PTSD will do weird things to a guy.”
 
   “Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder,” I say.
 
   “Yeah,” he says. “Most of the time he leaves New Washington when he gets that way, and we don’t try to stop him. He always comes back in one piece, though I have no clue what he does when he’s away. Missions for the president or shooting at birds…it’s not my business.”
 
   “Mostly betraying us,” I say.
 
   “I see.” He doesn’t seem surprised.
 
   “Or saving us,” I add, grudgingly.
 
   “Ah,” he says. 
 
   The fire crackles and Gertie pushes the squirrel meat around, waiting for her next customer. I can tell she’s listening to our conversation. 
 
   The Destroyer makes another pass overhead, a shadowy blur, like a huge bat. There’s a flash of red and orange down the fence a-ways. A ball of fire next to a dark profile. “Is that a…” I don’t want to finish the question because I already know the answer.
 
   “A Pyro,” Hemsworth confirms.
 
   I’ve only got so much acceptance left in me today, and this crosses the line. I’m on my feet in an instant, my plate discarded upside-down in the grass. Hemsworth scrambles after me, but I’m already running toward the Pyro, who turns toward me, the fireball revealing her brown skin and white teeth. 
 
   “Laney!” Hemsworth warns, but I don’t stop until I’m a few feet from the witch, who casually creates a second fireball, balancing one on each palm.
 
   Slightly out of breath, I say, “Did you know…Chuck and Mindy…Grant?” My parents. Did you know my parents? I want to scream.
 
   The witch nods slowly, passing the fireballs back and forth between her hands. 
 
   “Which side of the fence would they be on now if they were alive?” I ask.
 
   Hemsworth reaches my side, but doesn’t touch me.
 
   The Pyro opens her mouth to speak, but then closes it. She jerks her head in the direction of the fence. Outside the fence. I bite my lip and nod. Outside of the fence. Where Trish is. Where the bad magic-born are. Those who would hurt us. 
 
   “Thank you,” I say, before walking away from the Pyro, once more leaving Hemsworth behind.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Four
 
   Trish
 
    
 
   The warlock arrives at dawn. Outwardly, he appears worn and bedraggled, like a crumpled up newspaper, his clothes loose and wrinkled. 
 
   But on the inside, where only her people can see, he’s a lion.
 
   “Get out,” the red Changeling commands.
 
   No, Trish says, making sure the contradiction carries to everyone’s mind.
 
   The Changeling’s head jerks toward her and she can see the anger in her eyes, flashing for a moment before disappearing in a beam of light cutting through the forest canopy. Trish knows she’s made the witch look weak in front of her people, the other Changelings who drift in and out of camp like wraiths, never looking the same on the outside, changing identity as often as a baby’s diaper. But she can recognize them all the same. And yet…the witch doesn’t fight back. Not when she still needs Trish’s help. After she helps her…what then? Does their temporary pact die?
 
   All Trish’s experience tells her the answer is yes.
 
   I want to speak with him, Trish says, because she knows this man. Not from a past lifetime, but from this one. He looks the same as the beggar in the store, Martin Carter, except that he no longer has his thick coat. She searches his memories and watches as he casts the coat aside in the woods. Not randomly, purposefully. A sign for someone else who might be following him. 
 
   “Very well,” the Changeling leader says, stepping aside and pretending to busy herself instructing her people. Such funny games she likes to play.
 
   Martin Carter steps forward, the lion inside him glowing with white light, brighter than the sun. But Trish doesn’t blink or shield her eyes. The light doesn’t hurt her. She remembers that the warlock cannot speak the normal way. Speak in your mind, she instructs, talking only to him so the red witch cannot hear her. Our conversation will be private.
 
   The man doesn’t nod, but she can see he understands. She reaches into his mind, letting her consciousness flow alongside his, a single stream of light. A lion and a Mother. 
 
   You have changed, he says.
 
   I was always the same, she says. I just didn’t know it.
 
   His mental nod is easily discernable. I know why you camp here, he says.
 
   “Here” is less than two miles from New Washington. Her children have hidden them from the witch hunters, who pass through occasionally, patrolling their borders. 
 
   And you think we are making a mistake, she says, understanding.
 
   I don’t know, he says. I cannot see beyond what my eyes reveal. But my son is there. In New Washington.
 
   The words hit her sharply, burrowing to the core of her being like worms. Rhett Carter is in New Washington. She remembers the beams of light returning to her, whispering to her that they had succeeded in their mission. Laney and Rhett had been brought back together. Which means that…
 
   My sister is in New Washington, she says.
 
   The beggar doesn’t need to confirm. Does this change anything for you? he asks.
 
   She hides her mind from him. Ponders the question. If she lets her sister-from-this-life dictate her actions, she could doom all of humanity. That goes against everything she believes in. But she does love her. Their years together cannot be cast aside as easily as a rock from a shoe. And yet…
 
   The president must die, she says. It’s what her Children have been telling her. But why? She has to trust them until her own knowledge is complete. Although her powers far exceed those of her Children, she is not invincible. Consistent with all Claires, she can control elements of nature and commune with the earth. She can invade thoughts, control dreams, and coax glimpses of the future from the very fabric of time. Protection spells are possible, although they take a lot out of her. Her blood carries many secrets. And her true voice has the power to destroy. 
 
   However, like all magic-born, overuse of magic will drain her energy, leaving her in need of rest and recovery. Killing the president might mean she can’t save her sister, or vice versa. She can almost feel the choice looming over her like a dark shadow.
 
   I don’t disagree, Martin says. She knows he speaks the truth. He wants the president dead, too. She knows she should understand why this woman is such a threat, but something from the past remains hidden to her. She considers asking this man, but no one can know her weakness. She stays silent.
 
   I’m not telling you to stop, he says. I’m making you aware.
 
   The Changeling doesn’t want the Claires inside New Washington. Only to help her get inside.
 
   But that’s not what you want? Martin asks. Despite the wall she’s thrown up, she realizes this man has sensed her true mind. 
 
   No, she admits. I want to be there for it all.
 
   Good, Martin says. I don’t fully trust the red witch’s motives.
 
   She will spare no one who stands in her way, even the innocent, Trish says. 
 
   Then we will watch over them, Martin says. We will protect those who deserve it.
 
   Thank you, she says. Go in peace.
 
   He turns and walks away, his footfalls as loud as cannon blasts next to the silent glide of the Changelings and Claires.
 
   The Changeling leader watches her, but doesn’t approach. Though she tries to hide her mind from Trish, Trish can read the witch’s thoughts as easily as a child’s, her powers strengthening with each passing day. The woman’s thoughts only speak one thing:
 
   Violence.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Five
 
   Rhett
 
    
 
   One of Grogg’s legs drags behind him, as if pulling a ball and chain. The creature leaves a muddy trail for me to follow, almost like a slug smearing sticky mucus. Hex, nose to the floor, sniffs at the filth. 
 
   At this pace, it will be three days later before we get to our destination. 
 
   When we reach the stairs, Hex goes slightly mad (as he does) and sneaks up behind Grogg, unleashing a deep-throated WOOF! into the creature’s ear. The mud-thing takes off, tripping on the second step and rolling the rest of the way to the bottom, where it promptly clambers to its feet and bolts out of the White House entrance. 
 
   We give chase, Hex barking at Grogg and me shouting commands to a dog that listens to no one. As before, the mud-creature moves far quicker than one would expect, particularly considering the leg-dragging thing it was doing earlier. I’m beginning to suspect that was all an act, or perhaps a loss in concentration.
 
   Luckily, though, despite the fact that Grogg weaves in and out of the various debris littering New Washington, he leaves a fairly obvious trail for us to follow. We’re moving through the buildings, searching for our guide, when Hex stops abruptly, his nose twitching. 
 
   He looks left. He looks right. 
 
   There’s a cry from above—a strange, whispery Ehhhhh!—and Grogg flies from a second story windowsill, landing directly on Hex’s back. Hex freaks, running and leaping and bucking like a rodeo bull, trying to dislodge the unwanted rider. He could probably use any one of a number of magical powers to get rid of the mud-creature, but it’s as if he’s forgotten what he is—that he’s more than a normal dog. And the whole time, Grogg is making a noise that sounds—remarkably—like laughter.
 
   The laughter is half-baby, half-crazy-old-man, and one hundred percent contagious. I find myself cracking up watching the spectacle, seeing someone outwit the unoutwittable. 
 
   Eventually, however, Hex realizes the situation and stops, breathing heavily. And then he vanishes, leaving Grogg to fall the foot and a half to the ground with a splat. Hex appears a moment later, grinning, and licks Grogg’s face, something he’s done to me many times. A declaration of victory. This time, instead of running away, the mud-creature opens its mouth and extends a long, brown tongue and licks him back.
 
   Blech.
 
   But Hex doesn’t seem to mind, his tail wagging ferociously. Is this the start of an unexpected (and somewhat freakish) friendship? Only time will tell. 
 
   Grogg pulls himself back to his feet, waves a hand as if to say “Follow me,” and then ducks into an alley. As Hex walks directly over the muddy footprints, I consider the possibility that Grogg may have a future as a trainer at Doggy Obedience School. I follow close behind.
 
   The alley is much darker, the scant light from the moon and stars eclipsed by the high buildings. One with the shadows, Grogg’s huge white eyes blink at us. A flash of brown beckons us closer. Hex curls up next to the mud-creature while I tentatively step forward.
 
   Grogg speaks, again in that whispery, gurgling voice. “Closer,” he says.
 
   I take another step, so close now that I’m in danger of brushing against his muddy body. And yet…
 
   “Closer,” he murmurs. 
 
   “Uh,” I say.
 
   Hex circles behind me and shoves against my legs, clearly taking Grogg’s side.
 
   I inch forward, slightly disgusted by the smell of wet mud, until the eyes are like giant saucers in the dark. Seemingly satisfied by my nearness, Grogg says, “Secrets and lies and dangers. Many dangers. Beware. Take heed. Remember. Distance yourself. Avoid. Feel nothing.”
 
   His words, both the way he says them and their substance, send shivers down my spine. Feel nothing? What does that even mean? No one can feel nothing. “Beware of what?” I ask. 
 
   “Her,” he says. “The president.”
 
   Wait a minute, I think, remembering what the president told me about Grogg’s creation. Crafted from mud by a witch, who controls his movements, who is controlling him even now, who is making him say these things. Has the president let the wrong witch into her fold? Someone secretly working against her? 
 
   “Take us to the witch hunters,” I say.
 
   “Mistake,” Grogg says. “Trusting. Big mistake.”
 
   “It’s my mistake to make,” I say, pulling away and slipping out of the alley. I’m half-surprised when Grogg follows me, silently leading us on down the street.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Honest Abe is missing his head. Apparently no one has bothered to even attempt to replace it atop his neck, as it rests cheek first on the ground next to his statue. 
 
   According to Grogg’s whisperings, the Lincoln Memorial has become home base for the various witch hunters hired by New America. When I look back outside, Grogg is gone. 
 
   Ignoring Abe’s head, which seems to stare at me, I peer at the sleeping forms around me, illuminated by dim lights along the edges of the floor. Their soft exhalations create a symphony of sleep. 
 
   “Ahem,” I cough, clearing my throat. 
 
   There’s a mad scramble and the clank of metal and the click of safeties being switched off, and then we’re surrounded by witch hunters, knives and swords and guns pointed at us. Awesome.
 
   “Hi,” I say, wishing I had my sword. 
 
   “Who the hell are you?” a woman asks, two pistols aimed my way. 
 
   “The new guy,” I say. “Rhett Carter. Hunter of witches. Defender of humanity. I come in peace.” I scan the faces around me, none of which look too friendly. Young, old, black, white, male, female—they’re all frowning.
 
   “I’ve heard of you,” the woman says. She’s got spikey hair with a white skunk-like stripe down the center, and her ears are full of at least a dozen piercings. Wearing only a tank top and ripped jeans, almost every inch of bare skin is covered with colorful tats. “There was supposed to be a bounty on your head. Only a half-hour ago we were told it had been released.”
 
   I look at the weapons all around me. “I guess you weren’t told to expect me?”
 
   “Naw,” she says, a tongue ring flashing between her teeth. “We thought it probably meant you were dead.”
 
   “Nearly dead on many occasions, but not just yet,” I say. 
 
   “So you’ve come over from the dark side,” she says. 
 
   “I was never on the dark side,” I say.
 
   “Yeah. Neither was I,” she says, sarcasm heavy in her voice. “Look, no one’s here to make friends, so don’t expect any. We eat together, sleep together”—I consider making a joke Laney would appreciate, but manage to hold my tongue—“fight together, and die together…but that doesn’t make us friends. Got it?”
 
   Welcome to the team, I think. “Got it,” I say. 
 
   “Everyone calls me Floss,” she says.
 
   Umm, interesting name. “Okay,” I say.
 
   “Now I think there have been enough interruptions for one night. We have witches to kill tomorrow. Grab a bedroll and shut the hell up.” It’s funny that she’d say that when she’s been doing most of the talking. 
 
   But that’s what I do. I try to ignore the witch hunters around me, who lower their weapons far too slowly for my liking, and snag an unclaimed bedroll, hoping the last person who used it took a bath every once in a while. With Hex tucked tightly against my side, I try to sleep next to Lincoln’s headless statue, wishing Laney was with me. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   “Tomorrow” comes at sunrise. I awake before most, but not all. Some of the witch hunters are already eating, speaking in hushed tones, sharpening or cleaning their weapons. 
 
   And Hex is missing.
 
   “Anyone seen my dog?” I say to no one in particular.
 
   One guy, who looks as old and gnarled as a tree branch, points outside. Thanks for that. I could’ve guessed if he wasn’t inside he’d have gone outside. But, not wanting to make any enemies on my first day, I mutter, “Thanks,” grab my pack, and head outside. 
 
   The day is cast in the red glow of the rising sun. There’s a neon green puddle in front of the Lincoln Memorial. Hex has been here, using one of America’s most revered tourist attractions as his personal toilet. 
 
   I look around, but he’s nowhere to be found. Instead I find the skunk-haired woman, Floss, from last night approaching from the direction of the Potomac River. Her hair, still spiked, looks wet. 
 
   “Hey,” I say. 
 
   “I’m not your fri—”
 
   “I get it,” I say. “I’m not trying to be your friend. I’m just looking for my dog.”
 
   She raises an eyebrow. “I saw him heading for Huckle’s shop.”
 
   Both my eyebrows go up, a bubble of excitement forming in the pit of my stomach. “Tillman Huckle is here?”
 
   “You didn’t know? Yeah, he arrived a week ago and set up shop over by the Washington Monument.”
 
   “Great, thanks,” I say, rushing away.
 
   “Wrong way,” she says, pointing me in the other direction.
 
   I pivot and turn the other way, sprinting, but she takes a step and blocks me. “Hold on a sec,” she says. 
 
   I stop, fighting the urge to lower my shoulder and bash right through her. I feel light on my feet because Tillman Huckle is here! Last I spoke to the magical weapons dealer, he’d been heading south with a van full of magical weapons and video games. Makes sense he would end up here, considering the growing population of witch hunters residing inside the fence.
 
   “What?” I say, not too nicely.
 
   “Get back here soon,” she says. “You’ve been chosen for today’s mission.”
 
   “Chosen by whom?” I ask.
 
   “That’s none of your concern.”
 
   “What’s the mission?”
 
   “You’ll find out soon enough.”
 
   Clearly she’s not going to tell me anything more, and it’s so not worth the effort trying to find out. So instead I say, “When I find Hex, I’ll let him know.”
 
   “No pets,” she says, crossing her arms across her chest as if daring me to contradict her.
 
   Fat chance, I think. “He’s not a pet,” I say. “Trust me, I don’t own him and he doesn’t obey me. He can take care of himself.”
 
   “No,” she says. 
 
   It’s not worth arguing about. Hex will do what he wants when the time comes. “Whatever,” I say. “Is that it?”
 
   She nods and I barrel past her, in search of my old friend.
 
   The spire of the Washington Monument rises high into the orange sky. Sure enough, as I approach the historical site, I can make out a white van parked at the base of the obelisk. A sheet of dark purple solar panels is fixed to the roof of the vehicle, Huckle’s source of power. 
 
   My heart leaps when I hear Hex’s muffled barks. “Tillman!” I shout, jogging up. 
 
   The rear doors part in the middle and open, and Hex bounds out, followed closely behind by the tall, gangly form of my friend, Tillman Huckle. “Password?” he says.
 
   “No,” I say. “No password.” 
 
   He smiles broadly and we embrace, patting each other’s backs. Pulling away, he runs a hand through his hair, which only serves to twist it into a hive of tangles. His glasses are surprisingly undamaged—almost new looking—without even a single piece of duct tape holding them together. Using his other hand, he adjusts them higher up on his nose.
 
   “New glasses?” I ask.
 
   “Nope. One of the witches fixed my old ones.” I frown. Since when has Tillman hung out with witches? The answer is easy: Since President Washington became allies with them. Before I can announce my unease with Tillman accepting favors from the magic-born, he says, “The password has changed anyway. So you would’ve just gotten it wrong.”
 
   “To what?” I say.
 
   “Can’t tell you until you learn the secret handshake,” he says.
 
   “So teach me,” I say, playing along.
 
   “Not until you choose a four-digit PIN number.”
 
   “Just chose it,” I say.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Can’t tell you. Don’t want my identity getting stolen.”
 
   “Touche`,” he says, laughing.
 
   And then he walks away as if I’m not even there, his long, loping strides carrying him back to the van, where he climbs inside. Knowing I’ll be waiting all day if I want an invitation, I follow him, entering the van just behind Hex. 
 
   No. Way.
 
   The van is huge inside. Not like, “Wow, this is way bigger than I expected”—more like “Did I just accidentally walk into a Costco?” The warehouse is lined with never ending shelves full of weapons, from strange-looking guns to long scythe-like blades to small baubles that I suspect explode in some gruesome but awe-inspiring fashion. 
 
   There is some serious magic at work here. 
 
   Huckle settles into a large, plush sofa that, like everything else in here, shouldn’t be able to fit in the back of his van. An enormous flat screen TV is hovering in the air, some kind of game paused. Hex resumes his barking as Huckle unpauses it; his character—a plump mouse—runs erratically away from several excited-looking cats. The mouse barely slips into a tiny hole in the wall before the cats’ paws close on its head. 
 
   Hence Hex’s barking. Ever since we met the shapeshifting witch-cat, Flora, he’s hated cats. 
 
   “Don’t worry, boy,” Tillman says, playing his game with one hand while stroking my dog with the other. “We’ll beat those nasty cats in the end.”
 
   “Sooo,” I say, knowing it’s futile to try to have a normal conversation with Tillman while he’s playing a video game—which is pretty much all the time—but unable to hold back my curiosity any longer. “Who tricked out your van for you?”
 
   “A witch,” he says, finessing the buttons on his controller to make the mouse slide a mousetrap toward the cats’ groping paws. One of them grabs it and yowls when the metal trap clamps down on its paw. Huckle and Hex both laugh wildly.
 
   “I guessed that much. Which witch?” I ask. 
 
   “It was a group effort. They’re really nice. Well, some of them are. Samsa’s a bit intimidating and the Pyros just stare at me when they pass by, as if they’d like nothing more than to torch my van. But the rest of them seem okay enough.”
 
   The world surely must be rotating in the opposite direction. Tillman Huckle, who sells weapons to people like me who hunt witches, is friends with witches? Insane. 
 
   “I didn’t even realize any of them had this kind of power,” I say.
 
   Huckle shrugs. “They seemed tired after it, said they needed to rest. They also said they wouldn’t have done it without orders from the president.”
 
   “She ordered this? Why?”
 
   “Duh. Because I supply her witch hunters with magical weapons.”
 
   Huckle jams a button and his mouse gobbles up a piece of cheese, instantly doubling in size. Gaining confidence, he bites another of the cat’s paws and it withdraws its claws, yowling like a banshee. 
 
   “Stupid cat,” he says. Hex barks his agreement. 
 
   “So you’re okay?” I ask. Stupid question. Clearly he’s okay.
 
   “Yup. Where’s your sword?”
 
   Every time I underestimate him, he surprises me. Then again, he’s always had a knack for anything to do with weapons. “They confiscated it and forgot to give it back.”
 
   “You’re going to need a weapon,” he says.
 
   “I don’t have much to trade,” I say.
 
   “Ramen noodles?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “A hammer and chisel?”
 
   A strange request, even for him. “No,” I say.
 
   “Aluminum foil, preferably shaped like a hat?”
 
   “Huckle, no,” I say, putting a hand on his shoulder to try to get his attention. 
 
   He pauses the game and looks at me. “It’s good to see you,” he says. 
 
   “You, too,” I say. 
 
   “Where’s that girl and her sister?” Tillman asks.
 
   “Laney’s here,” I say. “Helping to guard the border. Her sister is missing.”
 
   “Oh,” he says. “I’d like to see her.”
 
   Really? Tillman never got along that well with Laney. “Okay. I’m sure she’d, uh, like that. And she loves the Glock you gave her.”
 
   “Cool,” he says. “Now about your weapon. I could open up a line of credit. It’s a trusted-friends-only thing I’ve started doing. You’re the only one on the list so far.”
 
   “Wow. Thanks, Huckle. I’m…I’m honored. Really.”
 
   “No problem,” he says. “I’ll put you down for a case of Ramen noodles in exchange for whatever weapon you want.”
 
   My friend never really knew how to drive a hard bargain, at least not with me. “Deal,” I say. “Any suggestions?”
 
   “You like swords, right?”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   His eyes light up as he pushes to his feet, the couch creaking beneath him. “I’ve got the perfect one for you. Check this out.”
 
   He lopes over to a wall of long blades resting on a rack and grabs one that’s bright white with a black handle. It’s so white it doesn’t even look metallic. 
 
   “Cool,” I say. “Magged up?”
 
   “Of course,” he says, grinning. “Not only will this bad boy curse the crap out of whomever you slice with it, but it’s got a special feature, too.” Carrying the sword like a hammer, he moves into the center of the room where he’s got more space. “Watch.”
 
   Somewhat awkwardly, he whirls in a circle, sweeping the white blade in a wide arc, as if defending himself against enemies that are trying to surround him. Despite the poorness of his form, and the fact that he leaves himself open to attacks from down low, the sword seems to react to his movements, splitting into three wickedly sharp blades, which seem to fight independently from whatever Huckle is doing. 
 
   Tillman stops spinning, his portion of the sword coming to rest, while the two phantom swords take another hack or two before sliding back into the white blade. Huckle grins.
 
   I grin back, pushing my glasses higher on my nose. “Incredible,” I say. “And the two ghost swords…they’re just distractions, or they’re real?”
 
   “Real,” Huckle says. “They’ll draw blood, just like your own sword. They’re not fighting on their own, like it seems. They’re merely mimicking your previous movements.”
 
   “Awesome,” I say. Even after all the remarkable and innovative weapons he’s sold me, he always manages to take it to another level. “I’ll take it.”
 
   He hands me the sword and I back up, getting used to the weight, which is somewhat heavier than the sword I stole from Mr. Jackson all those months ago. I guess it makes sense considering there are three swords in one. After taking a few swipes and watching as the ghost swords appear, imitating my attacks, I slide the sword into the scabbard at my side.
 
   “I’ll scavenge some noodles the next time I go out,” I say. Which I hope is today. Already I’m feeling somewhat trapped inside New Washington. I’m not used to having a fence penning me in, almost like Huckle’s mouse caught in its hole. 
 
   “No hurry,” he says. “The witches are taking care of me here.”
 
   “About that,” I say, trying to think of the best way to open up the discussion.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Are you sure you should be making friends with their kind?”
 
   Huckle gives me the sharpest glance I’ve ever seen him give, and then turns away, slumping back onto the couch. He stares at the frozen screen, but doesn’t unpause the game. His eyes close, and I’m beginning to think he might’ve fallen asleep when he says, “Laney’s sister is a witch, right? And you’d consider her a friend.” I start to respond that it’s different, but Tillman continues. “The witch hunters aren’t that nice to me. They just want what I’ve got. They smashed my glasses. They called me names. A few of the witches stuck up for me, repaired my glasses, did this”—he waves an arm around the warehouse—“to my van. So don’t tell me who to be friends with.”
 
   “You’re right,” I say. “I’m sorry. I just worry. I don’t have many friends either, and you’re the best of them.”
 
   His eyes open but he doesn’t look at me. “Be safe, Rhett,” he says, and then goes back to his game.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Six
 
   Laney
 
    
 
   “I want to see Rhett,” I say to Hemsworth in the morning. I’m not worried about him exactly. He can handle himself. It’s more that I want to talk to him about the magic-born. About what the Pyro told me about my parents. I’ve become used to confiding in him.
 
   “Not possible,” Hemsworth says.
 
   “Don’t go all daddy-protecting-his-kid on me again,” I say.
 
   “I’m not. I swear. Rhett is going on his first mission.”
 
   My breath catches in my throat. First mission? I didn’t expect it to happen so soon. I thought we’d have some time to get settled, to learn the ropes of New Washington, to see each other. What if he gets killed out there? 
 
   “Okay. I guess I’ll see him later then,” I say, hiding the fear I’m feeling in the center of my gut. 
 
   “Coffee?” Gertie says, approaching me with two steaming mugs and a thick-lipped smile.
 
   “Seriously?” I say.
 
   “Seriously.” She hands one to me and the other to Hemsworth. “Welcome to the high life. Sleeping on the ground and drinking coffee. That’s about all we do around here.”
 
   “And fighting witches,” I say. 
 
   “That’s the best part,” Hemsworth says, but it doesn’t sound like he means it. Almost more like he wants to mean it. 
 
   “Can’t wait,” I say, although I don’t mean it either. All I really want is to find Trish and get her inside the fence. If she doesn’t want to be a normal little girl, she could at least help us hold off the magic-born with her screams. I screw up my face as I realize that was exactly what Rhett had suggested not that long ago. At the time, I’d hated him for it—but now I know he was right. If we’re to survive, we have to take every advantage we’ve got. 
 
   I sip on the bitter coffee—the only option I was given is black—and relish the clarity it gives me. I feel more awake, more alive, than I have in days. Before I finish the first mug, I realize it’s not just the coffee making me feel this way. It’s being here, amongst other people, doing something. Not waiting around to die. Being a part of something that might actually mean something one day. Or maybe that already does mean something. 
 
   My thoughts are cut off when I see a leather-garbed Destroyer soaring overhead, approaching. He lands feet-first a few yards away, and strides up to Hemsworth. He’s much younger than I expected him to be. Perhaps slightly older than Rhett. “Lieutenant,” he says.
 
   “Anything to report, Nash?” His words sound as if he’s talking to any one of his soldiers. Not a deadly warlock.
 
   “Yes. There’s a small party of women and children making their way toward us. They hid when I passed overhead and I pretended not to see them. They seem scared. Weak. There was blood on some of their clothes.”
 
   “And the men?”
 
   “There were no men,” Nash says.
 
   “We have to help them,” I blurt out.
 
   Nash’s eyes flick to mine, then back to Hemsworth. “Sir?” he says.
 
   “Keep watching them. Look for any signs of a trap. There’s a good chance there are magic-born using them as bait.”
 
   I start to object, but Nash says, “Yessir,” and takes to the air, flashing over the fence. 
 
   I glare at Hemsworth. “They could die out there and you’re worried about a trap? They’re just women and children.” I realize too late how funny that must sound coming from me. I’m sort of a woman and a child, stuck between two worlds like we all are these days. 
 
   “It’s happened before,” Hemsworth says, his gaze travelling down to my hips. Oh. My hands are on them—my hips—as if I’m scolding my little sister or Rhett. I suppose I shouldn’t be talking to the lieutenant—now my commanding officer—this way. 
 
   “Sorry,” I say, apologizing quickly and crossing my arms across my chest, which I suppose isn’t much better. “What do you mean it’s happened before?”
 
   “The magic-born using humans as bait,” he explains. “They drive them like cattle, trying to get us to lower our defenses. It’s usually just the women and children and old men. They kill the young men. Women, too, if they fight back.” His eyes seem to pierce me to the soul. He’s insinuating I’d be one of the ones they’d kill. A fighter. Like his daughter.
 
   “Oh,” I say. “I didn’t know.”
 
   “You’ve seen so many atrocities, so much violence,” he says. “But you haven’t seen it all. None of us have. That’s why we always have to be on our guard.”
 
   Gertie shows up with our breakfast, leaving me to chew on Hemsworth’s words. I never thought anyone would imply that I’m too trusting, but that’s just what he did. I vow to show him I’m not some naïve child, but a skeptical adult. 
 
   The bedraggled humans arrive almost an hour later, just when Hemsworth and I were about to take a walk down the fence-line, checking in with the various scouts on duty, magic-born and human alike. 
 
   Their clothes are tattered and dirty and, as Nash had told us, bloodstained. But all the weariness and fatigue seems to fall away from them when they see us through the fence. They start to run, but Hemsworth shouts, “Stop!” in a voice full of command, simultaneously sharp as a knife and heavy as a sledgehammer. The years seem to fall away from him as he becomes the commanding officer that he is. 
 
   The humans stop, their expressions ranging from shock to resignation and everything in between. 
 
   “The fence is electrified,” he says. “You’ll die if you touch it.”
 
   One woman drops to her knees, her knotted hair falling in tangles around her face. “Please,” she says. “We’ve come so far.”
 
   My heart goes out to her. Surviving this long is a small miracle. To see safety and protection just steps away and not be able to make it across the line must be like a punch in the gut. 
 
   “What happened to your men?” Hemsworth asks, his tone devoid of compassion. I want to be angry at him, but I can’t. Not so long ago I was as compassionless to Rhett when he stumbled upon me and my sister. Hemsworth’s duty isn’t to these people—it’s to the thousands he’s sworn to protect in New Washington. 
 
   “Dead,” the woman says. A tear snakes from her eye to her chin. “They’d prepared an escape route for us. For the weak. They died protecting us. They all died protecting us.”
 
   Hemsworth strokes his chin, as if struggling with the decision. “But you survived?” he asks. “And you’re not under duress from any magic-born?”
 
   The woman’s head cocks to the side as if she can’t even imagine such a thing. “No. Of course not. All we want is to rest.”
 
   If there’s a lie, it’s undetectable, and apparently Hemsworth agrees. “Okay. I’m sorry for your troubles and for the questions. Do you have any that require immediate medical attention? We can bring a few directly over the fence here, but anyone capable of walking will need to go around to the main gate.” He gestures toward the west, where we’d entered New Washington and met the president. 
 
   “Yes. Some of the children are in a bad way,” the woman says. “Please help them.”
 
   She ushers a few of the women forward, each paired up and hauling makeshift stretchers with children lying on them. One young boy has a thick bandage knotted around his forehead. A little girl’s cheeks are flush with fever.
 
   “Please do not be alarmed,” Hemsworth says. “Some of the magic-born are helping us. They will not hurt you. Let them carry your injured over the fence.”
 
   The woman’s face changes in an instant, from relief to fear, as Nash and another Destroyer swoop in and land near the children. “No!” she screams, regaining her feet and scrambling in front of the stretchers. “Do not touch them. Stay back.”
 
   The Destroyers retreat a step and look to Hemsworth, as if waiting for his next order. 
 
   “Ma’am,” Hemsworth says. “I know you’ve been through a lot, but you have to trust me when I say that these magic-born will not harm you or your children. They’re helping to protect us. They are good. You have to trust me.”
 
   The woman doesn’t seem to hear him, she’s so focused on the Destroyers, her mouth a slash of determination. She looks as if she’s willing to die to protect them. I’d probably look the same if Destroyers were trying to grab my sister. “This was a mistake,” she says. “We should never have come to this place.”
 
   I notice Nash is still looking at Hemsworth. The lieutenant gives an almost imperceptible nod, and Nash explodes into action. He’s got the woman pinned in an instant, not hurting her, but holding her down. The other Destroyer wrangles one of the stretchers away from two women and carries the young boy with the bandaged head over the fence. He places him gently on the ground, not three feet from where we’re standing. “Medic!” Hemsworth shouts and a man and a woman come rushing up carrying a bag full of supplies. They immediately go to work on the boy, checking his vitals and gingerly removing the bandage to reveal a long, bloody gash on his forehead. From the appearance of the skin around the wound—red and swollen—it looks to be infected.
 
   But Hemsworth isn’t watching what the medics are doing. He’s walking toward the fence, to where the woman is screaming her head off, still held down by Nash. “Release her,” he says, and Nash levitates off of her chest and up above the fence, hovering, waiting for his next command. “See?” he says to the woman. Her face is a mask of horror, but as she pushes to her feet and approaches the fence, it changes to surprise, and then relief, her lips quivering.
 
   “Thank you,” she says. “Thank you.”
 
   “Now, please let the magic-born carry the rest of the injured children over. So we can help them.”
 
   “Yes,” she says. “Yes. Of course.”
 
   “The rest of you can walk around,” Hemsworth instructs “Follow Briggs.” A thirty-something redheaded soldier waves an arm to get their attention and begins walking in the direction they’re meant to follow. 
 
   Some of the women start to follow her, but their leader just watches as the Destroyers fly two more children over the fence. She’s finally smiling. 
 
   One of the wounded children is the girl with the fever. The other is—
 
   My heart stops. The girl’s face is half-cloaked by a sheet pulled up over her chin, but the rest of her features are hers. I take a heavy step forward, barely breathing, not blinking. The girl’s eyes open and there’s no denying those piercing blue eyes, almost identical to the ones I see every time I look in the mirror.
 
   “Trish!” I shout, running to my sister, feeling a thrill in my chest and moisture in my eyes.
 
   And just before I throw myself over her and wrap Trish up in the biggest hug of her life, Hemsworth yells, “Trap!”
 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Seven
 
   Rhett
 
    
 
   None of the other witch hunters talk to me as we make our way toward the gate, although I do hear a few of them whisper, “Resistor,” to each other. Even amongst my own kind, I’m a freak. 
 
   Then Bil strides up and for the first time in a while it’s really good to see him. At least we can be freaks together.
 
   “Guess we’re on the same side,” he says. 
 
   “Guess so,” I say. “At least now that the president doesn’t want you to kill me.”
 
   “She never officially retracted that order,” he says with a grin.
 
   I manage a smile back.
 
   We walk in silence for a minute. “Have you had any problems lately?” I ask, speaking in code.
 
   Bil understands immediately. “No,” he says. “I think maybe I’m okay now.”
 
   “Good,” I say, genuinely happy. It would be good to be able to trust someone again. Well, someone besides Laney. “Do you know anything about this mission?” I ask.
 
   He shakes his head. “They don’t usually tell us much until just before we leave the gates. The president is paranoid about spies and traitors.” I can’t blame her for that.
 
   We reach the gate and Floss turns to address us. I’m still surprised that she picked me for the mission, especially after how rude she was to me the night before. But then again, it seems like she’s rude to everyone. 
 
   Hex brushes against my legs, tagging along despite Floss’s specific orders that he remain back in New Washington. He’s turned himself invisible, so she’ll be none the wiser.
 
   “Today’s mission is crucial,” Floss says, tapping the handle of one of her knives, which is strapped to her belt. “The Destroyers have located a pocket of magic-born.”
 
   “The Destroyers?” I say.
 
   “Yeah,” she says. “They’re our scouts. You got a problem with that?”
 
   I don’t respond. I shouldn’t be surprised—I’ve already seen a Slammer, a wizard, and a mud-creature working with New America, so why not Destroyers, too? Because they’re insanely evil, I think to myself. But maybe not all of them, I remind myself.
 
   “Good,” she says. There’s the roar of an engine and we all look back to see a Jeep speeding toward us. There’s no mistaking the passenger in the back. 
 
   President Washington. Does she always come out to wave goodbye to departing witch hunters? I would guess no. Which means this mission must be especially important.
 
   The vehicle eases to a stop, but the driver leaves the engine idling as the president opens the door and steps out. Wearing a neatly pressed pantsuit, she looks as composed and collected as ever. Maybe because she’s safely behind the fence’s protection while we’re about to leave. 
 
   “Mr. Carter,” she says, addressing me directly while ignoring the others. “May I have a word?”
 
   It’s not really a question, so I shrug and follow her away from the other witch hunters. “I have a question for you, and I need you to answer honestly,” she says.
 
   A weird way to start a conversation, but okay. “I will,” I say.
 
   “I need to be sure where your allegiances lie. I’m going out on a major limb with you. You can’t blame me for being afraid it might break.”
 
   I want to tell her to just ask her question, but instead I say, “I don’t. Blame you.”
 
   She nods, as if satisfied, and says, “If you come face to face with your ex-best friend, Xavier Jackson, the second in command of the Necros, what will you do?”
 
   I have to admit, the question catches me completely off guard. Even though it shouldn’t. After all, it was my friendship with Xavier that caused the president to put a bounty on my head in the first place. 
 
   A friendship I’ve called into question from the moment I found out Xave was a warlock. 
 
   This shouldn’t be a hard question to answer. I’ve cursed Xave’s name so many times that if I was a warlock he’d surely be dead or a cripple. There are times that I’ve wished him dead, too. And yet, in my heart I don’t know what I want. Don’t know what I believe. Could Xave be turned back to the right side? Could I undo all the brainwashing that Mr. Jackson, his father, has inflicted on his mind? Because despite what Laney told me about her recent conversations with the Necros, I know they’re not to be trusted.
 
   “Mr. Carter?” the president says impatiently. “This shouldn’t be a difficult question.”
 
   “It’s not,” I say. “I’ll kill him.”
 
   And it’s not a lie and it is a lie and it’s something well in-between because even I don’t know the real answer. Thankfully, however, it seems to satisfy her.
 
   “Good,” she says, striding away and climbing into the Jeep, slamming the door behind her. Just before the vehicle pulls away, she shouts out, “Because today you’ll be fighting the Necros.”
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   We have our orders. First, surround the band of Necros that our scouts have located.
 
   And second, kill them all.
 
   This is all in spite of what President Washington said yesterday about the Necros being neutralized and the Changelings being our number one enemy. Apparently not today.
 
   I try not to think about the off-chance that Xave will be one of them. I try not to think of my best friend’s face as he described how he tried to perfect the reanimated corpse that was Beth. 
 
   The ragtag group of witch hunters led by Floss is spread out across the road, as if some invisible force is preventing us from getting too close to each other. 
 
   “Hey,” Bil says, coming up beside me. Hex trots behind him, no longer invisible; he’s been following Bil around since we left the protection of New Washington. Something has changed in Bil Nez. Something that Hex’s instincts have recognized. Have Bil’s demons finally left him? Will he once more become the confident and capable witch hunter he once was?
 
   Time will tell.
 
   “Hey,” I say, offering him a false smile. There’s nothing to smile about today. Laney could die guarding the border. We could die fighting my oldest friend. Hex is enthralled with Bil Nez. And Tillman Huckle is besties with a bunch of witches. 
 
   “I’m still episode-free,” he says, tossing a stick for Hex to chase. Instead of chasing it, Hex somehow stops it in midair, snaps it in half, and sets each piece on fire. Game over. A few of the witch hunters glance our way, astonishment on their faces. Hex sticks his tongue out and grins like a proud lion. 
 
   “That’s good, Bil,” I say.
 
   He sighs. “I wanted to apologize,” he says.
 
   “For what?” I ask. He’s already apologized for everything there is to apologize for.
 
   Bil grabs my shoulder and stops me. “New America took me in,” he says. “For once I wasn’t alone. I was with other people, people who were fighting back. I was just talking, telling my story. I didn’t realize the president was interrogating me. I didn’t realize she’d use that information against you.”
 
   “I know,” I say. “I believe you. I forgive you. Stop apologizing. But from here on out…”
 
   “Bros before hos,” he says.
 
   I almost laugh for two reasons. One, because that’s classic Bil Nez; and two, because he just indirectly called the president a ho. “I was going to say that we’ve got to cover each other’s backs.”
 
   Bil grins devilishly. “So I guess that means Laney is still a notch above me,” he says.
 
   I punch him in the shoulder and resume walking. “Try ten notches,” I say. “And anyway, she’s not a ho.”
 
   “Okay. Fair enough. We’ve got each other’s backs. Maybe you could let Laney know that, too, I’m still slightly afraid she might stab me in my sleep.”
 
   Finally I allow myself a much-needed moment of brevity, laughing so loud a few of the other witch hunters look over at us. “Sorry, you’ll have to make your own deal with her. She doesn’t listen to anyone, including me.”
 
   Bil groans. It’ll take more than a half-assed apology and a week without a psychotic break before Laney warms up to him.
 
   I notice that Floss slows and cuts a diagonal path until our route intersects with hers. “Something you’d like to share with the group?” she asks.
 
   “Yeah, we were just discussing how boring this is,” I say. “We thought there’d be witches on this witch hunting expedition.”
 
   Floss glares at me. Note to self: She hates sarcasm. That could be a problem. “Oh really? I thought you might be discussing how to get out of fighting your old friends.”
 
   “Friends?” I say. “The Necros imprisoned me and brought my girlfriend back from the dead. If that makes them my friends, then Bil and I must be soul mates.”
 
   Bil gives me a look that says I’ve gone too far. I tend to agree, although my mouth seems impossible to control ever since the president told me who we’d be fighting.
 
   “You sure you won’t freeze up in the midst of battle? We’re a team and our lives depend on each other. If I can’t trust you, then you’ll sit this one out.”
 
   “I’m fine,” I say. 
 
   Her brows lower further, darkening her eyes, but then she veers away from us, an errant ray of sunlight sparking off of the gold rings running up the sides of her ears. Conversation over. I guess that means I’m in. At least until I do something stupid. 
 
   We march on in silence, giving me time to study my companions. As I noticed the night before, they come in all shapes and sizes, races and genders, ages and forms. But there’s a similarity that runs through each of the witch hunters, like a vein of iron ore in an otherwise metal-less boulder. 
 
   They look ready to kill.
 
   Even the thin pixie of a girl with bird-like arms and legs has something about her. Something lethal. I can see it in the laser-focus in her eyes and the shimmering edge of the short sword hanging from her belt, a weapon that is most likely a Huckle-special. 
 
   And the old man trudging along beside me with a slight limp, using a cane as a third leg? I overheard him telling a tale of the fifty-sixth witch he killed. Fifty-six! I shouldn’t be surprised though. Anyone—especially witch hunters who make a habit of purposely putting themselves in the line of danger—who has survived this long is sure to be tough, smart, or an impressive combination of both. The only other option is luck, which I think we all must have to some degree. 
 
   As another hour stomps by, however, I wonder if this mission will ever happen. A bubble forms in my chest—is that hope? Am I hoping the Necros have vanished, slipped out of our reach? Have I really cast off the cloak of revenge that I’ve worn for so long? 
 
   Something has changed in me, and I can’t tell whether it’s a good thing. Ever since Laney left in the middle of the night and I realized that I had someone else left to care about, my priorities have felt different. For the first time since I left Mr. Jackson’s house, I don’t have the burning desire to hunt down the next witch. I don’t feel angry anymore, not really. All I want is to get back to Laney, to trade sarcastic quips, to sit and laugh and eat beef jerky. With a start I realize that she’d given me exactly that option not that long ago. And I’d passed on it, too focused on revenge to really consider the possibility. 
 
   The truth is I’m tired of being angry. So tired. I feel my breath leave my lungs in a heavy rush, as if my body agrees with my mind. 
 
   It’s right then that one of the scouts that Floss sent out ahead of us returns, excitement in his eyes. “Less than a half mile ahead,” he says, pointing in the direction of the road we’ve been following. 
 
   “How many?” Floss asks.
 
   “At least a hundred,” he says.
 
   I scan the witch hunters around me, as if expecting to find that we’ve multiplied along the way. Nope. Still just twenty-nine of us. Not even a third of our enemy’s number. I expect her to call off the mission.
 
   She stops us and I find myself holding my breath. “They’re just Necros,” she says. “And they’re weak from Pittsburgh. Now we finish them.” 
 
   I let out a ragged breath and my feet start moving, almost of their own accord. Apparently the plan we discussed before we left New Washington hasn’t changed. Surround them. Kill them all. 
 
   With each step, my heart seems to hammer louder and louder, faster and faster. I take deep breaths, trying to calm it. Fighting witches is nothing new to me, so why am I so nervous? A few months ago I would’ve given my left ear for a showdown with the Necros. Has that much changed? They’re still enemies of the humans, regardless of what the Reaper and Xave tried to convince me and Laney of. They’re still magic-born and trying to raise an army of the dead. They still must be stopped and brought to justice.
 
   The wreckage begins with the tiniest sliver of sheared metal. It’s painted red. Actual paint, not blood. At least that’s what I tell myself. Ahead is a random trail of debris. Huge tires lying on their sides, the rubber melted in strange formations, like abstract art. Hunks of metal, ripped apart at the riveted seams, create a patchwork skeleton of what used to be. Trees litter the road, sheared in half as if Paul Bunyan decided to use them as toothpicks. Their surviving brothers and sisters, the other trees, seem to sway in the wind mournfully, their arms waving hypnotically, as if paying homage to their fallen comrades. 
 
   I wonder what happened to this airplane during Salem’s Revenge. Were one of the passengers magic-born, or did the witches save themselves the cost of a ticket and simply blast the plane out of the sky? Did every red-eye flight that was in the air during that time crash, or were some able to make emergency landings, giving their passengers a chance to flee to safety? 
 
   Shouts arise in the distance, where the majority of the airplane’s cabin rests on its belly, somewhat intact. We’ve been spotted.
 
   Black-cloaked Necros swarm from the wreckage. So many more than us. 
 
   We start to run.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Eight
 
   Laney
 
    
 
   My sister is no longer my sister. The girl with Trish’s face morphs in an instant, becoming the hardened face of Hemsworth, his arms and legs growing long and sturdy, extending past the edges of the short stretcher. I shrink back as he says, “Tell the president your sister is coming for her.”
 
   The not-really-Hemsworth Changeling lashes out at me, swinging a heavy fist, which crashes into my chin, rocking me back. I wobble on my feet, seeing stars, wondering why the sky seems to be swirling like a hurricane above my head.
 
   I collapse, reaching out, trying to grab the winking lights that dance before my vision. They’re pretty, and I wonder whether they’re magic or real. Doesn’t matter. Doesn’t matter because Hemsworth is standing over me now. He points his finger at me. “You chose the wrong side,” he says. 
 
   And then there’s a loud noise and Hemsworth is spitting red juice from his mouth and it’s raining down on me, hot on my cheeks, like acid rain cascading through the stars that continue to twinkle from the heavens. He falls next to me with a thud that I understand—because I’m tired too. So tired that my arms drop to my sides and my eyes close and all I want to do is…
 
   “Laney!” a voice barks in my ear. 
 
   My eyes flutter open and Hemsworth is standing over me again. Except he looks slightly different this time, not so angry, not so malicious. Worried maybe? Scared? “Are you okay?” he asks.
 
   “I’ll let you know after my nap,” I say, unable to hold my eyelids open one second longer. The lights turn to fuzz and the fuzz turns to black.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The white sheet is making me hot, so I push it away. 
 
   Someone says, “She’s awake.”
 
   I open my eyes and everything is fuzzy, like someone’s messing with the antenna of the world, distorting it. My eyes stinging, I blink to try to moisten them. With each blink, my vision seems to sharpen and clarify, until I can see the world as it really is. 
 
   A room full of beds. People in the beds, some of them groaning, some of them sleeping. Or at least I hope they’re sleeping. Something smells. Not good, not bad, something in between. Or maybe both, the good and the bad combining to form a new, neutral smell. 
 
   I’m in a bed. Why? Just for a nap? I could’ve done that on a bed of nails, I was so tired. The hard, rocky ground would’ve felt like a plush pillow-top mattress. 
 
   Lieutenant Hemsworth stands over me for the third time today. Will he ask me funny questions or point his finger at me or punch me? “You okay?” he asks.
 
   Funny questions, it is. “Yeah.” Why wouldn’t I be?
 
   Wait.
 
   He nods. Manages a tight smile, but his eyes are frowning. 
 
   Wait.
 
   I remember. The bedraggled group of women and children. Hemsworth agreeing to help them. My sister’s face on the injured human girl. Hemsworth yelling, “Trap!” Everything changing.
 
   “Changelings,” I murmur.
 
   “Yes,” he confirms. “Powerful ones, too. I’m normally better at identifying them, but these ones were top notch. They were humans in every way—in need of help.”
 
   “They tricked us.” They tricked me, I realize. I was the one thinking Hemsworth was being a big jerk not helping them right away. “Stupid,” I mutter.
 
   “Yes, we were,” he says, and I don’t correct him. I meant me. Only me. 
 
   “You saved me,” I realize. “That Changeling was going to kill me.”
 
   “Yes,” he says, but there’s no pride in his tone. 
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   He reaches down and pries my fingers from the edge of the sheet, which apparently I’m gripping like a lifeline. His hand is warm as he holds mine. I close my eyes, trying to make sense of what happened. Clearly we survived the attack, but how? There were many of them and some had already breached the fence.
 
   When I open my eyes, I ask, “What happened?”
 
   “Never mind that now,” Hemsworth says.
 
   I let go of his hand. “Don’t start that again,” I say. He cocks his head to the side, shocked. “Treating me like some child who needs to be protected. You saved my life and I’m thankful for that, but I’m not your daughter. Looking after me won’t bring her back.”
 
   His face turns red as if I’ve slapped him. I wish the words back, feeling bad right away. “Sorry,” he says. And then, “I know. I know.”
 
   “Look,” I say, grabbing his hand just as he starts to back away, lifting my head from the pillow. “We both just want to do what we can to protect New Washington. But you can’t put my life above any of the others just because I remind you of your daughter. I’m no more important than anyone else.” He starts to say something, but I rush on. “And you can’t baby me. I need to know what’s happening. That Changeling transformed to look like my sister.”
 
   The tightness in his lips releases and he steps back to the bed. “I figured that when you cried out and ran to her. That wasn’t the only Changeling that looked like her, though.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “They all did,” he says. “They all transformed into your sister and retreated into the woods.”
 
   I slump my head back onto the pillow, puzzling over this new information. “They fought first, right? Then retreated?”
 
   He shakes his head. “Not really. Just the one I killed and a few others who we’d brought over the fence. The rest of them just morphed into the little girl you recognized, your sister, and took off.”
 
   “Trish,” I say.
 
   “What?”
 
   “My sister’s name is Trish.”
 
   “She said something,” I say. “Well, not her. The witch who was impersonating her and then you.”
 
   “What did she say?” Hemsworth asks.
 
   Tell the president your sister is coming for her. I stay silent, letting the words fade into my memory.
 
   Hemsworth is unfazed. “Well, regardless of what she said, apparently she’s made a major impression on the magic-born.”
 
   “That’s not surprising,” I say, although I mean it in a very different way than he probably takes it. “Why would they retreat?” I ask. “They’d completely surprised us. It’s possible they all might’ve gotten inside before we realized it.”
 
   He shrugs. “Why do witches switch sides faster than politicians break promises?”
 
   I have a feeling that the comparison references the current president in some way, but I don’t ask about that. I’m too busy wondering how my sister is wrapped up in this whole mess. 
 
   “A few of the Destroyers tailed the Changelings for a while to see where they’d go, but they kept morphing into different forms and splitting up until it was impossible to keep track of them, so they gave up and returned. It’s possible they were just trying to keep us guessing where the next attack will come from. If so, it worked—I’m as confused as anyone.”
 
   You don’t know the half of it, I think. My sister is with the Changelings, that much is clear. Is she their prisoner? Or is she helping them of her own accord? Is she really helping them? Oh Trish, why did you have to leave me? I wonder. 
 
   “Laney?” Hemsworth says. I glance at him to see that the fatherly look of concern is back. 
 
   “I’m fine,” I say quickly. “Just trying to work through everything in my mind. I feel like my brain is Swiss cheese.”
 
   “You took quite a knock on the head.”
 
   “It was your fist,” I say, forcing a smile. 
 
   He grins back. “And yet not.”
 
   “I’m really starting to hate Changelings,” I say.
 
   “They make it awfully hard to tell friend from foe,” Hemsworth says, which gives me pause. What if…
 
   “Nah,” I mutter under my breath. If the Changelings had stuck around to fight and we’d lost the battle, surely I’d be dead, not chatting with a witch pretending to be my friend. We’re still in New America and humankind is still safe. For now.
 
   Lieutenant Hemsworth gives me a strange look, but I don’t explain my thoughts; it would probably be rude to tell him I’m worried he might be a witch or warlock. 
 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Nine
 
   Rhett
 
    
 
   Of course, being witch hunters, we run toward the Necros, rather than away. Hex is yapping around my feet as if urging me on. The black-cloaked magic-born, however, don’t charge. Instead, they form a circle around the jet’s severed cabin, chanting in low voices punctuated by high wails. 
 
   I hurdle what appears to be part of the cockpit’s navigation panel, keeping my eyes peeled for signs of Xave or the Reaper. Most of the Necros’ dark hoods are pulled over their heads, casting their faces in shadow, making it nearly impossible to identify them. 
 
   When a massive plume of green smoke spouts from the airplane, Floss raises a hand and we stop just short of the magic-born, who continue chanting. She looks back at us, her eyes wild. “Get ready,” she says. 
 
   The circle of Necros parts on the side closest to us, and bodies leap from a gaping hole in the side of the downed plane. The Necros don’t cheer, don’t command, don’t do anything but watch with silent mouths and hooded eyes as their creations race toward us, a tidal wave of plane crash victims reanimated like puppets. I wonder how many passengers a Boeing-747 can hold—and how full this plane was on the night of Salem’s Revenge. 
 
   They fall upon us like wolves on fresh meat, weaponless, with only nails to gouge and teeth to bite and bones to smash. 
 
   They almost seem hungry.
 
   Disgust fills my mouth with a bitter taste as I draw my new sword. Re-killing the dead isn’t something I relish, especially not after Pittsburgh. Beside me, Hex turns completely black, even his eyes, as if mirroring his own somber mood. A woman with a crushed skull and one of her arms hanging limply from her side—clearly dislocated—charges at me. She’s still carrying a leopard skin purse, which seems to be infused into her skin, as if the impact of the crash allowed the straps to cut into her arm, becoming one with her. She’s barefoot, and I wonder if she lost her matching leopard skin heels somewhere along the way. 
 
   She leaps at me with surprising speed and agility, reminding me that Reanimates have supernatural athletic ability, regardless of their physical nature while alive. Ducking under my sword swipe, she attempts to sink her teeth into the flesh of my face, but I also duck, letting her fly over me. Her momentum carries her a few feet where she rolls to a stop. Lifting her head, she growls, her unusually big teeth like white pearls. 
 
   Hex growls back, his black form now roping with coils of red hot embers, like the remnants of an old campfire. 
 
   When she comes again, Hex cuts her off, tackling her to the ground with enflamed paws. He climbs off of her, wagging his tail, his black eyes reflecting the fire that now spreads up her clothes engulfing her. I want to look away but I can’t, entranced by the horror of watching her burn.
 
   Her movements jerky, she stands, her clothes gone, her skin bubbling.
 
   I back away a step, hoping she’ll fall and die, but she doesn’t. Instead she takes a step toward me, flames eating through her already decomposing cheeks. 
 
   Both arms outstretched, she reaches for me, as if trying to give me a flaming hug. Blech.
 
   I sever her head from her neck in a single slash, surprised when my sword splits into three separate blades, cutting down a small burnt-to-a-crisp Asian man wearing a scorched tie and carrying a briefcase, and a big man who lost his shirt somewhere, showcasing the many bloody wounds inflicted during the crash. All three die under a single stroke of Huckle’s magged-up sword. 
 
   I’ll have to thank him again later. Jury’s still out on whether I’ll thank Hex for helping; he made my first kill of the day far more disgusting than it had to be.
 
   Around me, my fellow witch hunters are fighting hard, some more successfully than others. I watch as the bird-like girl plunges her sword through the eye socket of a small golden-haired boy, grinning wickedly before moving on to a tiny blonde who might’ve been his sister. Not far from her, the old man who’d bragged about killing fifty-six witches is being viciously bitten by a gang of five Reanimates. His scream becomes a gurgle and then silence. He’ll never kill his fifty-seventh witch now.
 
   Bil Nez is in trouble, too, his rifle and crossbow losing their effectiveness in close quarters. He has a knife out but it’s knocked away when a heavyset Reanimate barges into him from the side. The bald man head-butts him in the face, sending blood spurting from his nose. I start to run toward him just as the man’s mouth opens, revealing bloodstained teeth. He snaps at the witch hunter’s neck, but Bil manages to hold him off with one hand, reaching behind his back with the other. 
 
   I’m too far away, but I keep sprinting, hoping Bil can buy a few more seconds.
 
   He does better than that, grabbing a bolt from the satchel strapped to his back and shoving it into the open mouth of the hungry Reanimate. “Eat that,” he growls, shoving the big man to the side. He bucks violently and then goes still.
 
   Bil flashes me a smile, which I return with a shout of, “Watch out!” as another Reanimate, a gangly black woman with a piece of metal plane shrapnel protruding from her chest, leaps at him from behind. 
 
   He ducks and the woman tumbles over his back and then head, sprawling out on the road. I jam my sword through her forehead, cringing at the way her eyes and mouth widen as she re-dies. 
 
   I expect Bil Nez to say thanks, but he’s already running away. Not toward the action, but away from it, like a scared puppy with his tail between his legs. I’m shocked, because Bil has never been one to run from a fight, especially not with magic-born. 
 
   Something isn’t right. 
 
   Instead of heading down the road from where we came, he ducks into the woods, looking back for a split-second, his expression a miasma of deranged darkness. Crazy Bil is back. 
 
   Hex charges after him, a black streak, but then stops when he seems to realize that the guy who’d been playing games with him is long gone, and not just because he’s now running through the woods away from us. 
 
   I consider going after Bil, but there are already three more Reanimates surrounding me, closing in with clawed hands and snapping teeth. From out of nowhere, Floss leaps between them into the circle. Her teeth are bared like an animal as we fight side by side, cutting them down like they were never fathers or mothers or brothers or sisters or daughters or sons. Cutting them down like they were never human. 
 
   Floss moves on to the next battle, seeming to methodically move through the fray to help her fellow witch hunters. She might not be the friendliest leader, but she is certainly loyal to those under her command. 
 
   That’s when I see an opening. Almost like the separating of a zipper, the fight seems to part before me, creating a tunnel all the way to the Necros. A sudden thrill envelopes me and the familiar heat of vengeance spills through my veins. This is their doing. People are dying and re-dying, blood is being spilt, heads are being severed…because of them. And I don’t care that Xave is one of them or that he’s convinced the Reaper and his Necromancers are doing what they’re doing for the right reasons, in the name of some absurd form of peace-seeking. 
 
   My legs churn and my arms pump and my sword flashes at my side as I race through the open lane to the Necros, who are watching the entire battle with only barely concealed glee. Hex bolts ahead of me, seeming to comprehend my purpose. The Necros see us coming and they close ranks, forming a black barrier. They raise weapons—swords and knives—but I’m not interested in any of that. What I want to see is who’s calling the shots. Who’s the Wizard of Oz behind the black curtain? Is the Reaper here?
 
   So I fake left, fake right, and then go right up the middle, slashing hard and watching as my tri-blade chops three Necros down like pathetic saplings. Hex pounces on another, his ash-black paws setting the warlock alight. And then we’re through the circle, on the inside, my eyes frantically searching around me, Hex running in circles.
 
   The space inside the ring is empty, save for debris, body parts, and gore. No! I scream in my head. There must be something. Anything. Some meaning to it all. My bones are tight and my muscles tighter as I charge toward the mangled airplane cabin, dimly aware of the Necros closing in behind me, my ears muffling the screams of the witch hunters as they kill and re-kill their foes. 
 
   The cabin is dark as I swing my body inside. The seats are torn and burned and strewn about like a discarded hand of cards. A Reanimate groans from beneath them, her teeth snapping and hands clawing at me as I pass. Hex stands over her for a moment, letting a bit of drool from his tongue splash her in the face, which I’d say is pretty immature of him. I stab her in the face to bring her final peace. That’s the screwed up world we live in. Death for peace. 
 
   The thought startles me, because it sounds almost exactly like a sermon preached by the Reaper. 
 
   Hex lets out a low whine and then I see him, sitting in one of the half-destroyed seats. My brother from another mother. My best friend?
 
   Xave’s eyes are fully white, his brown irises rolled back into his head. His arms are raised overhead, his palms flat. His lips are moving, but no sound comes forth. 
 
   The last ten minutes of my life congeals into a recognizable stew of truth. Not all Necros have the power to reanimate the dead. Most of them can only provide enough magic to prepare the bodies for rebirth. Only the most powerful witches and warlocks, like Xave, can restore life. 
 
   Every passenger on the plane was brought back to life by Xave, who seems to be continuing to exert considerable effort to keep them fighting. Fighting us. Fighting witch hunters. Fighting me. 
 
   Even as I watch him with disgust, his eyes roll forward and he blinks. “Crap,” he says. “Rhett?”
 
   I stride forward, remembering Beth, remembering her sewn-shut eyes and her chattering teeth, the way her frail voice tried to sound out my name. Rhet-t-t-t-t-t.
 
   I grab my friend’s cloak up near his chin and lift him to his feet, slamming him against the side of the plane. Raise the tip of my sword to the brown flesh of his neck. Revenge roars through me, seeking an outlet. “How could you?” I say, not sure of exactly what I mean. How could you be a warlock? How could you bring Beth back like that? How could you bring her back at all? How could you still be doing what you’re doing?
 
   He’s not scared of me, his eyes narrowing. “How can you still not understand?” he says. “New America doesn’t seek peace, but destruction. Your president wants to kill all the magic-born, not just those that are evil.”
 
   “No,” I say. “She wouldn’t. We have magic-born allies.”
 
   My statement seems to startle him, his body tensing. “What? No. But my father said…” His words trail away even as I hear the sound of feet thumping into the cabin, of blades shrieking against each other, of guns booming. 
 
   “Do what you have to,” he says. “But know that all I want is to live. All I want is peace.” His words seem so contrary to the violence that I just witnessed from his creations, creations that…wait a minute. I realize something. It’s supposed to take months to reanimate the corpses of older people, unless they’re only skeletons. And yet Xave seemed to accomplish such a feat in mere moments of us having arrived on the scene.
 
   “Your power is growing,” I say.
 
   “Kill me,” he says. “I can’t live if you hate me.”
 
   The rage and sadness and anger and turmoil inside me all seem to rise in my throat at once, choking me. I could so easily send my sword through him, preventing any future evil wrought by his magic. And preventing any future good, too. 
 
   The president’s question from earlier rattles through my head: If you come face to face with your ex-best friend, Xavier Jackson, the second in command of the Necros, what will you do?
 
   And my response: Kill him.
 
   I cough out a sob, not because I can do it, but because I can’t. As much as I want to hate him right now, I can’t. 
 
   I can’t.
 
   Releasing him, I push him toward the back of the plane, where there’s a ragged opening where the emergency exit used to be. “Go!” I say, shoving him out into the air. “Run!”
 
   Xave’s entire face is a frown, even as he looks back once, twice, and then stumbles into the woods, trailed by a group of battle-worn Necros.
 
   And when I hear a noise behind me and I turn, I see Floss staring at me, a slash of anger on her face. 
 
   “Drop your sword or I’ll make you drop it,” she says.
 
   I drop my sword.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Forty
 
   Trish
 
    
 
   One of yours tried to kill her, Trish says.
 
   In her mind she grapples with the fact that Laney was even there at all, behind the fence, protecting New America. When in the back of her mind she knows she has to kill their leader. For what reason, she knows not. 
 
   Ever since Trish has changed and become what she was always meant to be, she’s felt in control. But not now. Now she wants to scream and scream and scream, until the Changelings’ smooth skin melts and their beautiful eyes fall out and their silky hair shrivels up and turns gray. 
 
   She knows she has the power to do that, but she doesn’t. Not yet anyway. But one wrong word from the red witch and she might change her mind. 
 
   “She didn’t know,” the Changeling leader lies, pushing her perfect hair off her flawless face.
 
   She knew, Trish says. And your people Changed into me.
 
   “They did,” the red witch admits. “I told them to.”
 
   Why? Trish asks. The rest of the Claires, including the tall, willowy woman with the white-blond hair, crowd around her. Are they curious or are they preparing to fight? Knowing her Children, it’s a bit of both.
 
   Yes, why? her Children echo, their voices a chorus of susurrations in her head. 
 
   “The President of New America needs to know who’s coming for her,” the red witch says.
 
   A memory slips into view and then slides away. A slippery memory that Trish cannot seem to get ahold of. She can’t ask the red witch why again, because that would give away the hole in her mind. Whatever the reason, it’s important that the human leader fear her approach. 
 
   But her sister. Surely seeing her face on the necks of dozens of Changelings would’ve scarred Laney. And they almost killed her, something she cannot let go unpunished. 
 
   Threat for threat, she says. 
 
   “The threat was already killed,” the red witch says. “The Changeling that attacked your sister didn’t make it. Your revenge has been satisfied.”
 
   Not revenge, Trish says. Punishment. And the punishment goes to her who leads. 
 
   Trish is surprised at the delight she feels when the red witch’s movie-star face twitches. Surprised at the power she feels running through her bones. Is it right? Is she losing control of her emotions? 
 
   No. She is in control and this is right. This is just. 
 
   “What would you do to me?” the red witch asks, her face once more stoic and fearless.
 
   Speak to your mind, Trish says.
 
   The red witch tries to hide the fear that bubbles up beneath the surface, but Trish is already inside her, probing, feeling the icy chill running down her spine, the trembling in her hands, the bumps that rise from her skin. 
 
   “I will take your punishment,” the red witch says, her voice surprisingly stutter-free. 
 
   Trish metes out the punishment without a wave of her arm or an uttered word, her mind’s eye as sharp as a dagger. All it requires is a devilish thought. And although the red witch’s screams do not affect her concentration, she doesn’t get as much pleasure from the act as she thought she might.
 
   When it’s all over, and the red witch is curled up in the fetal position, her lips alternating between drooling and babbling, Trish says, We attack at dawn. And no one touches my sister.
 
   Your will is ours, Mother, her Children say. The Changelings don’t respond, just collect their broken leader and carry her away. 
 
   Before proceeding to the long white table laden with all manner of nature’s fruits, Trish makes a silent vow. She will not leave her sister’s fate to the whims of the Changelings. Despite her agreement with their leader, she will enter New Washington and face the president, as she knows she must. 
 
   
  
 



Chapter Forty-One
 
   Laney
 
    
 
   The news reaches me well ahead of the witch hunters’ return, rolling like a wave through New Washington, all the way to the infirmary. Apparently they fought with a gang of Necros. They won, not without casualties, but there was a problem. And Rhett was involved somehow. That’s all that I know. 
 
   Despite my insistence that Hemsworth stop treating me like a child, he gave one of the infirmary caretakers strict orders to not let me leave under any circumstances. Her objections are futile as I push past her and through the door, feeling slightly dizzy as bright sunlight hits me full in the face. 
 
   There’s a Jeep roaring past and I stagger into its path, probably looking like a zombie with the icepack strapped to my chin. I tear it off and let the half-melted cubes fall to the ground at my feet. The Jeep skids to a stop just in front of me, dust swirling around my legs. “I need to get to the witch hunters’ quarters,” I say to the disgruntled driver glaring at me. 
 
   “We’re going past there,” he says. “But we don’t have orders to take you.”
 
   “You’ll get the orders when you get there,” I say.
 
   He seems to mull it over, and then shrugs. “Get in.”
 
   I squeeze in beside a large woman with a bullet sash across her chest, from shoulder to hip. She ignores me, cleaning her weapon, some kind of automatic gun that likely goes with the string of bullets she’s wearing like a piece of jewelry. 
 
   A few minutes later we slide to a stop next to the Lincoln Monument. I stare at it. “Get out,” the driver says.
 
   “Here?” I say.
 
   “This is the place,” he confirms. 
 
   There are a few people lounging on the steps, smoking cigarettes. No, not cigarettes, I realize, getting a whiff. All three of them have blood on their clothes—some on their skin, too. 
 
   I jump out, say, “Thanks,” and half-jog to the steps. Behind me, the Jeep tears away. “Where’s Rhett Carter?” I ask the three joint-smokers.
 
   One of them laughs, another seems to look past me, and the third makes a wild gesture inside the Lincoln Monument. 
 
   I take the steps two at a time and race inside. There are many more witch hunters, but these ones are either the wounded or the ones tending to the wounded. There’s a ton of blood, so much that it’s slippery under my feet, although I suspect it’s not all theirs. 
 
   Chained against the wall is a familiar form. “Rhett!” I cry, running toward him. Hex, standing beside him, barks a greeting.
 
   A chick with rock-star hair and a crazy stripe down the center of her head steps in front of me. “Who the hell are you?” she says, in the same kind of way that I might say it if I was in her position. 
 
   “You shouldn’t be here, Laney,” Rhett says, but I can tell he’s just saying it because he feels he has to. There’s no fight in his tone, like he already knows I won’t listen to him. He knows me too well.
 
   “Rhett’s friend,” I say. “Now get the hell out of my way or I’ll shave your ridiculous hair and shove it down your throat.”
 
   “Damn, girl,” rock chick says. “Feisty. You ever hunted witches?”
 
   Her question surprises me, and instead of pushing past her, I find myself answering. “By necessity only,” I say, which is mostly the truth. 
 
   “We could use another chick with attitude,” she says. Hex, who’s moved over to me, paws at my leg, as if asking me to consider the offer.
 
   “Unchain Rhett and I’ll think about it.”
 
   “Can’t,” she says, bending down to scratch Hex behind the ear. “Who’s a good widdle boy?” Hex licks her hand, clearly enjoying the attention. I raise an eyebrow—I wouldn’t have pegged rock-chick for a dog lover. She stands and looks me in the eyes. “He’s a traitor. The president’s got to decide what to do with him.”
 
   A traitor? Not this again. “Rhett, what happened?” I ask, craning my neck to look around the witch hunter.
 
   Hex answers with a series of barks that almost sounds like he’s trying to explain everything. “What he said,” Rhett says.
 
   “Be serious,” I say. “This isn’t a joke.”
 
   “You should listen to your friend, Rhett,” says Rock-Chick-Girl. “The president could kill you for what you did.”
 
   I step forward, until my face is mere inches from hers. “What. Did. He. Do?”
 
   She doesn’t back away, seeming perfectly comfortable with my invasion of her personal space. Her eyes flick from my lips to my eyes a few times before she responds. “He passed up a golden opportunity to rid the world of the Necros’ second in command, the son of the Reaper.”
 
   My heart sinks. This was exactly why President Washington put a bounty on Rhett’s head in the first place. Because she was worried his friendship with Xavier Jackson would make him favor the Necros, or even help their cause. She won’t let this go easily. 
 
   “Let me talk to him,” I say, rocking back a half-step. “Please.” The strength and anger has been sapped from my voice by the truth staring me in the face. Based on the world’s new set of rules, he really could be executed for what he did. Or more for what he didn’t do. 
 
   The witch hunter stares at me for a moment, her rich, brown eyes seeming to dissect me, but then her face softens. “Any weapons?” she asks.
 
   I reach for my Glock, but it’s gone, along with all my other weapons. They must still be somewhere at the infirmary. “No,” I say.
 
   “Ten minutes,” she says. “And don’t try anything, I’ll be watching.”
 
   I nod, shuffling forward when she steps aside, Hex trotting beside me. My eyes meet Rhett’s and I can see the pain in their depths. His eyes widen when he notices my bruised jaw. “What happened to you?” 
 
   I ignore him and when I get close enough I punch him in the shoulder.
 
   “Ow!” he says. “What was that for?” When I glance back at Rock-Chick, she’s grinning. 
 
   I flop down beside Rhett. “For being stupid. To snap you out of whatever funk you’re in. For insisting we come to New Washington. Take your pick.” Hex seems to nod his head in agreement, but then turns his attention to a bloody rag nearby, at the base of Mr. Lincoln.
 
   Although my intention was the opposite, my words seem to thicken the haze around him. “Sorry I asked,” he says.
 
   “Hey,” I say, grabbing his hand, which is so warm it’s like he microwaved it. He looks at me curiously. “None of this is your fault.”
 
   He lets out a sarcastic chortle. “Right. I’d say everything you just said is pretty close to the truth.”
 
   “Cut the self-deprecating crap,” I say. “It doesn’t suit you. You’re a freaking witch hunter, not the pathetically weak crybaby panty-wearing sissy—”
 
   “I get the picture,” he says.
 
   “—Sponge-Bob-watching frail little child that you were when this all started,” I finish.
 
   He manages a wry smile. “It’s almost like you knew me back then,” he says. 
 
   “Xave filled me in on how many times he had to save your sorry butt from bullies,” I say. At the mention of his friend’s name, he looks away. Oops. “Sorry. I forgot.”
 
   “It’s okay,” he says. “I guess I was all talk, huh? All that bullcrap about revenge and taking down the Necros and ridding the world of all magic-born. You can pretty much say ‘I told you so’ at this point.”
 
   “No thanks,” I say. “We’re all just muddling along trying to make the best decisions we can in a world where maybe there are no right decisions anymore. And you know what?” He shrugs, so I continue, lowering my voice so I’m sure only he’ll be able to hear me. “I would’ve done the exact same thing.”
 
   His eyes flick to mine and hold my gaze. “You weren’t there,” he says. “Xave was…controlling the corpses. And he raised them in almost no time at all. No waiting period, no months of brewing them, just raised them like it was nothing. His powers are strengthening. I think he’s stronger than the Reaper now.”
 
   It’s not at all what I expected him to say. “Did he attack you?” Somehow I can’t picture the heartbroken teenage warlock who I had long discussions with attacking anyone, especially his old friend.
 
   “Not him. His creations. It was awful.”
 
   My first reaction is to defend Xavier. What’s wrong with me? I hated the kid not that long ago, and now I’m on his side? This world is a topsy-turvy mural of change, as if some bipolar artist is swirling the colors and mixing them to suit his ever-changing moods. 
 
   “Did the Necros come at you and attack?” I ask.
 
   “No, I told you, it was Xave’s creat—”
 
   I cut him off. “That’s not what I mean. I mean, did they seek you out? Did they go on the offensive? Were they looking for a fight?”
 
   Rhett’s head jerks as he gets my meaning. “No, they…” His hand grips mine tighter. “We…we went after them. The scouts found them, and we hunted them down.”
 
   “So they were just defending themselves?”
 
   He nods slowly. “Yeah, but still. It was terrible.”
 
   Neither of us speaks for a minute, until the witch hunter woman holds up her arm and taps an invisible wristwatch. “Five more minutes, Floss. Please,” Rhett says. 
 
   “What kind of name is Floss?” I say. “Maybe her father was a dentist?”
 
   Rhett smiles the first real smile since I got here. “Must’ve been a hard decision not to name her Molar.”
 
   “Or Cavity. That would’ve been a good one.”
 
   “Fluoride,” Rhett says. 
 
   “Ruff!” Hex barks, which I think means Incisor.
 
   “Plaque,” I add.
 
   “I can hear you,” Floss says. “And you’ve got four minutes.”
 
   I don’t even care that we’re wasting time, because it finally feels like we’re okay again. Like maybe we can handle whatever’s coming. “Set the record straight, Floss,” I say. “Where’d you get your name?”
 
   “Not that it’s any of your business, but my parents named me Erin. Floss is a nickname the other witch hunters gave me when I used to use a French garrote to kill witches. They said I could floss a witch’s teeth and kill them in two seconds flat.”
 
   “Gross,” I say, thinking more about the prospect of flossing a witch’s teeth than the killing part. “Sorry I asked.”
 
   “Three minutes,” Floss says.
 
   “I went inside the White House,” Rhett says, changing the subject. 
 
   “Did you take the official tour?”
 
   “There are witches in there,” he says, ignoring my bad joke. “A wizard, a Slammer.”
 
   “There are Pyros and Destroyers helping to guard the border,” I say.
 
   He rubs his chin. “There was a creature made from mud, too. A creation of some witch gang that’s helping the cause. The thing…spoke to me.”
 
   “What did it say?” I ask.
 
   He lowers his voice, so only I can hear him. “It told me to beware of the president.”
 
   “Oh come on,” I whisper. “She might be a prickly woman, but at least she’s human. Are you going to believe a mud-creature over her?”
 
   “That was my reaction, too,” he hisses, “but you have to remember that it’s not some mud-troll speaking. It’s really the witch or warlock controlling the mud-man.”
 
   “So you’ll trust some witch you’ve never met over the President of New America?” I ask. This conversation is getting ridiculous. At least the president was honest with us, even if we didn’t like everything she was saying. That’s more than we can say about the Reaper and the Necros. 
 
   “I wouldn’t normally,” Rhett says. “But then Xave seemed surprised when I told him that there were magic-born allied with the president. He said that didn’t make sense with something his father had told him.”
 
   “So what?” I say, lowering my voice even further when I see Floss craning her neck to try to hear us. “The Reaper is always lying.”
 
   “I don’t know,” Rhett admits. “Something just doesn’t feel right. Like we’re playing connect the dots but some of the most important dots are missing.”
 
   “More like the dots have been eaten Pac-Man style by corpses reanimated by the Necros,” I say. Before he can contradict me, I say, “Look, Rhett, at least the president is trying to protect all these people. You might not like all her methods, but at least she’s trying. And she’s managed to form an alliance with some of the magic-born, which is no easy task.”
 
   “True,” Rhett says, although he doesn’t sound convinced. 
 
   “Thirty seconds!” Floss calls out.
 
   Hurriedly, I tell him what happened at the border, specifically how my sister’s image was used to threaten the president. Just as I finish, Floss says, “Time.”
 
   “Five minutes,” Rhett says.
 
   “No,” Floss says. “Maybe you shouldn’t have wasted half your time speculating on the origins of my name.”
 
   “Maybe,” I say, “but it was rather fun, don’t you think?” She glares at me, but makes no sign that she’s going to put an end to our conversation. 
 
   “Do you think your sister’s helping the Changelings?” Rhett asks.
 
   “No,” I say quickly. And then: “Maybe. I don’t know anymore. But I also don’t understand why they’d use my sister to threaten the president.”
 
   “Neither of us do,” Rhett says, running a finger across the top of my hand. I’m lucky to have him, even if he’s chained up like a wild dog.
 
   There’s the roar of an engine and the squeal of tires on asphalt. Floss looks back at us and smiles. “Your ride’s here,” she says.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Forty-Two
 
   Rhett
 
    
 
   I’m surprised when they let Laney come with me. Maybe it was the dark try-to-stop-me-and-lose-a-nut look in her eyes. In any case, the two male soldiers didn’t argue, just opened the door for her. 
 
   Hex, on the other hand, is forced to stay back. Apparently Floss noticed some of his unusual skills today, because she simply said, “No weapons,” and held him back. He didn’t resist, shamelessly accepting a bribe in the form of a belly rub. I get the feeling he may choose her over me if it comes down to it. 
 
   “Maybe they’ve decided to give you a tour after all,” Laney says.
 
   “If so, I want to sit on the throne,” I say.
 
   “You’re thinking of England,” Laney says. “There’s no throne for the president.”
 
   “Then what’s the point of being the president?” I say.
 
   “I bet the presidential bed is really comfortable,” Laney says. “Maybe they’ll let us take a nap on it.”
 
   “I don’t think I could,” I say. “The thought of all those presidents and their significant others getting it on would be too distracting.”
 
   “Rhett Carter, that sounds like the type of joke I would make,” Laney says. I think she means it as a compliment.
 
   We pull up to the White House, as if it’s nothing more than just another house. Shadows are already creeping along the edges of the pillars, the setting sun casting an eerie orange sheen over the steps and entrance patio. The sky is clear, which makes it easy to spot the Destroyers Laney mentioned; they’re flying patrols around the city. 
 
   “Are you ready for this?” Laney asks.
 
   “No,” I say. “You?”
 
   “She’s just another person,” Laney says, as if we’re going to meet with my teacher after I got a bad grade on a test. “She’ll listen to reason.”
 
   We’re escorted along the same route as I was yesterday. Through the atrium, up the stairs, and into the red room, where President Washington is already waiting. Samsa and Charles Gordon are standing on either side of her, like bodyguards. If they were wearing suits and ear pieces they could be the new Secret Service. And for the first time since I met the president, she looks completely at ease in the presence of the magic-born, as if her previous timidity was nothing more than an act.
 
   I decide to take matters into my own hands. “Laney had nothing to do with any of this,” I say. “You should let her go.”
 
   “Shut your pie hole, Rhett,” Laney says.
 
   To both our surprise, however, the president turns her full attention to Laney and says, “I’m actually more interested in speaking with you than Rhett.”
 
   Laney frowns and I can see the confusion in her blue eyes. “Why?”
 
   “There was an attack on the border.”
 
   “I know. I was there,” Laney says.
 
   “You’re looking for your sister, right? She was taken by the witches?” I can sense a dark undercurrent to the president’s questions, but I remain motionless, my chained legs as heavy as lead weights.
 
   “Yeah, so?” Laney says. I admire her ability to carry off her response without giving away a thing.
 
   “Trish is her name, right?” The president’s questions seem to build on top of each other, like black clouds gathering before an epic thunderstorm.
 
   Laney’s hard exterior finally cracks as she stutters her response. “Who told you? Was it Hemsworth? That bastard.”
 
   “No one had to tell me,” she says. “Your sister’s a witch, isn’t she? A Claire?” I finally realize why I could sense an edge to her questions. Because they weren’t questions at all, but statements. Knife-like statements intended to cut Laney to the bone. 
 
   “I—I’m sorry I didn’t tell you,” Laney says, looking as unsure of herself as I’ve ever seen her. She’s dancing like she has to pee, her face slightly flushed. “I was afraid you wouldn’t help me find her.”
 
   “I understand,” the president says, her cornflower eyes slashed with red streaks reflected from the velvety furniture. 
 
   “You do?” I blurt out. Maybe Laney was right about President Washington. Maybe we can reason with her. But no, something isn’t right about her expression, about her tone of voice. She’s not the same woman from before.
 
   “Of course. Sometimes a lie of omission is necessary for the greater good.” Wait. Does that mean… “I certainly didn’t let you in on all of my secrets.”
 
   “Like what?” Laney asks, one of her hands going to her hip.
 
   “You’re going to help me capture your sister,” the president says. 
 
   Laney takes a step forward, but stops when Samsa raises his huge hand, tightening it into a fist. Me, I’m more interested in the wizard, Charles Gordon, who remains statue-still. He could kill Laney with nothing more than a thought. “She’s not trying to hurt anyone,” Laney says. “She’s on our side. If we can just find her, I can talk to her.”
 
   “She’s allied herself with the Changelings,” the president says. “And they’re using her image as a threat to me.”
 
   Oh God. Something clicks. A dark and twisted key in a deadbolt of foreboding. The way the president is suddenly acting. Not scared of the magic-born, as if her previous fears were all an act. Seeming to know so much more than she lets on. The fact that the Claires were trying to intimidate her with Trish’s image, like a threat. Although it seems impossible, Trish and the president must have a history. Which can only mean…
 
   Laney’s too worried about the president’s view of her sister to realize the truth that’s about to be revealed. “She’s not a threat,” Laney says.
 
   “Laney,” I say, but she doesn’t seem to register my voice.
 
   “She’s just confused, trying to figure out who she is.”
 
   “Laney,” I say again.
 
   “She’s like your witch allies. She can help us.” Laney is pleading now, and I reach forward to grab her arm.
 
   “Laney,” I say. She finally acknowledges me. “You won’t be able to reason with President Washington.”
 
   Her frown stretches from chin to forehead, from cheek to cheek, and everything in between, every muscle in her face working in tandem. “Why not?” she asks.
 
   “Because President Washington is a witch,” I say.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Laney is slumped in a red two-seater, with me beside her. Samsa fitted her with matching chains, and she didn’t even try to fight back, such was her shock at my revelation. 
 
   I sense that much more is about to be revealed, and we’re not going to like much of it. 
 
   The president sits across from us, a smug smile on her face. Grogg came in a moment earlier and served each of us hot tea, leaving the cups in front of us, their handles smeared with mud. Yum. He now stands in the corner, his mud-ball eyes rolling around and seeming to take everything in. Who’s behind the eyes? I wonder. Someone who would warn me about the president. Someone whom I wasn’t willing to listen to until it was too late. 
 
   “They tried to hide you from us for a long time, and then you showed up right on my doorstep,” President Washington says, smoothing out her skirt. As if we’re only here for a nice little tea party, she daintily plucks a teacup from the table and takes a small sip, closing her eyes. “Ahh. It’s good, even if you have to get a little dirty in the process.” She wipes a fleck of mud on a napkin. “Have some.”
 
   “Oldest trick in the book,” I say. “Give me your cup and you can have mine.”
 
   Next to me, Laney is silent, staring straight ahead as if in a fog. 
 
   “Tsk tsk,” the witch president clucks. “As if I would poison you when I could kill you in so many other creative ways.”
 
   “Then why don’t you?” I say. It’s not that I want her to kill me, but I am curious why she hid her true self from me in the beginning. When we last met in this room, it would’ve been so easy for her to finish me then.
 
   “Slight problem,” she says. “I need Laney’s help to get to her sister, and I can tell she’s the loyal type—even if I torture her she won’t help me.” Laney stares straight head, not even reacting to her name. “So I’ll need to torture you until she helps me.”
 
   Laney’s head finally snaps to the side, her eyes boring into the witch’s. “Touch him and I’ll kill you with my bare hands.”
 
   “A lovely thought, but that won’t be possible,” Washington says. “And you will help me. Once your friend starts screaming, you’ll jump to help me.”
 
   “Rhett,” Laney says to me. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “No,” I say. “There’s nothing to be sorry about.”
 
   “I trusted her so blindly.”
 
   “We were both blind,” I say.
 
   “So touching,” the witch says, yawning. “And boring.”
 
   I tear my gaze from Laney to once more face my enemy. “Torture me all you want, but neither Laney nor I will help you.”
 
   “Rhett,” Laney says.
 
   “No,” I say. “You won’t. She’s your sister. I can take it.”
 
   “I know you can,” she says, and I think it’s the biggest compliment she’s ever given me. “But I don’t know if I can.”
 
   The president cuts in again. “I have a feeling none of that will matter, because you’re both going to help me. You see, there’s still the matter of an itsy, bitsy, little curse.”
 
   “What curse?” I ask, my chains clinking as I straighten up. But I know. Even as her lips curl into a smile that I want to tear from her face—I know. “My father?” I say.
 
   “After I’d killed your mother, the filthy traitorous bitch”—I strain against the chains but they hold me tight—“I realized I needed a much worse punishment for any others who stood in my way.” She finishes her tea and starts on mine, licking her lips. Not poison, after all. 
 
   “So once I’d removed your father from his seat on the Council and secured a much more interesting replacement”—her eyes flick to Samsa, who smiles wickedly—“I cut out your father’s tongue. I still have it in a jar somewhere, would you like to see it?”
 
   The chains are bruising my arms and legs and I try to relax, not letting her goad my already short temper to the surface. Anger is only helpful if controlled. “Maybe another time,” I say. “So you took his power of speech and then you cursed him.”
 
   “Not in that order, but yes,” she says. “From what I hear, you’ve already met him.”
 
   “We have,” I say.
 
   “Ooh, that hurts. Being so close to you literally would’ve sucked years off of his life.”
 
   “I didn’t know,” I say. “I won’t be seeing him again.” Keeping my face straight, I try to hide the pang of anger and hurt that hits me in the chest like a sledgehammer. 
 
   “What if you could?” the president says, her eyes narrowing slyly. “What if the curse could be lifted?”
 
   I feel as if she’s dangling a worm in front of me…and I’m the fish. And yet, I have to rise to the bait. “You mean it’s not permanent?”
 
   “Nothing is permanent,” the witch says, drinking the second teacup and picking up Laney’s, sniffing at it. 
 
   “Rhett,” Laney says, a warning.
 
   “You could remove the curse,” I say.
 
   “I can. Only the witch who cast the curse can lift it. And that witch is me.”
 
   “Rhett,” Laney says again. “She’s messing with you. Even if she can remove the curse she’ll never do it.”
 
   I know Laney’s right, but what if I had something she needed. What if I could dangle my own piece of bait. “We’ll help you get Laney’s sister, and I’ll fight for you.”
 
   “No!” Laney says. “Rhett, no! She’s tricking you. She’s controlling you.”
 
   I can’t look at Laney, because I’m worried that if I see her expression, her disappointment, that I’ll give away my lie. “Do we have a deal?” I say, not blinking. 
 
   President Washington raises both eyebrows, her eyes dancing from me to Laney and then back to me. “Yes,” she says.
 
   In a single gulp, she drains the third and final teacup.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Being manhandled by Samsa is even less fun than it sounds. Pushing us roughly from behind, we’re forced to traipse across the White House lawn to a doorway hidden under a removable flap of turf. From there, he shoves us down the steps, our chains clinking. With a firm boot to the back, we’re thrown into an empty cell. The red magged-up bars spring into place almost immediately, with nothing more than a muttered incantation by the giant. Samsa laughs a deep-throated laugh and wishes us a good night.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Forty-Three
 
   Laney
 
    
 
   “This is horse manure,” I say, from the other side of the cell. Bright red magical bars cast a fiery reflection on the floor between us, making the distance look even more un-crossable. At least they didn’t separate us.
 
   “Laney, I—”
 
   “I’m not finished,” I say, cutting him off. “I know my sister’s a witch, and that you probably don’t trust her, but I didn’t think you’d give her up like that.”
 
   “Let me exp—”
 
   “And I get that you want to be able to see your father, but do you really think that witch will remove the curse? Hellllll no. Hell no.” I take a deep breath, fighting off the urge to punch the stone wall. No sense in breaking my own hand. 
 
   “Finished?” Rhett asks.
 
   I want to say no and launch into another tirade, but I know I should listen. Rhett and I have come a long way together, and even if I don’t agree with his actions, I should give him a chance. I nod once.
 
   “First, I’m sorry for surprising you like that, there really wasn’t time to discuss my plan with you.” Does he have to sound so damn politically correct all the time? I bite my tongue and keep listening. “Second, I’m not going to give that evil witch anything she doesn’t already have.” Now I’m really listening, leaning forward. 
 
   “Explain,” I say.
 
   “Your sister and the Changelings are already coming right to New Washington, without us doing anything to draw them in. I mean, they attacked the border and then ran off. Clearly they were testing the defenses and sending her a message by putting Trish’s face on everyone. Your sister and the president must have a past. She’s got President Washington scared enough to enlist our help.”
 
   It makes sense, but… “They can’t have a past,” I say. “She was just a kid before, growing up in what seemed like a normal house, in what seemed like a normal family. There’s no way she could’ve ever met the president.”
 
   “Hmm,” Rhett says. “Then either we’re missing something or President Washington is simply afraid of the power Trish wields. That would make sense, too.”
 
   “Maybe,” I say. “You also said you’d fight for her. Was that bullcrap, too?”
 
   “No,” Rhett says. “But I might not only fight for her.” His grin is orange under the glow of the bars. “I might fight for both sides or all three sides, or however many there are.”
 
   “Now you sound like the Necros,” I point out. “Kill everyone to save everyone.”
 
   “Maybe Xave and the Reaper weren’t so far off the mark. They were fighting against New America, after all, and New America is being controlled by a witch in human clothing. If there’s a huge battle, there’s nothing to stop me from fighting against any witches who seem to be trying to kill humans.”
 
   “Use your Resistor powers, you mean?” I say, seeing his point. Being cooped up in a cell or getting tortured certainly won’t do us any good. “Okay. How can I help?”
 
   “You’ve got to pretend, too. When Trish comes—and I believe she will come—you’ve got to try to lure her in, act as if you’re helping New America, cooperating. But then, when President Washington least expects it…”
 
   “We take her out,” I finish.
 
   “But alive,” Rhett says. “We need her alive so she can remove my father’s curse.”
 
   “Right,” Laney says. “We bind her, make her drink a hundred cups of muddy tea, force her to bend to our will, and then we take her out.”
 
   “Sounds like a plan,” Rhett says.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   When we get tired of scheming and I’m bored with counting the stones in the cell, and it feels like night has surely fallen, I finally forgive Rhett for scaring me and crabwalk over to him. If he’s surprised, he doesn’t show it, lifting a strong arm so I can curl up close to him. Although I still get the thrill of the newness of our closeness—the racing heart, the tingles on my skin—it feels so comfortable that it could be the thousandth time we’ve done this, rather than the second. 
 
   “I know you think I’m a tough girl,” I say, “but you may want to reconsider the whole hanging out in a prison cell thing. This is two dates now.”
 
   Rhett rests his chin on my head. “The first one didn’t count,” he says. “We weren’t even together then. We were in different cells.”
 
   Pulling his arms tighter around me, I say, “You’re right. This is much better.”
 
   Feeling warm and protected, I allow myself to drift away into sleep.
 
   Something prowls the night, hungry and violent, desiring power and flesh and blood. It’s been behind me for hours, seeming to feed off my strength, growing stronger and faster as I grow weaker. My feet want to stop, but I push on, running for my very life.
 
   When I have nothing left and my legs turn to rubber, I stumble and collapse, rolling over to face my attacker.
 
   It glides forward on silent feet, moving into the moonlight.
 
   No—it can’t be. It can’t.
 
   She’s so small and wearing all white, her blond hair adorned with flowers and leaves. Her blue eyes seem to sparkle in the starlight, an ethereal shimmering fountain. 
 
   “Trish?” I say. 
 
   I do not come for you, she says, and I realize her voice is only in my head, as if I’m wearing ear buds and she’s speaking through an iPod. I come for the witch.
 
   The footsteps are heavy behind me and I turn, trying to push to my feet but finding no strength to support me. President Washington approaches, flanked by the giant, Samsa, and the thin, tall wizard, Charles Gordon. 
 
   An eye for an eye, Trish says, and at first I begin to object, but then I see the expression on the president’s face. Trish is speaking in all of our heads at once.
 
   “You will always die,” the president says in response. She raises a hand…
 
   And Trish opens her mouth and begins to scream.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   I wake up trembling and panting although I’m not cold or short of breath. 
 
   Rhett startles from his own sleep and his arms surround me, hugging me from behind. “You’re okay,” he says. “I’m here.”
 
   “A dream,” I breathe.
 
   “Seems like it was more of a nightmare.” One of his hands strokes my hair, so gentle for such a big guy who used to play football and now hunts witches. It feels wonderful and I almost feel guilty. Beth had to die so he could stroke my hair. The thought makes me shiver even more.
 
   “It was,” I say. “Trish was there. And the president. They were going to kill each other.”
 
   “That’s not going to happen,” Rhett says.
 
   “It might.”
 
   Both of Rhett’s arms drop to my waist and he spins me around onto his lap, drawing me exquisitely close, his lips pressing against mine and drinking the breath from me. I take it right back, my hands hungry on his shoulders and chest, and finally settling on his neck, where I force him closer still. 
 
   The seconds turn to minutes and the minutes to longer, as we share a memory not even the witch-president can steal away from us. The moment might last forever if not for the hair-raising voice that screeches suddenly through the silence. 
 
   “Soo sweeeet. Soo lovelyyy!”
 
   Our lips rip apart and we untangle ourselves, scrambling to our feet and backing away from the bars, from where the voice came. The voice is horridly familiar, and the dark shape that races across the open space is an evil I hoped I’d never lay eyes on again.
 
   “Show yourself, Flora!” Rhett demands.
 
   The laugh that follows sounds like two cats fighting, filled with violence and annoyance. “Yow have never had the right to tell me what to do,” the leader of the Shifters says, slinking into view. 
 
   The panther-like black cat stalks past the bars, her tail switching from side to side like a whip. There’s nothing of the human-featured witch from which she shapeshifted. Other than the ability to speak, she’s all animal, which might actually be an improvement on her previous self. 
 
   “Sorry to interrupt,” she says. “Yow were having such fun.”
 
   The thought of the Shifter hungrily watching us kiss makes me slightly nauseous. “So you’re working for President Washington now?” Rhett says. “Which side are you on, Flora? Seems to change by the day.”
 
   “No side,” Flora says. “My side. Whoever pays the bestest. Whoever provides the most human fleshhh.”
 
   Now I wish Rhett wouldn’t have asked. I have to swallow heavily to fight back the bile. How many of the citizens of New America have gone missing, supposedly “killed” by magic-born while on duty at the border or out scavenging? How many were bound and taken to Flora to be her playthings? My hatred for President Washington grows with each passing second. 
 
   “Lovely,” I say, trying to steer the conversation into something that might be useful. “So the president is a Shifter, too?” I know the answer is no, but I’m willing to act like an idiot to get some answers.
 
   More maniacal laughter from Flora. Her claws come out and she sharpens them on the glowing red bars, which spit sparks into the cell. “Stupid girl,” she says, coughing. Dropping to all fours again, she coughs and chokes, coughs and chokes, until a thick, slimy ball of fur vomits from her mouth. “Hate that part,” she mutters. “Guess there’s no harm in yow knowing what yow’re up against, considering yow’ll be dead soooon. The president is a General.”
 
   I look at Rhett, who knows most everything there is to know about the various witch gangs. His face is blank. Apparently Mr. Jackson’s school of witch hunting skipped the chapter on Generals. 
 
   “What’s a General?” Rhett asks.
 
   “Yow don’t know?” Flora’s voice is incredulous. “I thought yow would, considering yowr father is one.”
 
   “My father?” Rhett says, unable to hide his astonishment. We’ve wondered what his magical specialization was, but resigned ourselves to the fact that we may never know.
 
   “Yesss. Generals are able to practice every kind of magic. Proficient in everything—expert in nothing. They are very rare.”
 
   Interesting. Rhett seems to be thinking the same thing, his hand raised to rub his scruffy chin. “So my father and the president are in the same gang?” Rhett asks.
 
   Another high-pitched screeching laugh. “The same gang? They hate each other. Generals are loners by definition.”
 
   Surprisingly, the panther is a wealth of information, and Rhett seems determined to take advantage. “Why didn’t President Washington kill me earlier?” he asks. “Before I knew what I was. Before Salem’s Return began.”
 
   “Stupid boy and stupid girl are meant for each other,” Flora screeches drily. She reaches a clawed paw through the bars, trying to squirm inside our cell. My body tenses as it appears she might be able to get through, but then the width of her panther-hips stops her. “Just want a quick taste and then I’ll leave,” she says, determination on her face as she continues to wriggle. 
 
   “Answer my questions and you can have one of my fingers,” Rhett says. 
 
   I stare at Rhett wondering whether the Shifter is right about him lacking sufficient mental competence. He can’t be serious, can he?
 
   “Two fingers,” Flora says, her yellow eyes shining even with the red glow of the bars behind her. “And a toe. My choice which ones.”
 
   “Deal,” Rhett says. 
 
   “No deal,” I say. “No fingers, no toes, and you answer our questions anyway.”
 
   “Deal,” Flora says, but she’s looking at Rhett, not me. She backs up through the bars while I glare at Rhett, who winks at me.
 
   Flora sits with all four legs tucked beneath her, like a sphinx. “Washington tried to kill yow earlier, dummyyy.”
 
   My heart stops and I can tell Rhett’s does, too, because his body stiffens beside me. He inhales sharply through his nose before I can take my next breath. “When?” Rhett asks, the question echoing through the cell. 
 
   “During Salem’s Revenge. Three others she killed before she tried to kill yow. The Reaper saved yow. That’s why I decided to side with him, thinking he was more powerful than herrr. But he doesn’t play fair, doesn’t pay for my servicesss. Want to kill him.”
 
   Three others she killed.
 
   Three others.
 
   I don’t need to take off my shoes to count the members of Rhett’s previous foster family, who he’s told me little about. Three: His foster father, mother, and sister.
 
   Rhett slides to the floor before I realize he’s falling. His hand is on his forehead, his eyes closed. “I should’ve known,” he says. “So obvious. So freakin’ obvious.”
 
   “The Reaper—Mr. Jackson—saved you for a reason,” I say, trying to haul him out of the quicksand of despair that seems to be pulling him under. He shakes his head, his eyes still closed. 
 
   “President Washington was just the VP back then,” Flora says, unprompted. “And before that, she was a Senator. But everyone knew she’d never have a chance at the presidency. Salem’s Revenge was her idea.”
 
   I forget Rhett for a moment as my head jerks toward to the panther. “She planned it?”
 
   “She was the Head of the Witch Council,” Flora says. “Don’t yow know anything? She convinced enough of the members to vote with her—or find a way to kill them if they wouldn’t.”
 
   “You were there?” Rhett asks, his eyes flashing open. 
 
   “Yesss. I voted for Salem’s Revenge. I’m not stupid, like yowr father.”
 
   I sense the anger bubbling up just before it overflows, and I manage to get in front of Rhett as he leaps to his feet. I push back on his chest, knowing full well that he could throw me out of the way if he had a mind to. But he doesn’t. He tries to look past me, but I grab his chin and force him to look me in the eyes. “She can’t hurt you now,” I whisper.
 
   “Good,” Flora says behind me. “Yowr blood will be hot when I bite off yowr fingers.”
 
   I whirl around. “You haven’t earned your prize yet,” I say. “Why is President Washington using witch hunters to kill her own kind, the other magic-born?”
 
   Flora hisses, as if she’s not completely on board with the president’s use of witch hunters. “Anyone who won’t ally themselves with her must die.”
 
   “But why won’t the other witches follow her?” I ask, sensing something important is just out of reach. Some motive. Something unexpected.
 
   “Some want peace,” Flora says. The Reaper, Xave, and my sister spring to mind, and I hope that’s who she means.
 
   “And the others?” I ask.
 
   “They want all humans dead.” No, Trish. Not you. Why have you chosen the Changelings over me?
 
   I flinch, not because of the terrible nature of her statement, but because that means… “The president doesn’t want all humans dead?”
 
   “No, dum-dum. She wants to rule them and the magic-born. Make the humans their slaves.”
 
   I look at Rhett to find his eyes open once more, no longer full of despair but of intelligence. He’s thinking through things, analyzing whether she’s telling us the truth. He nods. She has no reason to lie. 
 
   “And it’s the Changelings that want to exterminate the humans?” Rhett asks, fully back in the game. I hold my breath. 
 
   “Maybe, maybe not,” Flora says.
 
   “That’s what the rumors say,” I point out.
 
   “The rumors were started by the president,” Flora says.
 
   Rhett and I share another look. God, she’s even more evil than we could ever imagine. “She started the rumors so the witch hunters would do everything in their power to kill off the Changelings,” Rhett says. “Making it easier for her to take over.”
 
   “No one knows what the Changelings want,” Flora says. “They’re very secretive. Now give me my prize!” She springs back through the bars, jolting to a stop when they once more squeeze against her hind legs. Clawing at the air, she tries to grab Rhett, who merely shrugs. 
 
   “I like my fingers,” he says. “I think I’ll keep them for now.”
 
   “Yow promised!” Flora screams, her knife-like claws slashing the air between us to ribbons. “We had a deal.”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Rhett says. 
 
   Flora makes a noise like a tiger fighting a wildcat, hisses something that sounds like, “I’ll have yow,” and then bounds away, the tip of her black tail the last part of her to vanish from view. 
 
   I shudder involuntarily and Rhett draws me to him. “She freaks me out,” I say.
 
   “And it’s not your toes she wants to eat,” Rhett says, his tone light. 
 
   “A cat-witch with a foot fetish,” I say. “Add that to the list of Things-People-Never-Knew-Existed.”
 
   “Yeah, right next to mud-trolls,” Rhett says, his thumb absently tracing circles on my shoulder.
 
   “What do you suppose the Changelings want?” I ask.
 
   Rhett sees right through my question to what I’m really asking. “I’m sure Trish wouldn’t help anyone who’s trying to hurt humans,” he says. 
 
   It doesn’t comfort me, not with my jaw still aching from when the Changeling-who-looked-like-Trish punched me. “I just…” I start. “I just need to find her, to talk to her, to make sure she’s okay.”
 
   “She’s okay,” Rhett says. “She always was. You don’t need to protect her anymore.”
 
   His words ring true, but I hate them anyway. She’s my little sister. I’ve always protected her—not the other way around. How can I just stop? “She’s running with some bad characters. That red Siren, Changeling, whatever she is. She could be lying to Trish, tricking her into helping them do something they shouldn’t.”
 
   Rhett sighs. “I don’t know what to think about the red Changeling, but all I know is that she’s the one who told us the truth back in Pittsburgh.”
 
   “She taunted you by transforming into Beth,” I point out.
 
   Another big sigh, the muscles in Rhett’s chest rising and falling against my side. “I’m not saying she’s all that good, just that she didn’t lie to us. She told us that Bil Nez was on a mission to kill us, and he was. She was trying to warn us.”
 
   “And now she’s kidnapped my sister and is making her do God knows what,” I say. “I don’t trust her.”
 
   “I’m not asking you to,” Rhett says. “I’m asking you to trust Trish.”
 
   Trust a little girl who’s only just realizing the power she has inside of her? “I’ll try,” I promise.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Forty-Four
 
   Rhett
 
    
 
   Although for Laney’s sake, I try not to show it, I’m shaken by all that we’ve learned today. That the President of New America is a witch. That she wants to kill enough of the magic-born and humans so that she can rule us all. That she killed my foster family. That even if she deserves to die, I can’t let that happen because she’s the only one who can remove my father’s curse. 
 
   Too much. It’s all too much. 
 
   But I put on a brave face, stick out my jaw, and say, “We’ll win this fight,” because that’s what I’m supposed to say.
 
   Laney, being Laney, sees right through it. “Don’t lie to me,” she says. 
 
   “I—I wasn’t.”
 
   “You were. You don’t have to pretend to be some tough-as-nails witch hunter anymore. You can just be you. Rhett Carter.”
 
   I stare into the blue skies in her eyes. “I don’t know who that is anymore,” I admit.
 
   “And you think I know who Laney Grant is?” she says. “At school I was some outspoken freak who everyone avoided making eye contact with. I was the girl who bullied the bullies and punched anyone who so much as glanced at my sister the wrong way. I played guitar with greasy-haired outcasts and showed up at football games just to heckle the cheerleaders. And now my friend is a witch hunter and my sister a witch? If you know who the hell I am, please let me know.”
 
   I start smiling halfway through her monologue and am full out laughing by the end. “I think I’d have liked you back then, too,” I say.
 
   “But I wouldn’t have liked you,” she says. “I’d have thought you were some meathead football player. Not a big ol’ teddy bear who wouldn’t hurt a fly.” She squeezes me around the waist but I pull away to look at her.
 
   “I could swat a fly,” I say defensively.
 
   “You could, but you wouldn’t,” she says. “You only fight when you think it’s the right thing.”
 
   I know she’s right. Even now, after all the killing, all the fighting, all the bloodshed and death and pain, I’m still that guy who would rather take a punch than throw one. Would rather open a window to let a fly out then swat it dead. And yet… “I’ve done terrible things.”
 
   “Terrible, maybe,” Laney says, “but necessary. Right. I didn’t at first, but now I trust your judgment above all others.”
 
   My head is swimming with emotion, my vision fogging. Laney’s stamp of trust is something I know she doesn’t offer easily. “Thank you,” I say.
 
   “Whatever comes next,” she says, yawning, “I’m glad I’ll be doing it with you.”
 
   Her trust seems to awaken my mind, sending it whirling with ideas. One of which seems so obvious I can’t believe I didn’t think of it until now. “I can Resist magic,” I say, thinking aloud.
 
   “Hmm…” Laney is fading fast. “Glad you finally figured that out.”
 
   “The bars are magic. So maybe...”
 
   I pry myself loose from Laney and she groans. “Come back pillow,” she murmurs as I crawl over to the glowing red bars. I glance back to find Laney curled up on her floor, her head resting on her arm. Her eyes are closed. Turning my attention back to the bars, I consider my approach. I could pretend I’m Superman and just wrench them apart, creating a human-sized gap for us to step through. Or I could charge at them, lowering my shoulder and hoping to smash right through. I think back to all the times I managed to Resist the power of magic. It was never physical, not really. It was my mind that had to do most of the work.
 
   Cautiously, I raise a hand toward one of the bars, my body tensing, expecting to be shocked into oblivion. Or worse. 
 
   I grab the bar and hang on for dear life. 
 
   Nothing happens. No shock, no burn, no prick. The red glows through my fingers, showing my bones like an x-ray image. The magged-up bar is warm, but not hot. I squeeze it and nothing happens. I pull at it but it doesn’t budge. Concentrating hard, I picture the red glow dying out and the bars melting away. 
 
   “Ahhh!” I scream, daggers shooting through my skull, slicing my brain to ribbons, sending images of blank-eyed fish heads and severed human limbs flashing before me. Falling backwards, I let go, landing right in Laney’s arms. Evidently my cry snapped her away from sleep and she was quick enough to lunge forward and save me from a nasty bump on the head. 
 
   And the last image I see is Charles Gordon’s face, his mouth open and laughing. 
 
   Whatever spell was cast on the bars, it was the wizard who cast it. And apparently his powers trump my ability to Resist. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Trish
 
    
 
   As easily as a human could feel the rumble of an approaching train beneath their feet, Trish can sense the coming dawn. It’s as if the earth and the planets and the sun are a part of her, entwined with her soul. She can feel the sun’s warmth within her, radiating outward, even though it’s still minutes away from rising over the horizon. 
 
   She can also feel the energy pulsing through those around her. Not only the Changelings, but her Children, too, who seem anxious (and maybe excited?) to play their part in the battle to come. 
 
   Trish forces herself to concentrate, not on the magic-born around her, but on the trees and the birds and the wind. She speaks to the natural world with the voice of a trusted friend. 
 
   Of course, the Changeling leader interrupts her. “Ready?” she says, pushing her red hair off of her pale white face. 
 
   I will be when the time comes, Trish says.
 
   “And the plan is unchanged?”
 
   The red witch is smart not to trust her. She doesn’t trust the red witch either. The Claires will provide the distraction for the Changelings to breach the defenses, Trish says.
 
   “Good. You will then wait on the outside while we complete the mission.” It’s not a question, so Trish doesn’t respond. 
 
   And yet the Changeling doesn’t leave. Yes? Trish says.
 
   “I can’t promise your sister’s survival,” she says. “If she fights for the president, we might have no choice but to neutralize her. We will spare as many humans as possible, but killing the president is the priority.”
 
   Trish doesn’t answer. She’s been over this a million times in her head. She knows her sister is only one of many sisters she’s had over many lifetimes. She knows she is but one soul amongst thousands that need to be saved. She knows she needs to keep her distance from Laney, if only to avoid the temptation to put her first. 
 
   And yet she also knows she can’t. 
 
   We will help you kill the president, Trish says.
 
   The red-haired witch’s gaze lingers on her a moment longer than necessary before she spins away, her long, red dress turning black as she strides toward the fence.
 
   At that exact moment, as Trish knew it would, the sun winks a golden ray over the horizon, signaling the start of a new day. 
 
   A day that could end all days. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Laney
 
    
 
   “Well, that was stupid,” I say, cradling Rhett’s head in my arms. He’s still in agony, clutching at his skull like he’s got the mother of all migraines. 
 
   “I thought I could—”
 
   “You couldn’t,” I say.
 
   “No kidding,” Rhett says, grimacing as he’s hit by another lance of pain. 
 
   I’m so tired my eyes are burning, but I’m afraid to close them for fear of what my glutton-for-punishment friend might do while I’m sleeping. 
 
   “We should get some rest,” Rhett says.
 
   “Nuh-uh,” I say. “You sleep. I’ll warn any Resistors that happen to pass by that it’s a bad idea to touch the magical bars.”
 
   “Very funny,” Rhett says, glancing at his watch. I look, too. Ugh. 5:45am. The two or so hours of nightmare-filled sleep weren’t nearly enough.
 
   “Do you think President Witchy-McWitch will let us sleep in and then bring us pancakes in bed?” I say.
 
   “I’m not sure you’ll want food if Grogg’s the one making it,” Rhett says. “Unless you like banana pancakes with a side of mud-cream.”
 
   “Yum. I’ll take a whole stack.”
 
   The silence creeps along the walls and corners until it settles like a blanket over our cell. Rhett’s breaths grow deep, as do mine. But neither of us sleeps. We’re far too exhausted for that.
 
   A noise catches my ear. Rhett hears it, too, because he looks at me. Breakfast? his expression seems to say, making my stomach growl. 
 
   There’s a toe-tap and a squishy, gurgling sound. Then there are more of the same sounds, repeated again and again, forming a strange sort of rhythm that would only need a drumbeat to get me to start bobbing my head. 
 
   The sounds get louder, tapping and squishing and gurgling. 
 
   I smell the little bugger before I see him, a not unpleasant odor of wet earth wafting to my nose. Grogg squish-gurgles into view, one of his legs dragging a trail of mud behind him. “Speak of the devil,” I say. Maybe we’ll be getting mud-cakes after all.
 
   But he’s not carrying anything, and it’s a good thing, because he suddenly melts into a puddle of mud and slimes his way between the bars and into the cell. Instinctively, I close my mouth, as if he might try to choke me in mud. 
 
   As he speaks, I try to avoid getting hit by the phlegm-like globules of filth that spit from his mouth. “Have to go,” he gurgles.
 
   “Go where?” Rhett asks, rising to his feet. He’s at least twice as tall as Grogg. I stand up, too, and even I tower over the mud-creature.
 
   “To fight,” Grogg says. “Only you have a chance to kill her.”
 
   “Kill who?” Rhett says at the exact moment I say, “The president.”
 
   Rhett looks at me, fear in his wide eyes. “You know I can’t,” he says. “I need her to lift my father’s curse.”
 
   “Okay,” I say. “Then we’ll take her alive.” Turning back to our little mud-friend, I say, “Get us out of here.”
 
   “I cannot,” he says, which makes me want to wring his muddy little neck. What good are his suggestions to go and fight and kill if he can’t get us out of this cell? I’m about to say as much, but then he turns back and says, “But he can help.”
 
   Bil Nez steps into the red glow of the bars. 
 
   “You always have to make an entrance,” I say. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Rhett,” he says, not looking at me.
 
   Rhett goes around the mud-dude and to the bars. I follow him, with Grogg between us as if he’s our unfortunate mud-child. “Are you okay?” Rhett asks Bil.
 
   “I—I don’t know. I can’t remember what I did. We were fighting the Necros. People were dying.”
 
   “You ran off,” Rhett says. “Into the woods. You had that look in your eyes.”
 
   “You mean the I’m-crazy look?” Bil says. “Great. I guess I have to start the clock over on my sanity.”
 
   “Whatever you did, you’re back now,” Rhett says.
 
   “Damn right,” Bil says, reaching for the bars. “Let me get you out of here.”
 
   “No!” Rhett and I cry at the exact same time. Bil retracts his hand sharply. 
 
   “What?” he says. “It’s made of magic and I’m a Resistor. Shouldn’t be a problem. I’m surprised you’re still in here.”
 
   “What’s with you Resistors thinking you’re invincible?” I say, flicking a glare between the two guys. “Rhett already tried that and Charles Gordon’s magic almost fried his brain.”
 
   “Maybe I’m stronger than Rhett,” Bil says.
 
   “Go for it,” Rhett says, a hint of irritation in his tone. 
 
   “No,” I say, reaching out a single finger close to the bars, thinking. In a move that could’ve landed me a starring role as the alien in E.T., my finger glows red, revealing my bones. “What if you do it together? That wizard may be stronger than one of you, but maybe not both.”
 
   “He’s not stronger than me,” Rhett mutters, but he holds out a hand anyway, willing to put my suggestion to the test. “On three?”
 
   “Yeah,” Bil says, hovering a hand in front of the same bar. 
 
   “One,” Rhett says. “Two…Three!”
 
   Simultaneously they grab the bar, their hands nearly touching, right on top of each other. Rhett clenches his jaw and grits his teeth and growls, while Bil lets out a scream of agony. I hold my breath as the bar begins to glow brighter amidst their shouts. The bar goes from red to orange to yellow, and then bright-white, forcing me to use my hands to shield my eyes as I back away. 
 
   The cell erupts in a blast of white light, as if heaven has collided into the sun. Then, as quickly as it brightened, the room darkens to black, which is almost worse. I wave my hand a few times across my face, but all I see are white spots, twinkling like stars. 
 
   “Rhett?” I say. “Bil?”
 
   “Grogg?” Grogg gurgles, his voice far too close for my liking.
 
   “Ow,” Rhett says, nearby. 
 
   “Damn,” Bil says, also nearby. “My head feels like I had an unfortunate meeting with a porcupine.”
 
   “That’s nothing,” Rhett says. “Mine still feels like it’s clamped in a vice.”
 
   “You guys ready to go?” I say cheerily. “Or do you want to keep arguing over who’s more of a baby?”
 
   “Are you sure it worked?” Rhett asks.
 
   “Worked,” Grogg confirms, so close to my ear that I lean away from his voice, trying not to puke. 
 
   “They separated us from Hex, so we don’t have a source of light, except for my watch,” Rhett says, illuminating the blue face that now reads 6:00am. 
 
   I’m about to ask whether Grogg has any brilliant ideas, when there’s a huge clap of thunder that shakes the walls.
 
   “A storm,” Rhett says.
 
   “There were no clouds when I arrived,” Bil says.
 
   “No storm,” Grogg agrees.
 
   There’s another heavy boom and the entire ground seems to shake. “Then what?” I ask. “An earthquake?”
 
   “No,” Grogg grunts, his muddy face eerily sheened with blue as he leans close to Rhett’s watch face. “The attack has begun.”
 
   
  
 



Chapter Forty-Five
 
   Trish
 
    
 
   Her children are perfection. Some of their bodies are younger, some older, but all are gliding gracefully toward New Washington. She admires their stoic expressions and the absence of fear in their eyes. 
 
   Remember. Don’t hurt them. Disable but not kill, she says where only they can hear. The Changelings, barely noticeable as flashes of shadow in the trees to her left, are oblivious to her commands. 
 
   Yes, Mother, her Children say, almost a chant. We will do as you say.
 
   The lost memory creeps closer, poking around the edges of her mind. She pretends not to notice it, hoping that will draw it into the light, but it scampers away again. Instinctively, she lets out a deep sigh and then sucks air into her lungs, although she needs no breath. 
 
   What is it, Mother? one of her Children says, perceiving her inner turmoil. It’s the slender, willowy girl with the white-blond hair whose current body is at least a decade her senior in human years. And yet she remembers that the girl is thousands of years younger than her. 
 
   She finds herself wanting to open up to this girl, to share her innermost secrets, to reveal her doubts and weaknesses. She opens her mouth to speak, almost tasting the bitterness of the words on the tip of her tongue. But of course the words can’t come out so easily the human way. Nor should they.
 
   Nothing, she speaks in her daughter’s head. Be brave.
 
   I will, Mother. Anything for you.
 
   With blades of early morning sun slicing the forest to shreds, Trish realizes the power she wields. Not just what she can do, but what she can make her Children do. But should she? That’s the real question, isn’t it? To her surprise, the calm inside her burns into frustration, as if all her lifetimes of experience as a Claire suddenly decide to wage war on her annoying human emotions. 
 
   She swallows the heat down and resumes her graceful glide toward whatever fate awaits. 
 
   Through layers and layers of foliage, she can already see the fence rising stalwart in defense of New Washington and the humans and… 
 
   …her sister. 
 
   She stops abruptly. Her Children do, too, without being told, the picture of unquestioned obedience. 
 
   Despite her assurances to the red Changeling, she knows what she must do. Her heart fills with warmth and sadness and…a memory:
 
   President Washington, still in her own lifetime but in a different lifetime for Trish, stalking toward her. A ball of electricity crackles in one hand and a ball of fire in the other. One of her Children is chained to the wall, held by magical bonds. Across from the girl is a young boy. Jasper, she remembers, her earthly brother in her previous lifetime. 
 
   President Washington is a witch. How could she forget? How could she be so human sometimes?
 
   And President Washington says, “Choose.”
 
   The memory is like shards of glass in her chest, slashing her heart to ribbons. She loved Jasper. And, of course, she loves her Children. Always and forever. “Both,” she says, opening her mouth to scream, to end the mad woman standing before her. 
 
   “Wrong answer,” the witch says, both weapons shooting from her hands simultaneously. Her own weapon, her scream, gets caught in her throat as she watches in horror as her Child burns with magic fire and Jasper’s tiny body shakes, blue bolts of electricity running through his limbs and chest. 
 
   The memory fades and Trish finds herself gasping for breath, on the ground, shaking and writhing as if simultaneously burning and being electrocuted. As if the memory is trying to rip her apart from the inside out. 
 
   Her Children surround her, patting her back, rubbing her arms, speaking soothing words. You’re alright, Mother. We are here. We will protect you as you protect us. Mother. Mother. Mother. The wind-like whispers fade and so do her tremors, like leaves lost to a stiff autumn breeze. 
 
   She stands, preferring to keep her feet on the ground this time. She places one hand on a tree and the other on the shoulder of her willowy Child, whose eyes never leave hers. I’m fine, she says.
 
   You’re not fine. Tell us, her Child says. 
 
   Thank you, she says, releasing both the girl and the tree at the same time. Her legs feel strong again. No, even stronger than before. Because she finally knows exactly what she has to do.
 
   They move forward and the shouts from behind the fence rise like morning mist. Like a chorus of mourning, she and her Children scream as one, interrupted only by the hail of gunshots that pelt her ears. The bullets shatter in midair, falling harmlessly to the earth. Destroyers and Pyros and Volts attack from above and the side and straight ahead, but the Claires’ screams are an impenetrable barrier. The spells are deflected back and into the witches and warlocks, who fall beneath their own power. Trish smiles in satisfaction at the precise nature of her Children’s power as none of the humans fall; however, they do turn with wide eyes and open mouths, retreating away from the fence, even as it begins to uproot itself with an eardrum-piercing scream that rises from her own throat. 
 
   The fence rips from the ground, bending in multiple places as if it’s made from straw and not metal, rattling to the ground in a mangled heap of barbed wire and twisted links. The humans are already in their vehicles, fleeing the scene with an unexpected lack of courage, leaving cook fires burning to ash and dirty dishes soaking in brown water. Discarded weapons are scattered underfoot, crisscrossed by clotheslines flapping with drying camouflage fatigues. 
 
   In the distance, she sees more witches, but they also speed away, as if trying to put as much space between themselves and the Claires as possible. Are President Washington’s troops really so uncourageous? 
 
   No, she realizes. This is part of their defense.
 
   She senses the missiles the moment before they’re fired from somewhere nearby, streaking across the sky like a child’s toy rockets. She’s also aware of the murmurs of the Changelings, who have huddled in behind her Children. There’s real fear in their eyes, which are usually full of steel and arrogance. Even the Changeling leader looks scared, although the nod she offers to Trish shows her trust in the Claires. 
 
   The first missile crashes down a mere hundred feet away, erupting in a booming ball of fire that shakes the earth beneath their feet. Smoke and debris shoot skyward, pluming up like a giant mutant mushroom. A cloud of dust pushes outward in a concentric circle, running along the ground like an unstoppable desert sandstorm, racing toward Trish and her Children as if borne on thousands of invisible feet.
 
   Some of the Changelings cry out, even start to run, but Trish and her Children don’t move, silent and unafraid. 
 
   Just before the cloud reaches them, Trish raises a small hand, which looks orange and yellow in the new-day sunlight. Stop it, she commands, and her Children follow her example, raising their own hands, which are all shapes and sizes and colors. The storm of smoke and ash and shrapnel reaches them, a deadly manmade force, whipping the air into a frenzy. 
 
   But it never touches them. Instead, it seems to move all around them, blocking out the sky and the trees and each other, swirling amongst each of them like a supernatural dance partner. Like a ghost, it cannot touch them, only observe and pass on by, moving into the forest where trees fall and bushes are uprooted and birds stop singing and push themselves heavenward. 
 
   Trish feels the smallest portion of energy leave her, but the blow was balanced across all of her Children, minimalizing the impact on any one of them.
 
   There are a number of screams, but not from her Children, who are silent, their mouths closed. The cries are from those Changelings who fled outside of the circle of protection created by Trish and her Children, their screams cut off as they perish in the aftermath of the explosion. 
 
   Get control, Trish says to the red witch, who only grits her teeth in response.
 
   And then: Forward, she says, speaking to the entire group, which begins to move as one across the field, even as missiles rain down upon them. Trish screams, exploding one rocket in midair, the force buckling her legs and bowing her head, but not stopping her. Never stopping her.
 
   Her Children scream, too, not powerful enough to explode the missiles, but able to deflect them off course, sending them careening away from New Washington, where their thunderous explosions sound muffled and distant. 
 
   The witch alliance moves ever forward, protected by the Claires, gaining confidence with each step, until they reach a second fence and the first of the standing structures. 
 
   “Thank you,” the red witch says, striding forward, her swagger regained. “Your part is done. Now let my witches do their part.”
 
   Children, Trish says, allowing her voice to be heard by all. We return to the forest to wait.
 
   The red Changeling smiles, her womanly curves and features morphing into that of a tiny child. The remaining Changelings undergo similar changes. Small and thin now, the Changelings easily slip through the bars of the gate. On the other side, they transform again, this time into horrifying creatures with scaly skin, spiked heads, inch-long claws. Together, they stalk into the city. 
 
   Noticing her Children haven’t moved, she says, Go.
 
   You are not coming, her white-blonde, blue-eyed child says. Trish notices it isn’t a question, but answers anyway.
 
   No, she says. The next part is mine alone.
 
   You have no need for redemption, the Child says, her white dress sparkling like dewdrops as the sun creeps higher. 
 
   Redemption? Trish thinks to herself. Is that what this is? And why would this girl, her Child, think that? The girl’s eyes are suddenly in her memory, bright and blue and sparkling amidst the orange/red flames licking her human skin. I’m sorry, her Child’s lips mouth just before she dies. 
 
   It was her, Trish realizes. The Child she failed to save in her last life. Born again earlier than Trish by nine or ten years. The Child is standing here again, forgiving her for her past failings, urging her to stay with them.
 
   The desire to fade away into the woods, to dance and eat and laugh with her Children, to be happy, burns within her chest, but she douses it with a thin laugh. This isn’t about redemption, she says to her Children. This is about family.
 
   She floats over the gate, leaving them with a final command.
 
   This is my fate and mine alone. Do not follow.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
   Rhett
 
    
 
   Grogg speaks almost nonstop in that disgusting mouth-full-of-food voice. “Must kill the president. Must not save her. Must not let her live. Must soak her clothes in blood. Must stop her heart.”
 
   “Must squish her toes and bludgeon her brain and sever her arteries,” Laney says. “We get the picture.”
 
   “Good good good,” Grogg says. “Follow us and you’ll find her toes and brain and arteries. Follow us and this will be over soon.”
 
   “We’re following,” I say, holding my wrist up and forward, trying to cast as much blue light from my watch as possible. Mud from Grogg’s footsteps squishes under my shoes. 
 
   “My sister might be out there somewhere,” Laney says.
 
   “I know,” I say.
 
   “No, I mean, she might be fighting, attacking.”
 
   “I know,” I say again. “We’re not going to hurt her.”
 
   “But what if—”
 
   “She’s not going to hurt us either,” I say. I squeeze Laney’s hand, hoping I’m right.
 
   The walls stop shaking as the last of the missiles explode.
 
   “Do you think—” Laney starts to say.
 
   “She can stop missiles,” I say. “Remember before with Huckle?”
 
   Her shadow nods on the wall. “Yeah. You’re right. Trish is fine. Missiles can’t stop her. Nothing can.”
 
   “That’s what I’m worried about,” Bil Nez says unhelpfully.
 
   “Shut it, Bil,” I say. Laney’s already wired enough as it is, the last thing I need is Bil setting her off again. 
 
   I drop my wrist as I realize the abject darkness has faded to a murky gray. My eyes adjusting quickly, I can now make out the three-foot-tall Grogg sloughing along in front of us. He’s still muttering, but he’s lowered his voice enough so that I can’t make out any of it, for which I’m thankful. I know he’s being controlled by the witch who created him, but he still seems to have a mind of his own sometimes, which seems impossible given he’s made of mud.
 
   We reach a set of stairs, ascending toward the glowing outline of a horizontal door, the same door we entered through. 
 
   Grogg reaches the top and pushes the door open. The light is blinding as it pours through the opening. I blink and rub at my eyes, opening them a fraction at a time, until I can see again. Bil has already pushed past us, his eyes having not been stuck in the dark for nearly as long as ours. “Oh no,” he says, seeing something we can’t. “Maybe we should just stay down in the cell,” he adds.
 
   I clamber out onto the lawn, pulling Laney behind me. When I see what Bil is looking at, my breath hitches, sticking in my lungs like it’s made of glue. Hundreds of witches and warlocks, far more than President Washington had inferred were her allies, are lined up in rows on the White House lawn. I spot members from all different gangs—Volts, Pyros, Brewers, Casters, Destroyers, Sirens, Shifters, Slammers, Conjurers, and, of course, one General, in the form of President Washington, standing on the steps above them all, her hands raised above her head like some kind of a prophet. She’s flanked by the wizard, Charles Gordon, who looks exactly like he always did in his movies, and Samsa, the giant. It’s the most diverse gathering of the magic-born that I’ve ever witnessed. 
 
   Thankfully, the masses of magic-born are facing away from us, and the president and her two protectors are focused intently on their army. 
 
   Huddled around the edges of the group is what’s left of the U.S. military. They’re whispering amongst themselves, pointing at the witches, gripping their guns with white knuckles. Even after defending the borders alongside them, the humans are still not comfortable in the presence of so many magic-born. Noticeably absent are the witch hunters.
 
   “We knew this day would come!” President Washington shouts. Although she casts her gaze across the humans and magic-born alike, I get the sense that she’s speaking only to the witches and warlocks. “But we will not falter, will not fall to our enemies. We will fight to the bitter end and we will destroy our foes. And then, finally, the world will be ours again!” A cheer rises up from the magic-born, accompanied by a smattering of uncertain applause and hollers from the humans. Even though they don’t know the truth about their leader, the humans seem to realize there’s something off about her speech and the fact that she’s delivering it amongst so many magic-born.
 
   Because she means to rule them, too. 
 
   “It’s time to cast off those who we’ve used for our purposes, the last defenders of humanity. It’s time to be free of their unwanted presence. They’re a cancer that needs to be cut from the face of the world. With them gone, enslaving the rest of the humans will be child’s play.” A scattering of murmurs roll through the U.S. military as realization sets in. She’s talking about them. Guns go up, pointed at the witches and warlocks, who just laugh at them. 
 
   My mind is racing ahead of me, already calculating the approaching death toll. No matter what I do and how hard I fight, there’s no way I can save even a tenth of them. And none of us have weapons, except for Bil, whose crossbow is already drawn.
 
   Movement to the left, well away from the crowd, catches my attention. When I turn, my breath catches in the back of my throat, choking me. I swallow heavily, trying to understand what I’m seeing.
 
   The dirty old beggar, coatless now, is running toward me. Martin Carter. My father. Well, he’s trying to run toward me, but it’s like he’s on a treadmill, his feet moving but his body remaining in one place. His face, as it has always been since I met him, is contorted in pain, as if every step is the equivalent of being stabbed. 
 
   Despite the pain and the fact that—due to President Washington’s curse—every moment in my presence quickens his death, he’s trying to get to me. To help us. To protect us. To save us. Like a real father. 
 
    And yet, the very earth seems to betray his motives, stopping him at first and then pushing him backwards, his eyes widening in shock. It’s as if the curse has strengthened in the presence of its creator, forcing father and son apart, denying us what might be our final moment together.
 
   In seconds, he’s gone, removed by a curse far stronger than I could’ve ever imagined.
 
   “Rhett, what do we do?” Laney hisses, trying to get my attention. Evidently she didn’t see my father, her gaze locked on the crowded scene in front of the White House.
 
   And for once, I don’t have the slightest idea. This is normally where my feet start moving, almost of their own accord, carrying me off to do something stupid, to try to save someone I can’t possibly save. But this time it seems, even my heroic but fool-brained feet know that our efforts would be futile. If I kill the president she won’t be able to remove my father’s curse. Can I make such a sacrifice for the greater good? Is it even my decision to make? And even if the curse never existed, she’s powerful—perhaps too powerful. I know what Mr. Jackson would say: Cut your losses and live to fight another day. It’s advice I’ve always struggled to listen to, but which seems like the only choice in this situation. If we die here, today, with the rest of the humans, who will save the few that are left? If we run, however, maybe there will still be a chance to win this war. Maybe there will still be hope.
 
   But at what expense? a voice says, appearing in my head as clearly as the waters of a mountain spring. Laney’s head jerks toward me sharply, her eyes widening. And I know.
 
   I know.
 
   She heard the voice, too.
 
   And the voice is Trish’s.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
   Laney
 
    
 
   I tear my eyes from Rhett and whirl around, scanning the crowd. Is my sister among them? 
 
   No, she can’t be. She’s not some Changeling hiding amongst her enemies. She might be with the Changelings, but she’s not of them. Is she?
 
   The crowd is frothing like waves churning against the shore, their cries melding into a dull roar. Jeers and taunts stream from the magic-born toward the human soldiers, who inch backwards, their guns trained on the witches. “No one has to die,” one of them says. I recognize the voice. Hemsworth. He’s one of the few soldiers not pointing his gun at the magic-born. Instead, he has it aimed skyward, his arms out in surrender. “Let us go and we won’t fire a single shot.” When I hear the president’s response I realize he was talking to her.
 
   “No.”
 
   A roar goes up and the crack of a gunshot rings out. 
 
   From there everything pretty much goes in the crapper. 
 
   There’s gunfire and the crackle and whir of spells being cast, filling the air with sparks, flashes of bright color, fire, and the tangy scent of gunpowder. Bodies fall and blood spurts and men and women and witches and warlocks cry out in pain and anger and determination. 
 
   And I’m frozen—weaponless and helpless. Not my finest moment.
 
   One of the warlocks—a stunningly handsome Siren—notices us and strides forward, a blood-streaked blade clutched in one fisted hand. The sudden pull feels like a harness around my waist, tugging me toward him. Into his arms, onto his blade—it matters not. Only that I get to him. He represents everything I want: safety and warmth and love and sleep and peace. This Siren is the epitome of peace on earth. 
 
   Rhett slams me to the ground, crushing the air from my lungs, and I hate him I hate him I hate him.
 
   I wheeze and scratch and claw and struggle to breathe, my heart beating like a hammer on a fiery anvil in my chest. And beyond Rhett I see Bil Nez raise his crossbow and take aim at the Siren and NO! I try to scream but I still can’t breathe, can’t do anything but draw blood from Rhett’s back with my nails and watch as Bil shoots his weapon. 
 
   When the bolt hits the warlock in the chest it feels as if my breast has been pierced, too. My breath comes back in a horrific groan-shriek that cuts through the roar of battle. 
 
   And then I’m me again. “What—what happened?” I whisper. Everything’s a blur. There was fighting and dying…but why? I can see the crimson lines soaking through Rhett’s shirt, just beneath my fingers, which are rigid and hooked, like claws. Did I—did I do that? 
 
   Rhett rolls off of me and helps me to my feet. “Nothing you need to worry about,” he says, keeping his body between me and the battle. Humans are dropping left and right, some of their bodies mangled beyond recognition. Occasionally a witch drops when their magical defenses break down and a stray bullet gets through and pierces their flesh. 
 
   “We have to help them,” I say. 
 
   “Laney, we can’t,” Rhett says. It’s something I’ve never heard him say. Normally I’m the one trying to talk him out of risking his life for strangers. But they’re not strangers; at least, not all of them. Hemsworth was good to me, treated me like his own daughter. Cared what happened to me. And now…
 
   I see him, his face moist with sweat and dappled with blood, amidst a final group of living humans. They’re not giving up, forming a wall of flesh and blood, forcing the magic-born to go through them if they want to get to the non-military humans in the rest of New Washington. 
 
   A laser of blue light streaks across the sky, bursting into a cloud of blackness over Hemsworth’s head. “No!” I scream, charging toward my friend. Or at least I try to. My legs are churning, my eyes focused on getting to the lieutenant, but I’m not moving. Rhett has me around the waist, his grip like iron, holding me back. “Let me go!” I scream. 
 
   Hemsworth tries to run, but the black cloud follows him, spitting jagged swords of lightning that tear into his flesh, stopping him dead in his tracks, his body convulsing violently. “Please,” I whisper, the fight going out of me as his body slumps to the ground, white foam dribbling from his lifeless lips. 
 
   Rhett continues to hold me as my body turns to rubber. “We couldn’t save him,” he says. “We have to go.”
 
   Yes, you must go to safety, Trish says in my head. Death has arrived.
 
   “She’s my sister,” I say weakly, trying to make Rhett understand.
 
   “She doesn’t need you anymore,” he says.
 
   I nod, tears dripping from my chin, and allow Rhett to pull me away from the waning battle, toward the south. Bil Nez covers us the whole way, and then follows closely after.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Forty-Six
 
   Trish
 
    
 
   She watches her sister go just moments before the Changelings arrive. Their scaly skin reflects the light like mirrors, temporarily blinding the magic-born standing between them and the president. 
 
   And when they attack, it’s like a tornado carrying harbingers of death, a flurry of claws and fangs and barbed tails that sever limbs and impale flesh. 
 
   Trish rises above it all, watching and conserving her strength, one eye on the fight and one on her sister, Rhett and Bil Nez, who are heading toward the southern edge of the White House lawn. Good, she murmurs. Fly away little bird. She smiles because this time is different. This time she’s done it. Saved her Children. Saved her earthly sister. Lived up to her abilities as a Clairvoyant and changed the future.
 
   Raising a hand, she deflects an errant spell headed in her direction, sending it into a passing Destroyer, who simply vanishes into thin air, only his dark cloak remaining, fluttering like a wounded bird to the ground. 
 
   One of the Changelings is hit by a white ball of magic and flies back fifty feet, landing in a heap just below Trish. The black reptilian eyes stare at her for a second, before morphing into the green eyes of a young Changeling girl, whose lips open and close, as if trying to speak. Her last words unuttered, she dies, her pale white skin deepening to purple bruises in a dozen places. 
 
   Although she has no admiration for the Changelings, Trish feels the swell of sadness for this life cut short. Unlike her Children, this girl will get no second chance at life, no reincarnation.
 
   Across the savage battle, she notices the president watching her intently. President Washington smiles and makes a motion for Trish to come over. Is this her destiny? Can she do what she failed to in her last life? She knows she has to try. 
 
   Just as she’s about to make her move, she senses movement on the edge of her vision.
 
   No. Go back, she commands.
 
   But this isn’t one of her Children, who will honor her every wish. This is an independent woman. This is her protector and her family. This is her sister.
 
   Laney strides confidently across the lawn, Glock in hand. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
   Rhett
 
    
 
   Sometimes reasoning with Laney is like trying to get a stubborn mule to move. 
 
   In other words, impossible.
 
   “I’m going back,” she says. “And you can’t stop me.”
 
   “Your sister can take of herself,” I say.
 
   “I know,” she says, “but family doesn’t abandon each other.”
 
   “You mean like she did to you?” I say, resorting to the only verbal option I have left: a cheap shot.
 
   Laney’s glare is full of daggers. “She came back and you know it.”
 
   “You’ve got no weapon,” I say, trying to step in front of her.
 
   Like a football player dodging a defender, she jukes to the side and out of reach. “I’ve got two fists,” she says.
 
   She’s not making any sense. Two fists against magic are like slingshots against a rocket launcher. 
 
   “You’ve got more than that,” a voice says from behind us. I was so engaged in my argument with Laney that I didn’t see him approaching. Laney and I both turn to find Tillman Huckle standing awkwardly before us, carrying a large duffel bag. He’s flanked by Hex, who grins as if we’re all just out here to spend a nice day chasing sticks on the White House lawn. 
 
   “You shouldn’t be here,” I say to Huckle. Hex cocks his head as if to say And you should?
 
   “Normally as soon as the spells start flying I’d be taking my solar-powered van and making tracks,” Huckle says. “But first I wanted to make sure you were outfitted for battle.” He dumps out the duffel on the lawn. I cringe as the metal weapons clank against each other, hoping nothing accidentally explodes, killing us all in a spectacular example of why magical weapons should require a permit and safety training. 
 
   “I appreciate what you’re doing,” I say, grabbing my new sword. I’m not sure where he got it from, but I don’t ask. “But we’re getting out of here.”
 
   “No we’re not,” Laney says, snatching her magged-up Glock. “Thanks, gotta run!” Before I can react, she’s past me and streaking back toward the White House, Hex nipping at her heels.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
   Laney
 
    
 
   Rhett is shouting my name and I sense him chasing after me, but it’s like I have wings under my feet, propelling me faster than I’ve ever run. 
 
   I hear Trish commanding me to stop in my head, but I won’t be deterred. I won’t run away while she faces the gravest danger on the planet. As long as we have the same blood flowing through our veins, I’ll stand beside her. I’ll die if I have to. 
 
   I feel a force pushing against my chest, powerful but gentle, stopping me. Rhett pulls up beside me, breathing heavily. “Had a change of heart?” he says.
 
   “No,” I say, looking up a Trish, who’s hovering above us. “She’s stopping me.”
 
   Rhett tries to move forward, but finds himself as stuck as me. “Both of us,” he says. “I could Resist her, but I’m afraid it might take some of her energy.”
 
   Hex passes us and looks back as if to say Well? Apparently Trish’s magic, as powerful as it is, can’t touch him. 
 
   “Trish. I have to do this. I have to fight. For you. For everyone.”
 
   She looks down at me with those deeply intelligent eyes of hers, which burn with intensity. No, she says. Stay safe.
 
   “I’m safe with you,” I say, pleading, trying to make her understand. 
 
   Her face falls, as if she’s embarrassed, an expression I don’t think I’ve ever seen cross her face. Maybe not, she says.
 
   Is she saying she could hurt me? Or that she can’t protect me anymore? I don’t want to ask, but even before I have the chance there’s a blur of movement shooting across the sky, nearly invisible. “Trish, look out!” I shout, but it’s too late. 
 
   The spell hits her in the back, twisting her tiny, angel-like body around. Her eyes roll back in her head and she falls. Rhett and I both take off, trying to get under her, but Hex is already there, a giant bubble growing from his mouth. Trish hits the top of the bubble but it doesn’t pop; instead, it brings her inside, where she bounces around harmlessly before coming to a stop. 
 
   “I distracted her—this is my fault—is she okay?” The words rush out all at once, aimed at no one in particular. I try to reach her through the bubble, but the barrier won’t allow me through. 
 
   “I’m okay,” Trish says through the bubble, a rare occasion where she uses her lips to communicate. She looks frail, the opposite of the strong, powerful witch that she is. My heart sinks. “You must go somewhere safe.”
 
   “No,” I say. Trish tries to protest, but she doesn’t seem to have the energy. Whatever spell she was hit with did a real number on her. But she seems to be safe in Hex’s bubble, and there’s only one way to protect her permanently. “We end this now. Hex, take care of my sister while Rhett and I take out that presidential bitch.” Hex barks his understanding and stands in front of the bubble protectively.
 
   “Don’t forget about me,” Bil Nez says, now at Rhett’s side. “I’m with you.”
 
   I’m surprised, but not about to deny Bil’s offered help just because he may freak out and become some crazy, unpredictable killing machine at any second. “Okay,” I say. “Let’s go.”
 
   Rhett opens his mouth to speak, but I shush him. “We’re doing this, Rhett. No more protests, no more excuses.”
 
   “I was just going to say to be careful,” he says.
 
   “I always am,” I say. For what could be the last time, we charge into a battle meant for witches. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
   Rhett
 
    
 
   Thank God for Tillman Huckle. In my mind, I keep repeating that like a prayer as my sword splits into three, taking out triple the number of foes with each strike. A trio of spellcasters surrounds me, chanting a deep-throated and solemn curse that never reaches me. It can’t reach me because I’m so locked in mentally that my ability to Resist magic is like an impenetrable steel fortress. The curses, which physically appear as streaks of green, fall harmlessly to the grass. I swing my sword and the three spellcasters lose three heads. They bounce and skitter like dropped basketballs, eventually coming to rest with wide, unseeing eyes.
 
   Gross.
 
   I don’t have time to even think about throwing up, because the next witch is upon me, a disfigured creature with rough, gray-green skin, like a crocodile, and seven-inch claws like a wolverine. The monster’s eyes are fully black, like dark windows into a shrouded soul. Raising my sword hand, I deflect the claws to the side and plant my feet, preparing to go on the offensive. 
 
   I stop my swing mid-stroke, because my attacker is changing, her visage flickering between the croco-wolverine and a red-lipped, red-haired woman. A woman I know all too well. “You,” I say.
 
   “You,” she echoes, her voice a gravelly mixture of growl and speech. “Fight well.” Her body once more solidifying into the deadly reptile thing, she turns away and launches herself at an enormous Slammer, who begins spouting blood from the ten slash wounds now intersecting his chest. 
 
   I spin around and relocate my friends. Bil Nez is trying to keep his distance from the witches, using his crossbow to methodically cut them down one at a time. He seems to be doing okay, considering we’re the only humans caught in the middle of a millennium-old battle between warring magic-born factions. Laney, on the other hand, is in the thick of things, her Glock booming again and again, Tillman’s patented purple cloud of destruction following her around like a tracker beacon. She’s fighting her way toward the front of the fray, toward where President Washington stands watching the scene, occasionally targeting the Changelings with spells of her own. Charles Gordon’s eyes are closed and he’s muttering under his breath, presumably spells of protection for the witches fighting under Washington’s command. Samsa is absently slapping his fist into his palm, as if just waiting for the opportunity to crush some Changeling skulls. 
 
   If Laney reaches the president before I do…there’s no way she can win against those three, even if she had twenty of Huckle’s magical weapons. Without a Resistor—Bil Nez or me—she doesn’t stand a chance. Bil’s too far away and seems happy to keep his distance. Which leaves me. 
 
   I’m about to make my move when a heavy gong sounds. It’s almost funny to watch as everyone’s head turns toward the sound. Toward where dozens of raised corpses are flooding the White House lawn, running the way no zombie should ever be able to run. The Necros have arrived. 
 
   The magic-born allied with President Washington and the Changelings forget their hatred of each other momentarily, standing shoulder to shoulder as the Reanimates charge toward them. When the running dead reach them, it’s like a car crash, bodies and weapons flying all over the place while magical curses are uttered with reckless abandon. 
 
   The dead have no regard for their own re-lives. Their orders are simple—killkillkill!—and they mindlessly carry them out, swinging spiked clubs and crowbars and rusty daggers at their foes. A Pyro tries to defend itself by throwing a fireball, but it’s too slow, the Reanimate bludgeoning him to death with a club, which catches on fire, racing up the handle and over the living corpse’s body. Still he fights, swinging his flaming club at anyone near him, setting witches and Reanimates alight. Eventually, however, the flames overcome whatever magical strength is in his decaying flesh and bone and muscle, and he folds like a crappy hand of poker, burning to ash on the ground. 
 
   Even as I watch with morbid fascination, I wonder who infused life into this particular corpse. Was it Xave? Is he here? Or was it his father, the Reaper?
 
   I’m snapped out of my revelry when a Reanimate—a woman with pale, freckled skin on one half of her, and black, charred, burnt flesh on the other—comes at me with a knife, already slick with blood. I raise my sword to block her strike, but it never comes. It’s as if I’m not even there; she runs past me and leaps at a warlock, cutting deep into his back.
 
   What the hell? What just happened? I don’t have time to consider my questions, because I spot Laney again. She’s still fighting hard, but moving swiftly through the magic-born, who seem more concerned with the Reanimates tearing through their ranks.
 
   Spinning my sword over my head like a helicopter, I hack my way through the opposing witches, doing my best to avoid the crocodile-like Changelings and Reanimates who, at least for the moment, seem to be loosely on my side. I’m aware of the blood and gore flying around me, but I don’t stop, because Laney is almost to the White House steps. 
 
   With a final flurry of slashes, I break through just ahead of her.
 
   But not ahead of the red witch, who transforms back into her “normal” beautiful self, her dress black this time, swishing around her feet as she climbs the stairs. 
 
   Samsa swings at her, but she ducks and swipes a hand forward. Her manicured nails vanish as a single sword-like claw extends, puncturing the Slammer’s gut like a piece of meat on a skewer. With a shriek, the red witch twists the sword like she’s turning a screw. Samsa gasps, his sharp intake of breath audible despite the dull roar of the background noise.
 
   And just like that, with a single blow, the giant dies, blood pouring from his stomach the moment the red witch withdraws her claw-sword. 
 
   President Washington smiles and claps. Slowly. Tauntingly. “Impressive,” she says. “I had high hopes for Samsa. Oh well, I will have to find another brainless fool to replace him. Are you looking for a job?”
 
   “My only job is to kill you,” the red witch says. For the first time, I almost like her.
 
   The president sighs. “Very well. We’ll do this your way, although I suspect you’ll be less than happy with the results.”
 
   In a split-second, the red Changeling growls and transforms into the monster I met in the middle of the battle. She leaps at the president, her claws firing out, her teeth bared and dripping with blood. It’s over, I think, the moment before the red witch’s body is flung back, her form once again flickering between the creature and her normal self, until she crumples against one of the heavy white pillars, where she comes to rest, unmoving, red hair spilling across her expressionless face. 
 
   That’s when I realize: The wizard isn’t casting protective spells over the witches fighting for President Washington; he’s casting protective spells around President Washington, making her untouchable. 
 
   Except, of course, for me. (I hope.)
 
   Without thinking, I sprint up the steps, taking them three at a time with my long strides. The president doesn’t move to defend herself, overly confident in the abilities of her pet wizard. 
 
   The force of the invisible barrier pushing against me is like going toe to toe with a freight train, my body instantly feeling bruised and battered. But still I stagger forward, shoving back both mentally and physically against the very magic I was born to Resist. The president’s confident expression turns to wide-eyed surprise as I roar, throwing the barrier back toward her like a shockwave, knocking Charles Gordon aside even as I sweep her feet out from under her. I pounce like a cat on a mouse, bringing the tip of my sword to rest in the natural depression in her neck. 
 
   “Call them off,” I growl. 
 
   Her surprise morphs back into arrogance, her lips forming a sneer. “No,” she says.
 
   “I’ll do it,” I say. I’ve killed so many magic-born already, what’s one more? Especially one like her who’s made it her goal to enslave the human race and rule the world. A quick movement of my right arm and it’ll all be over. 
 
   “No you won’t,” she says. My sword digging into her skin, drawing a trickle of blood, she tucks her knees beneath her and pushes up, all the way to standing. I should kill her, but I don’t. I don’t. She’s called my bluff and I know it. “Only I can save your father and remove his curse,” she says. “I’m willing to help you if you help me.”
 
   “What do you want?” I ask. Am I really considering helping her? I don’t even really know my father, but that’s not his fault. It’s hers. She cursed him so he could never be close to me, never hold me as a baby, never hug me. Even coming to watch one of my football games would’ve been too near, his life draining away from him, causing him excruciating pain. And yet now she’s the only one who can save him.
 
   She smiles a wicked smile and pushes the bloodstained tip of my blade away from her neck. She dabs at the wound with a finger and then licks the blood. “Help me destroy those who oppose me. The Necros, the Changelings, and the Claires. Only then will I remove your father’s curse.”
 
   My heart, which has been jackhammering in my chest for what feels like hours, skips a beat. Xave is a Necro. Mr. Jackson, too. The red witch is a Changeling. And Trish is a Claire. Four people who have helped me in one way or another. Four people whose lives have changed mine for the better in many ways. If I stack their lives up against my father’s, which way will the scale fall? Does it even matter? Does saving one life matter if you have to condemn another? This was never a choice. Never an option.
 
   “Never!” I shout, pushing her back with all of my strength, not killing her but sending her skidding across the White House entrance. 
 
   Regaining her feet, she says, “You fool!” and points a hand at my chest. I brace myself, ready to mentally combat whatever spell she’s about to cast. As if sensing my determination, she laughs. “Something you still don’t know about Generals is that we acquire the magical strength of any witches we kill,” she says. “And I have killed many.”
 
   The spell comes in the form of a flying, see-through snake, which moves as gracefully as the wind. Gritting my teeth, I manage to stop it mere inches from my face, my power stronger than however many witches President Washington has killed. Sweat dribbles down my forehead and into my eyes, burning them. But still I fight on, even as I hear Laney shout, “Hold on, Rhett! I’m coming!”
 
   Fatigue sets in, helped along by a healthy dose of fear as the snake’s tongue flicks in and out, its hiss as real as a slap in the face. My Resistance falters, just for a second, but it’s enough for the president. With a gleeful shriek, she punches the air, the snake’s head swiftly lashing out, just as I feel myself being tackled from behind by Laney, who falls atop me.
 
   My cheek is on fire, like it’s been lacerated. I must’ve scraped it on the ground when Laney decided to play linebacker. No. That’s not it, because my entire body is burning. The image of the snake flashes before my eyes, and no matter how much I blink it remains, its beady eyes and fangs taunting me. I—I—
 
   I can’t move.
 
   The realization hits me as Laney tugs me to a kneeling position, her hands molding me like clay. Every movement is because of her. I can’t feel…anything. Not even the beating of my own heart, or my inhalations and exhalations. Nothing.
 
   I try to speak but my lips won’t move. Have I been petrified? I remember the young girl I once saw petrified by a Destroyer—it was during one of Mr. Jackson’s “field trips.” We didn’t even try to help her, and the Destroyers made her body crumble like ancient, weathered stone. Is that what the president is going to do to me? Am I moments away from crumbling?
 
   “What have you done to him?” Laney demands, her teeth clamped together. I can still see her. I can still see everything, but like the unoiled Tin Man in the Wizard of Oz, I can’t move a single joint or muscle. I can’t even blink.
 
   “Ah, young love,” President Washington says. “So demanding, so fresh, so frail. I could kill him with nothing more than a thought, you know.”
 
   Laney raises her arm and points the Glock at the president. “You’ll die well before you finish that thought,” she says.
 
   The president chuckles to herself. “Sometimes I wish you were the Resistor. You’re tougher than your friend. I could use an ally like you.”
 
   “Go to hell,” Laney says, verbalizing exactly what I was thinking.
 
   “We’re already here,” the president says. “But no, I won’t kill Rhett. I need him alive. I need him to fight for me. A few simple spells will ensure his allegiance to me for as long as I need him.”
 
   No. I can’t fight on her side. I can’t. I’d rather die.
 
   As if providing a soundtrack for my dark thoughts, the screams and shouts and sounds of death and battle seem to rise up just then. I wonder who’s winning the fight, but I can’t turn my head to look.
 
   “Like I said, you’ll die before you can cast your spell,” Laney says.
 
   “Such spunk wasted,” the president says. “I need Rhett Carter, but alas, I have no need for you. Except as bait, that is.”
 
   Two things happen at that exact moment: Laney fires her Glock and the president’s eyes flick past her. There’s a flash of bright purple light, blinding my unblinking eyes, and then all goes dark. 
 
   I can hear Laney screaming and the president laughing and people dying, but I can’t see a damn thing. The darkness begins to fade just as the ground starts shaking, rumbling. It’s weird because I can’t feel it, but I can see it, the jumbled images bouncing around like they’re being shaken by an overactive child. 
 
   Charles Gordon is there, and the president, too. I realize what happened. The president looked at the wizard, who was back on his feet. He must’ve fired a spell to protect his master from Laney’s magical bullets. And now…
 
   The White House is shaking, crumbling, the pillars being torn in half, ripped apart like an old coat. A chasm opens up, the earth splitting and pulling apart. I’m right next to the edge, but I still can’t move. Can’t scramble away. Can only watch and hope and pray that gravity doesn’t decide to suck me in. And Laney: She’s struggling with two magic-born, who have managed to grab hold of her arms, holding them tightly behind her. They’re shoving her toward the chasm, which is now spouting fire and smoke like a volcano. 
 
   The gap in the earth continues to widen, pulling chunks of the White House into the infinitely deep hole, and eventually, with the sound of a hundred bombs going off, the entire presidential residence collapses in a maelstrom of dust and debris. 
 
   The White House is gone. I almost wish someone had pointed me in the other direction so I didn’t have to see it. And now I’m about to witness something else I’d rather not see. Laney’s death. 
 
   Laney! I try to shout, but nothing comes out. And yet she looks at me, right at me, as if sensing my attempt at communication. Straining my mind, I try to thrust off the spell, but it’s too strong. Whatever ability I have to Resist magic, it’s not enough. I’m not nearly strong enough. 
 
   As I’m forced to stare on in horror, Laney offers a final halfhearted smile just before she’s shoved into the chasm.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Forty-Seven
 
   Laney
 
    
 
   Dying isn’t nearly as epic an experience as everyone makes it out to be in the movies. 
 
   As I flail helplessly, my arms and legs wind-milling futilely, I wonder when my life will flash before my eyes. You know, the cool collage of everything I’m leaving behind, everything I’ve done, all the minute details of my life I didn’t even realize were trapped in my memory? Nuh-uh. I don’t get any of that. 
 
   Instead, smoke sears my eyes and chokes my lungs. Fire burns my skin. Blackness folds itself in on all sides. 
 
   And then I’m free of it, rising above it, as if I’m spreading invisible wings and flying away, off to some other life. But gosh I’ll miss them. Rhett and Trish and even Huckle and Bil Nez. Hex. Tears blur my vision. Wait. I’ve stopped rising. Did someone make a mistake and give me dysfunctional wings? That would be just my luck. An angel with broken wings.
 
   I feel a tug on my left wrist. Another on my right. My eyes dance from side to side and the truth sinks in slowly. I’ve been strung up with magical cords, glowing bright white. Only two of the White House pillars remain standing, and they’re what I’m lashed to, dangling like a puppet on a string above the fiery, smoky chasm below. I force myself not to look directly down. 
 
   Instead I scan the battlefield, immediately spotting Hex and his bubble, my sister’s face pressed to the side, watching. Hex barks and she nods, as if conversing with him.
 
   No, I think. “No!” I shout. But she won’t be stopped. I’m the bait and she’s the big fish rising to grab me, playing right into President Washington’s evil hands. The bubble bursts and she floats across the White House lawn, barely noticing the scant few witches and warlocks and Reanimates that are still alive and fighting to the death. Her dress and hair are so white she appears angelic.
 
   “No, Trish!” I shout again, but she presses a finger to her lips.
 
   Trust me, she says in my head. And though I want to argue with her, to tell her that I’m the big sister here, that she needs to run far, far away and let me do my job, like I always have, I don’t. Because I do trust her. Despite everything, I trust her with every cell in my body. Maybe I always have, even when I didn’t fully understand her. 
 
   On the ground below me, the president says, “Hello, Trish.”
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
   Trish
 
    
 
   This time will be different, Trish tells herself. I can save her. I can save my sister.
 
   “You remember me?” President Washington says, cocking her head in surprise. “Impossible.”
 
   It was you, Trish says, the truth pouring over her like the light of dawn. You did something to my memory.
 
   “Yes,” the president says. “But apparently my memory spell wasn’t very good if you remember.”
 
   I won’t let you kill another person I love, Trish says.
 
   The witch raises an eyebrow. “You know I killed one of your Children and your earthly brother? Jasper was it?”
 
   Yes.
 
   “But that’s all you know?”
 
   Trish stares at her, trying to decipher the meaning behind her words, trying to probe into the witch’s mind. 
 
   “You don’t know?” the president says, her mind like a steel trap. “Maybe my spell wasn’t so ineffective after all.”
 
   What? Trish asks. 
 
   “I killed you, too,” the president says.
 
   As if the floodgates in her mind have been opened, Trish remembers everything. Being too slow to save her loved ones. Being so distraught that she almost forgot who she was, that a deadly foe was standing before her. Watching as Washington, who was much younger back then, sent shards of broken glass flying across the room and into her flesh, ripping her apart from the inside out.
 
   Murderer, Trish says, anger roaring like a blowtorch through her veins. 
 
   “I only kill those who are too weak to deserve to live,” the witch says. “And now it’s your sister’s turn. You could probably save her, but then I would live on. I will kill thousands more. I will bring about the complete extinction of the human race. Or…”—the president’s eyes glitter maliciously—“…you could kill me with a single scream.” Trish opens her mouth, the prospect of watching the woman die too tempting to pass up. “But your sister will die.” Trish follows the president’s gaze to the magic ropes on either side, which are already coming uncoiled, as if connected to the president’s life force. “The choice is yours.”
 
   Thousands will die. Extinction of the human race. The thought shivers through her. Thousands have already died because she was too focused on protecting Jasper, so long ago. If she had killed the witch then, maybe none of this would’ve happened. She failed once—she can’t afford to again.
 
   But her sister. Laney has been her earthly protector, her friend, her primary connection to this world. Can she really let her die when she has the power to save her? She shouldn’t care. Laney is but her earthly one-lifetime sister, but killing President Washington could save thousands of lives.
 
   One of the threads snaps, making her sister’s body bounce dangerously, a tongue of flame licking at her feet. Her eyes meet Laney’s. There’s no fear in her sister’s expression. Only resistance. “Kill her,” Laney says, her jaw firm, her eyes steely. “There is no other choice.”
 
   Trish knows Laney is right, but the thought of abandoning her sister is too much, sending shudders through her even as she opens her mouth to scream. 
 
   A giant hand flies up from her feet, clutching her jaw, clattering her teeth shut. Samsa, the Slammer, his body covered in blood from a gaping wound in his chest, smashes her mouth closed and squeezes it tighter than a metal vice. 
 
   She pushes her mind toward his, trying to take control of him, but he’s like a steel-trap, his defenses strong and without cracks or tears. He’s a warrior amongst Slammers, well-trained in the art of mind defense. 
 
   And he’s trying to crush her skull. It’s all she can do to force enough magical strength into her bones to prevent her immediate death.
 
   In a moment when she should be frantic, struggling against the giant beneath her, a remarkable calm fills her. Even as she senses the end of Laney’s life, all the smoke and blood and tears and anger and death seem to fade away, giving her clarity of thought for the first time in her short life.
 
   And, finally, she knows what she has to do.
 
   She can only hope her next life will come swiftly, before Laney is dead and gone.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
   Rhett
 
    
 
   There will be no second chance for Laney this time. Maybe for any of us. The ropes that are keeping her alive are twisting and snapping and fraying, the magic being sucked out of them by the president or Charles Gordon. 
 
   Trish is in the grip of the giant, who apparently wasn’t as easily killed by the red Changeling as I thought. And I can’t move, petrified like a statue, cursed only with the ability to watch as the world ends. 
 
   A dark shadow dances across the edge of my vision. Internally I flinch when the familiar voice hisses in my ear. 
 
   “Stuck, are we?” Flora whispers. “The powerful witch hunter can’t move?”
 
   As if things couldn’t get any worse, now I’ve got the Shifter who wants to lick my toes purring and rubbing up against me. 
 
   I hope you rot in hell, I try to say. 
 
   As if sensing my anger, or maybe fear, she says, “Don’t worry. I won’t bite off any of yowr toes. At least not just yet.” How comforting. “I’m here to help yow.”
 
   Help me how? I wonder, watching as Laney bounces again, her body dipping precariously close to the flames pouring from the tear in the earth. Beneath her, Trish’s face is turning red and puffing out, as if she desperately needs to take a breath and can’t because of Samsa’s hand over her mouth and nose. The tiny Claire’s eyes find mine and time seems to slow and then stop. Her eyes seem to grow bigger and bigger, like ever-expanding black holes, swirling with gray and white mist. I feel the faint sense of falling, and then everything goes black.
 
   Time seems to stretch out before me, like a never ending nighttime highway. I can’t tell seconds from minutes, minutes from hours, hours from days. Life and death seem to blur together in a lightless vacuum. Trish’s voice rings out from above, echoing slightly, as if she’s speaking from a great distance or in a cave. 
 
   “I won’t be there for the end, but you will,” she says. If any of her childish innocence remains, it’s hidden behind a voice that’s as confident as a god’s.
 
   I try to speak, to tell her I don’t understand why she’s telling me this, but it’s as if my mouth has been stitched shut. I can only listen.
 
   “Watch and remember,” she says, her voice fading away.
 
   A match is struck, a single glowing ember of clarity in an ocean of darkness. The tiny point of light becomes two and then four and then many more, sprouting up like stars in the night sky. That’s when I realize:
 
   They’re not matches or stars, but torches, illuminating an approaching menace. An army of stalwart warriors, moving robotically with stiff arms and legs, swords and knives blood red under the glow of their lanterns. Somehow, perhaps because of Trish’s influence, I understand their one and only purpose.
 
   To destroy.
 
   With a cold suddenness I’m aware of men and women and children fleeing across a great unbroken expanse toward the lights. Toward the army. If they’re running toward an army, then surely they’re running from something even more fearsome. 
 
   Jaws snap. Teeth clash. Growls and barks and far more sinister animal sounds shatter the night, drawing shrieks and screams from the human prey.
 
   I want to move, to draw my sword, to stand and fight for the thousands of souls, but my feet are as frozen as my lips. All I can do is watch. Watch and remember, as Trish instructed.
 
   A panther bounds into view, leaping atop a straggling human—a child.
 
   The moment she screams the darkness returns, swirling away in reverse, as if unwriting itself. 
 
   And as I return to reality, I know.
 
   I know.
 
   Trish showed me the future. Although it felt like time had passed, I know it has not. Trish’s magic transcends time. She showed me everything I needed in an instant. 
 
   “You,” I say to Flora. “You’re evil.” I’m pointing out something I’ve known from the moment I met the Shifter, but it’s all I can say, all I can think. This witch gets so much pleasure from killing, from destroying. 
 
   “I want to tell yow the truth,” Flora says, lowering her purring voice even further. “About how President Washington made a quick stop at another house before she came to yowrs.” I get a sinking feeling in my gut, like it’s me who’s about to be pulled to the bottom of the pit and not Laney. Is this the truth or another of Flora’s lies? “About how she relished squeezing the life out of Beth. Pity she wasn’t able to kill Xavier, too, before the Necros arrived to save him.”
 
   No. Anger burns deep inside me. Petrified like this, it doesn’t have an outlet. President Washington killed Beth. It all makes sense now. Kill Beth. Kill Xave. Kill my foster family. Kill me. She only got two out of four. Plus murdering my mother and cutting out my father’s tongue, not to mention the curse she gave him. It takes this surprising bit of truth from Flora for me to realize a broader truth. Something I should have realized much earlier.
 
   President Washington’s vendetta against me and my family isn’t just business, a way to give her the power she desires. No, it runs much deeper than that. It’s personal. 
 
   I don’t have time to think about it though, because the ropes are on the verge of breaking and Laney is about to fall and my world is about to implode all over again and I can’t let it happen, I can’t, I have to force my mind against whatever spell I’m under and—
 
   Flora licks my face. Her tongue is rough and wet, and then she’s gone, bolting through a gap in the White House rubble. Gone.
 
   What. The. Hell. Was. That? I think, wiping the sliminess off my cheek. Blech.
 
   Wait. I wiped the sliminess off my cheek? I moved! I’m free from the spell! And although I want to believe it was the strength of my will and that I was more powerful than the president, I know it was the witch-panther’s tongue that freed me. For whatever reason, Flora, the evil murderer, helped me. 
 
   There’s a twangy snapping sound, and even as I push to my feet and charge for Laney I know I’m too late. 
 
   She falls into the fiery chasm.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
   Laney
 
    
 
   The breath leaves my lungs and I feel my stomach drop. My arms flail as I try to grab onto something, anything, but there’s nothing except the severed magical rope, which falls with me in a glowing tangle. 
 
   Everything is wrong.
 
   And then I see Trish, her face masked by the giant’s monstrous hand. For a moment, time seems to stop as our eyes meet. I know mine are wide with fear and desperation, but hers are…
 
   Not. They are knowing, certain, as if she’s in complete control, as she has been since the moment Rhett stumbled into our restaurant hideaway. 
 
   And she blinks.
 
   There’s a burst of bright white light, which is quickly smothered by a plume of smoke that covers all that’s left of my world.
 
   I expect to be falling for hours, or at least minutes, all the way to the center of the earth, where my body will smash into a thousand pieces, soon to be melted by the heat of the earth’s core. Instead I splash down in mere seconds. Like literally, splash down, into a dark liquid that fills my vision with deep crimson.
 
   I splutter and gag and wave my arms, trying to push myself to the surface of whatever strange, red river I’ve managed to fall into, all the while wondering how I’m still alive.
 
   My lungs heave and I gasp as I break the surface, somewhat surprised when the sun instantly warms my face. I blink rapidly, trying to clear my vision, which is still seeing red spots. All around me is red, as if it’s Valentine’s Day and someone thought it would be clever to dye everything the color of love. 
 
   I see the president and the wizard first, who are smiling at me as I swim to the edge of the chasm. Weird. They almost look happy I’m alive.
 
   Then I spot Rhett, who’s somehow able to move again, running over, reaching his hand as far as he can, grabbing my hand, and pulling me onto dry land, where I splutter and cough and take in the strangeness of being covered in red liquid that almost looks like watered-down ketchup or maybe—
 
   My heart stops. I swear it does. 
 
   Because the liquid looks like blood.
 
   It all comes flashing back. The giant’s hand over my sister’s mouth, preventing her from screaming. The confident look in her eyes. The way she blinked, almost deliberately, as if giving me a sign. The bright light, which I now realize was Trish’s body being destroyed from the inside out, by her own force of will. And then the eternally deep canyon was filled with liquid to halt my fall. Red liquid that looks like blood, much more than could ever have run through a single little girl’s veins. And yet it’s exactly how much blood she contained, somehow, as if she represented generations of people sacrificing their lives. 
 
   “No!” I scream, whirling around, frantically trying to find her golden locks, her piercing blue eyes, her angel-white dress. Anything to prove to me that I’m wrong, that she’s still there.
 
   Rhett’s arms are around me but I’m fighting him, trying to pull him off, trying to scramble to my feet. “Trish!” I scream. “Trish!”
 
   “Laney,” Rhett says, clamping his arms around me harder, pulling me into his chest, spreading the red on me to his clothes. “I’m sorry, Laney. She’s gone. She saved you. I’m sorry.”
 
   A sob chokes me for a second as I let myself be held, pretending I’m not here, that I’m dead and that I’m the one who saved my sister, not the other way around. And then I hear a voice.
 
   “Bravo,” the president says. The sound of her slow, mocking applause cuts into me like the tip of a hot knife. “A good show, don’t you think?”
 
   I peel my wet face off of Rhett’s chest, realizing why the president was smiling at me when I didn’t die. Because my sister died instead, which was exactly what she wanted in the first place.
 
   “I knew she would sacrifice herself to save you,” the president says. “So predictable. And now I’m free of her for a while, until fate decides to shove her pretty little soul into another body. But that might not be in my lifetime. And even if it is, I’ll just find a way to kill her again.”
 
   Even as I strain against him, Rhett holds me back. “No,” he whispers. “This is my fight.”
 
   “No,” I say. “This is my fight now.” With a surge of energy I twist away from Rhett, slipping through his wet fingers. My Glock is gone, lost somewhere along the way, but I don’t need it because there’s fury in my bones. I charge toward the president, closing in, her smile fading as she raises a hand, pointing a single finger in my direction. 
 
   Out of nowhere, Hex bolts past me, leaping high into the air just as a red dart shoots from her fingertip. The dart zips into Hex’s neck and he yelps, slumping to the side. My momentum and renewed anger carrying me forward, I slam into the witch, toppling her over and landing astride her. 
 
   With unexpected quickness and strength, she kicks out with both legs, like a kangaroo, forcing me off of her. I tumble away, hitting my head on a stone, stars bursting in front of my eyes and a shockwave of pain rolling though my skull. 
 
   I open my eyes and the witch says, “Time to join your sister.”
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
   Rhett
 
    
 
   As Hex lies motionless on the ground, the president’s red—likely poisoned—dart embedded in his fur, and Laney about to be murdered, too, I feel nothing but rage at the woman who’s destroyed so much of what I love in this world, and who still isn’t satisfied—who wants to destroy even more.
 
   And then I can see it. My fury. No longer an intangible feeling stuck inside me, it roars from my mouth in a stream of sound and…a shield? The broad black shield flies from my mouth to Laney, deflecting whatever nasty spell President Washington cast. And though I’m willing it to bounce back and hit the president, instead its angle is such that it flies into Charles Gordon. 
 
   The wizard’s eyes go wide and his mouth opens as he clutches at his chest. 
 
   That’s when his heart explodes, bursting from his skin in a shower of red grossness that splatters all over President Washington. She turns on me, her expression a mask of rage equal to my own. Looking past me she yells, “Get him!”
 
   I spin to find what’s left of her magic-born army finishing off the last of the Reanimates and Changelings and bounding up the steps toward me. Bil Nez slides in from the side, raising his crossbow even as I grip my sword. 
 
   But before the witches and warlocks reach us, Laney appears beside me. There’s a huge lump on her forehead, trickling blood from the center. “Rhett,” she says. “We’ve got this.” 
 
   She looks at Bil Nez and he nods, handing her a familiar-looking gun. “Lose something?” he says. 
 
   “Thanks,” she says to Bil. Turning to me, she says, “We’ve got you covered. End this.”
 
   Slightly in shock, I hesitate, even as Laney and Bil rush forward, simultaneously firing their weapons into the oncoming magic-born, who lead with a flurry of spells. Bil’s Resistance and Laney’s magical bullets seem to block the spells, cutting through the enemy like a knife through water. 
 
   As they collide, Laney’s like a hurricane, tearing through the witches and warlocks, a guttural cry coming from somewhere deep within her. I know I have to trust her and Bil. I have my own part to play.
 
   Sensing her behind me, I turn to face the president.
 
   She’s blood-speckled and narrow-eyed and stalking toward me. Gone is her smile. Gone is her arrogance. All that remains is her evil. She stops just before me, seeming to gaze over my shoulder at the carnage beyond. “You’re coming with me,” she says.
 
   I shake my head. “I’m done listening to you,” I say.
 
   She cocks her head, surprised. “You will listen to me or I’ll kill your girlfriend.”
 
   “You already did that,” I say, fighting off a swell of emotion as Beth’s face fills my memory. 
 
   She arches her eyebrows, surprised again. “Who told you?”
 
   “Does it matter?”
 
   “I won’t remove the curse from your father,” she says. 
 
   “You wouldn’t anyway,” I say. “Even if I help you get everything you want, you still won’t help my father. You hate him. You hate me. This has always been personal for you, hasn’t it?”
 
   Her expression twists into one that’s bug-eyed and red-faced and not in the least presidential. “You don’t understand anything. This is a game of power. He tried to take away everything from me, tried to turn the Council against me, tried to steal votes, tried to make me look weak and foolish. He was relentless in his efforts to sabotage my plans, to undermine my authority. He would’ve ruined me if I didn’t do something to stop him.”
 
   Enough. I’ve had enough. This pathetic excuse for a woman has caused too much heartache in my life. “I’m sorry, Father,” I whisper under my breath, gripping my sword and my nerve together in a tight spiral. 
 
   “What? What did you say?”
 
   I’m done with words. I step forward, my sword arcing for her neck. She raises a hand, which is suddenly encased in a blue sphere, blocking my attack. My arm vibrates at the impact, sending a bolt of pain down my arm. But I’m only getting started, swinging again and again, pushing her back as sparks fly from her blue hand. 
 
   At the same time, she mutters spells and curses, flinging them at me with her other hand. I raise a mental shield and throw each attack back. She manages to dodge them, but barely. And then one hits her in the face and she’s thrown back, landing hard and skidding on her back. I push forward, jamming my forearm into her throat, my blade just above it. 
 
   She tries to speak, but the words come out garbled. “Your father’s curse,” she says. 
 
   I want to believe that this woman could be forced to do what I need her to do, that, with the right amount of pressure or torture or whatever, she’d lift my father’s curse. But I now know she never will and that it’s been a lie from the start. 
 
   “This is for my mom and Beth and my foster family. And for Hex, too,” I say, drawing my sword across her throat. I pull away quickly as her mouth fills with blood, pouring from her lips and flowing down to meet the line of blood on her neck. 
 
   I turn away from what I’ve done, staggering under the weight of it. 
 
   Laney and Bil are still fighting, but there’s only a warlock for her and a witch for him. All the rest on both sides are dead, their carcasses basking in the sun. The witch joins them when Bil stabs her in the eye with one of his crossbow bolts. The warlock follows shortly after when Laney shoves the muzzle under his chin and pulls the trigger. 
 
   She turns rapidly, her eyes flickering around her, searching for her next victim. Her Glock points at everything and nothing. Finding no one, her eyes meet mine, a shadow falling over them. Her arm falls and she crumples to the ground, like a small broken thing and not the powerful warrior I just witnessed. “She’s dead,” she says, and I know she doesn’t mean President Washington. 
 
   “Yes,” I say, meaning both Trish and the president.
 
   Somehow my legs carry me forward, but then they give out and I fold beside her, every bit as broken. “She’s always been there,” Laney says, her eyes wet. “I’m not ready for life after.”
 
   I reach for her and she reaches for me, and though neither of us has any strength left, we offer strength to each other, clinging together in a shattered embrace. 
 
   “She’s a Claire,” I say. “She’ll come back eventually.”
 
   “I know,” she says. “But she won’t be my sister again. Someone else’s sister, but not mine.”
 
   I shake my head, press my cheek to hers. “No,” I say. “You’re wrong. She’ll always be your sister.”
 
   “I’m sorry about Hex,” she says suddenly, as if just remembering. 
 
   Emotion brims in my eyes, blurring my vision. “Me, too,” I say. “He was the best.”
 
   As she buries her face against my chest and cries and cries and cries, I hold her the way I will forever, my own tears rolling fast and hot down my cheeks. 
 
   For the second time today, a wet tongue laps at my face. But this one isn’t rough like Flora’s and is much more slobbery.
 
   “Hex!” I cry, my eyes flashing open and my arm pulling Hex into the midst of our embrace. His tongue continues to move like an overworked licking machine, dancing between my face and Laney’s.
 
   And though I didn’t think we’d ever be able to again, we laugh and laugh and laugh, tears streaming down our faces as quickly as Hex can lap them up. 
 
   
  
 



Chapter Forty-Eight
 
   Laney
 
    
 
   The Necros come to collect the dead, and I give Rhett a break from my tears, both the happy and sad. For a long time, I stare at the enormous, unmoving form of the Slammer, Samsa, whose strength apparently only held out long enough to force my sister’s sacrifice. I should feel some satisfaction at his death, but all I feel is emptiness. Numbness. When I stand up, I notice that the blood is gone from my clothes, which are completely white, as if someone’s bleached them for me. 
 
   “Her blood was always the purest of all,” I murmur as Hex scampers off to once more become Bil Nez’s shadow. 
 
   Rhett nods thoughtfully, but looks distracted by Xavier’s dark form, which is hunched over a dead Changeling. “I’ll let you two catch up,” I say, starting to move away. Rhett grabs my arm. “I’m okay,” I say. “I don’t need to be coddled.” He doesn’t seem to believe me, but he grudgingly releases my arm and walks over to his old friend. 
 
   Somewhat numb, I stare at the bodies scattered across the White House lawn. Well, I guess it’s just a lawn now that the White House has been sucked into the magical void of damnation. The same chasm I would’ve died in if not for Trish’s miraculous final act. 
 
   I take a deep breath, trying not to fall into an entirely different chasm. 
 
   I spot movement on what’s left of the steps, which sends a deranged burst of excitement through my chest. Maybe one of the president’s magic-born survived! I’m almost itching to use my Glock again. A sick thought, but sometimes having something to do is the only way not to be sad. 
 
   As it turns out, it is a witch, just not one I’m allowed to kill. At least I don’t think so—I’ll have to check with Rhett. 
 
   The red Changeling, who I haven’t seen since she informed me of where Trish had gone, drags herself to a sitting position against one of the two remaining pillars, which are no longer holding anything up. Although she’s looking in my direction, it’s almost like she sees right through me, to the remnants of the battlefield. 
 
   I’ve never seen her look so unbeautiful. Her kohl-lined eyes are smeared. Her long, red hair is tangled and knotted, hanging limply around her face, which is a mixture of sweat and ash and blood. Her once-perfect dress is in tatters. I know that she could snap her fingers and she’d be celebrity-worthy once more, but she doesn’t. In any other situation I might’ve relished seeing her like this, gotten a good laugh out of it, but I can’t take any amusement from her despair. 
 
   Her lips open as if she wants to say something, but then they close. She reaches both hands toward the sky, which is far too blue and sunny and beautiful for any of our moods. Is she praying? I wonder. Do witches pray? Do they believe in God, or is there some other power they worship, the Great and Mighty Bestower of Magical Powers?
 
   When she lowers her gaze, her eyes finally settle on mine. This time she speaks. “I have nothing,” she says.
 
   Her words are so different to any others I’ve heard her utter. There’s no hidden agenda, no sarcasm, no arrogance. It’s like everything that made her her has been stripped away. Does that mean this broken person is the real her? Or are we all really layers and layers of complexity, of which some are only revealed during the most extreme circumstances? 
 
   “You have your life,” I say.
 
   “That is nothing now that they’re gone,” she says. “They’re all dead because I brought them here. Because I wanted the Changelings to rise above the muck and be the heroes.”
 
   “You can’t make yourself a hero,” I say. “You have to be born one. And sometimes the least likely heroes are the ones this world needs the most.”
 
   Although I expect her to argue, she doesn’t; instead, she nods, almost to herself, as if really thinking about my words. Understanding them. 
 
   As I wonder whether I’ve misjudged her from the beginning, whether she was really just another lost soul searching for redemption, she reaches for something lying near her on the ground. Something glinting in the sunlight. In a split-second of clarity, I realize what she’s about to do.
 
   “No!” I shout, but her hand’s already moving, her mind made up.
 
   She jams the blade deep into her gut, clutching it with two hands as her mouth bursts open in a rush of breath.
 
   I scream and Rhett’s by my side in an instant, Xave, too. But there’s nothing any of us can do, although we try our best, using torn-off strips of my clean clothes to try to stop the bleeding, even as her life flows out of her through the self-inflicted wound. When the blood keeps soaking through and it’s apparent she’s moments away from death, Xave says, “You two should leave. Only I can be here now.”
 
   Rhett nods and takes my hand and we start to walk away, neither of us wanting to see Xave work his gruesome magic. Sunlight hits my face from the opposite side, unexpectedly. It’s already shining on one side, from the east, but now my cheek is being warmed from the west. Which doesn’t make sense because it’s still too early for the sun to have moved that far. 
 
   Rhett notices it, too, and we both look up at the same time. Angels—missing only their haloes and wings—descend on magical sunbeams, their pearlescent gowns flowing about their feet. Not angels, I realize—Claires. My sister’s people. No, her Children, I remember. It’s what she told me just before she left me. They need me. Although I don’t understand how a child could have children, somehow I know it’s true. 
 
   They land softly on bare feet, their brown and black and white skin covered save for their arms and faces. The right words stick in my throat, but I force them out. “I’m sorry,” I say. “She’s gone. Your—your Mother is gone.”
 
   We know, they say, dozens of voices speaking as one, as if from heaven. We saw her go. She spoke with us, for a while. We come not for her, but for the red one.
 
   I follow their gazes to the red Changeling, who lies dead. Xavier has already begun preparing her body for Reanimation, flicking some kind of potion on her face. He can’t bring her back the way she was. But he can use what’s left of her to add to the Necro army. “I’m sorry,” I say again. “She’s gone, too.”
 
   No, they say. Almost, but not yet.
 
   One of them, a willowy beauty, glides forward. Xave moves away, watching from nearby. The girl’s finger is a glowing orb, and it reminds me of the finger of light that brought Rhett and I back together. My sister’s magic. The girl touches her finger to the red Changeling’s lips, which start to glow softly. Soon her entire body is pulsing with white light. 
 
   Stir her not, for she needs to sleep, the girl says in our heads. 
 
   Yeah, an eternal sleep, I think.
 
   No, the girl says, looking right at me. Did she just read my mind? She lives. Sometimes those who don’t want life are the ones who deserve it the most.
 
   A week ago I would’ve told you the red witch deserved to die a horrible death. But now…I’m not so sure. She might not be the kind of hero she wanted to be, but she did sacrifice everything to try to stop President Washington. That counts in my book.
 
   While the Claires continue to tend to the Changeling leader and the Necros continue to tend to the dead, I move away from the middle of the battleground, drawn to the eastern edge of the lawn. Where the human soldiers were. And where the human soldiers died.
 
   Claires flit amongst me, so graceful, the polar opposite of my jerky strides. They check each body for signs of life, before moving on to the next one. One or two of the bodies capture their attention and they go to work, but most are mutilated beyond recognition. The witch’s spells did their evil job. 
 
   Then I see him, and I realize why my feet brought me over here. My eyes immediately pool with tears, but I blink them away. At this time more than any, I have to be the girl he thought I was, hard as iron and scared of nothing—even death. 
 
   Hemsworth has a hole in his chest, like he’s been hit with a cannonball. The gore is turning black as it dries. Biting my lip, I use several of the soldiers’ packs to cover the wound. His face, remarkably, is unmarred, almost as if he’s merely sleeping. 
 
   “You know, once I realized you weren’t such a jerk I kinda liked you,” I say, kneeling down beside him. “I know we barely knew each other a couple of days, but it felt like more, you know what I mean?” 
 
   A finger of warmth starts in my toes and moves upwards, all the way to my chest. And though he can’t speak for himself anymore, I know it’s a sign. He did feel the same way. My next words are harder to get out.
 
   “I feel like…you could’ve been a sort of”—I turn my head to the side and will the tears away, swallowing heavily—“father to me. Like we both lost people we love, but that doesn’t mean we can’t have new people we love.”
 
   With the back of my hand, I angrily wipe the hot tears off my cheeks. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
   Rhett
 
    
 
   I follow Xave around like he used to do to me before and after football practice. I shake my head when I realize that was only months—and not years—ago. Although I feel like I should still be angry with him, about so many things, I can’t find it in me.
 
   “How do you do it?” I ask him.
 
   He glances at me, and then goes back to sprinkling a potion on one of the corpses. “Don’t give me a hard time. I’m not in the mood.”
 
   He misunderstood me. “I’m not,” I say. “I don’t mean the dead-raising. Laney told me you said it’s just a part of you, that you can’t not do it. I might never fully understand that, but I’m willing to try.”
 
   His eyes meet mine again, but this time there’s no frustration in them. “Thanks,” he says. “So what did you mean? How do I do what?”
 
   “Two things,” I say. “First, how do you Reanimate so quickly? Your father explained that it takes months to Reanimate corpses, especially older ones.”
 
   “And second?” he asks.
 
   “Second, how did you make it so the corpses didn’t attack any humans this time? My experience has been that they attack anything that moves. We might’ve lost the battle if not for their help. As much as they freak me out, I’m almost sad that they all had to re-die during the battle.”
 
   He looks like he wants to smile, but can’t quite make his mouth obey. A new voice comes in from the side. “Because he’s better than me. Better than any of us.” 
 
   The Reaper approaches, his dark hood thrown back from his dark-skinned face, and again I can’t help thinking of him as Mr. Jackson, the man who trained me to hunt witches. He extends a hand, watching me intently with deep brown eyes.
 
   I stare at his offered hand for a long second before taking it. Back in the Necro dungeons I would’ve sooner spit in the Reaper’s hand than shake it. How quickly things have changed.
 
   “Xavier has perfected our craft in a way no one else could,” the Reaper says. A hint of a smile plays on Xave’s lips as he pretends to prepare another body for Reanimation.
 
   “He can raise the dead faster,” I say.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And make them more controlled.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   I nod, the events at the plane crash site and on the White House lawn making more sense. But there’s still something that doesn’t make sense. “You thought the Changelings were the greatest enemy to peace,” I say.
 
   The Reaper just looks at me because I haven’t asked a question. Xave stops his work to watch his father’s reaction. “And you hadn’t told Xave that New America was being led by a witch. Not just any witch, the Head of the Witch Council.”
 
   Suddenly he can’t seem to meet my eyes, his gaze wandering off toward the sunrise. “I was wrong about the Changelings, but can you really blame me? They weren’t doing much to instill our trust in them. I had allies on the Council, but she was never one of them; her motives were a mystery to me.”
 
   “Okay. Let’s say I believe you,” I say. “I mean, let’s say, hypothetically speaking of course, that you’re slightly better than a lying scumbag.” The Reaper flinches, but I don’t feel bad and don’t stop. Can’t stop. “Why didn’t you tell Xave, your own son, what was happening in New America?”
 
   The Reaper, who suddenly looks less like a powerful Necromancer and more like an ordinary old man named Mr. Jackson, sighs deeply. “He had a lot on his mind already without being burdened with the knowledge that New America was being controlled by four of the most powerful members of the Council, including the leader.”
 
   “Four?” I say, started by the unexpected detail. “Which four?”
 
   Mr. Jackson nods slowly. “The president, now deceased. The wizard, Charles Gordon, also dead. Samsa, the gargantuan, who took your father’s place on the Council after he was deemed a traitor and banished, killed in action today.” My heart constricts. My father’s place on the Council. My father who I can never get close to again. 
 
   Trish’s vision blinks in my mind. “And the fourth is Flora,” I say evenly. “The Shifter. She’s the only one of them still alive.”
 
   He nods with closed lips.
 
   “That still doesn’t explain why you didn’t tell Xave the truth,” I point out.
 
   “I didn’t want to distract him with the difficult situation in New America,” he says. I can tell even he knows it’s a lame answer.
 
   “Distract me?” Xave says, storming forward. This is the Xave I know, corrector of injustices. “I was changing everything with my work and you didn’t think I deserved to know the truth?”
 
   “Would it have changed anything?” the Reaper says, finally meeting his son’s eyes. 
 
   Xave doesn’t back down. “Hell yes it might’ve.”
 
   “And that’s exactly the problem,” his father says. “This needed to happen exactly the way it happened.”
 
   Xave waves his arms around, gesturing to all the dead. “Really? They all had to die like this? Just because I use the dead as my tools doesn’t mean I want people to die.” He’s practically shouting now, drawing the attention of the others around us. Some of the Claires are looking our way. Laney stands up from a body she’s inspecting and stares at us.
 
   “Son, I’m sorry,” the Reaper says, but Xave is already marching away, as pissed as I’ve ever seen him. 
 
   “Make it up to him,” I say. “Stop with the lies and half-truths and maybe you’ll start to deserve your son.”
 
   The Reaper looks genuinely sad, although that could be an act, too. “There’s not time for smoothing out ruffled emotions,” he says. “Not yet.”
 
   “What do you mean?” I say. “This is the perfect time. We did it. We killed President Washington and everyone who serves her. It’s over.”
 
   The Reaper shakes his head. “It’s not over by a longshot. First we have to unite the humans and those magic-born who want peace. You think that’ll be easy? Can you imagine a Necro having lunch with a human? Rebuilding a house together? Even looking at each other without wanting to fight?”
 
   “But it can be done,” I say. “The people just need to be reasoned with by someone they trust.”
 
   “Their own president was the enemy,” the Reaper says, and this time his argument hits home. The president being a witch makes Watergate seem like a tabloid newsbyte rather than a major scandal. 
 
   “Yeah, that sucks,” I say. “But still. We have to believe that the world can come back from this.”
 
   “I agree,” the Reaper says. “Unfortunately, that’s not the only problem.”
 
   I sigh, wishing I could cover my ears and avoid hearing the next problem. But I can’t—it’s just not in me anymore. “What?”
 
   “Another foe will rise up to replace President Washington,” the Reaper says. “One who’s smarter, and possibly stronger.”
 
   Great. “Who this time? The Queen of England?”
 
   My sarcasm is lost on the Reaper’s deep frown. “You really don’t know?” he says.
 
   Of course I know. Of course. Trish’s final gift to me was that of knowledge of a future so certain and awful that I can’t even pretend to ignore it. “Flora,” I say, the memory of the panther-like Shifter licking my face springing to mind. It makes me want to take a shower. 
 
   “Yes. I saw what Flora did for you,” the Reaper says.
 
   Trish’s vision has made me even more confused by Flora’s motives. “Yeah, she saved me. She broke the president’s spell and allowed me to kill her. I owe her everything.”
 
   “No,” the Reaper says, chuckling mirthlessly. “She used you to eliminate her competition. She’s wanted to overthrow Washington for years, but couldn’t because of all the support Washington had. At first she wanted to join with the Necros, since we had the same goal. But when I rejected her she switched sides. She figured if she couldn’t beat her old foe, she would stay close to her. Bide her time. And then you came along and she saw an opportunity to help someone give her what she wanted. She played you from the beginning.”
 
   “No,” I say, in denial. “I didn’t even know she was here until near the end. And she couldn’t have planned for me to get petrified. It just happened and then she broke the spell.” Even as I deny the Reaper’s accusation, I remember something. “Wait. There was a creature made of mud. Grogg.”
 
   The Reaper nods as if he’s not surprised. “What did this creature say to you?”
 
   “He tried to turn me against the president,” I say. “And he led Bil Nez to where they were keeping us. But what does Grogg have to do with Flora?”
 
   The Reaper laughs again, this time genuinely. “Apparently I wasn’t as good a witch hunting instructor as I thought. The Shifters have a secondary power to shapeshifting. Molding,” he says. “They can create life-like creatures from ordinary things, like mud. They control whatever they create.”
 
   I’m dumbfounded. “Flora made Grogg?” I say.
 
   “Or another Shifter who serves her,” the Reaper says. “As soon as she realized you were in New Washington she saw it as an opportunity to kill the president, using your strength as a Resistor for her own nefarious purposes.”
 
   Gah. I feel like a baby just learning to talk, trying to form words but having everything sound like nonsense. Although I know I needed to do what I did—kill President Washington—somehow knowing that it’s also what Flora wanted makes it feel like the wrong thing. 
 
   “So like I said, it’s not over,” the Reaper says. “She’ll be a formidable foe, as cunning as she is deadly.”
 
   “But you said President Washington was stronger than Flora, and I killed her, so…” My denials are like an instinct, a child’s hope that this is the end. In my heart, I know there are many more pages to be written and rewritten. 
 
   “In raw magical powers, yes,” the Reaper says. “But you’re a Resistor and, therefore, had a natural advantage against the president. Flora’s magic is different. She shifts herself into something natural, like a panther, which she can use against you. And her kind can create an army from any moldable materials they have on hand—an army that uses force rather than magic. Their magic isn’t like a hot flash—more like a slow boil. She’ll gain strength day by day, week by week, as will her followers. It will take time, but there’s no doubt that’s what they’ll do. With President Washington dead, there’s nothing to stop Flora from building an army and ruling the world.”
 
   The vision flashes once more. The torches marching toward the humans, who were running right into their arms. The army. An army created by Flora and the other Shifters. In the vision I was helpless to intervene, but in real life…
 
   Screw that. “Nothing except us,” I say. 
 
   A twinkle in his eye, he nods. “Nothing except us.”
 
   I’m about to turn away when I see that Xave has stopped his retreat mid-stride, something catching his attention. Shapes in the distance, approaching.
 
   Oh crap.
 
   The noticeably absent witch hunters have arrived. Spotting the Necros, they start to run, raising guns and swords and knives, weapons likely purchased from Huckle and infused with magic. Floss, her hair as spiky as ever, leads the charge. They’ll get to Xave, whose feet seem to be frozen to the ground, first.
 
   Go! I urge my legs, racing toward my friend. I reach him just as one of the witch hunters squeezes off a shot from a pistol. I throw myself in front of Xave, willing the bullet to stop. It slows, quivering slightly, and then falls into the palm of my hand. A real bullet would’ve killed me. A magic bullet obeys me. 
 
   The shooter of the bullet says, “How did you…?”
 
   “He’s a Resistor,” Floss says. “Remember? Now step aside, Carter. I know you’re in love with this warlock scum, but he’s ours now. He’s trespassing on human land.”
 
   I don’t move. “He helped save us all,” I say. “He helped us kill the witch who was using you and the other witch hunters. See all those dead human soldiers?” I gesture to the piled-up bodies. 
 
   For the first time, Floss seems to notice how many dead there are. The hand that’s not holding her weapon goes to cover her mouth. “Yeah,” I say. “President Washington killed them all.”
 
   “I don’t believe you,” Floss says through her fingers.
 
   “Believe it,” I say. “Where have you been anyway? While we were fighting, while the people you’re supposed to be protecting were dying, where were you, catching a few Zs?”
 
   Her proud chin drops just a little. “We were…” She pauses, biting her lip. “We were on a mission,” she says, her voice one notch above a whisper.
 
   The pain in her voice gives me pause. “What kind of a mission?” I ask slowly.
 
   “The president…she said the Necros were spotted further south. She sent us to destroy them.”
 
   “She didn’t want you to be here when she revealed her true colors,” I say. “She fooled you like she fooled the rest of us.”
 
   “That doesn’t mean we should be cavorting with the enemy,” Floss spits, regaining her confidence and swagger in an instant. 
 
   “Either way, you’ll have to go through me to get to the Necros.”
 
   “You’d defend a bunch of magic-born?” Floss asks. Weapons go up and I try to keep breathing normally. 
 
   “They’re our real allies,” I say. “Undiscriminating hatred of the magic born was originally the mangled hatred of a few, polished up and peddled to those who’d buy bottled water in a rainstorm. They are not the enemy. Evil is the enemy, and that includes members of both sides. So yes. I’d defend them to the death, as they have us.” Triggers cock and fingers tense, waiting for Floss’s command. 
 
   And then Laney’s by my side, her Glock drawn. “As will I,” she says.
 
   Bil appears, Hex at his feet. “Us, too.”
 
   Despite all the horrors we’ve faced, I smile. Because I didn’t lose everything and I’m proud to be a part of something important. Something that could save the world. “So what’s it gonna be?” I say to Floss. “More pointless deaths or a chance for peace. A chance to live.”
 
   Floss’s lips open, and I wait for her to give the order to “Fire!” mentally preparing myself to block hundreds of magical bullets from ripping into my friends. Her lips close and she drops her weapon. “I’m willing to take a chance for peace,” she says. “But only because we’ve now got two out of the three known Resistors on our side. Don’t screw it up. Weapons down, witch hunters!”
 
   Grudgingly, the other witch hunters lower their weapons. Floss turns toward the dead human soldiers. “We’ll help you on one condition.”
 
   “Yeah?” Laney says.
 
   “We bury each and every one of those human bodies.”
 
   Xave starts to object, but Laney holds up a hand, stopping him. “Deal,” she says. “Come with me. We’ll dig the graves together.”
 
   
  
 



Chapter Forty-Nine
 
   Laney
 
    
 
   My arms are stiff and sore and tired, and yet not as exhausted as my heart, which seems to grudgingly beat out a lackluster cadence. 
 
   The graves have been dug and filled and covered over. Some of the witch hunters said a few words to send the dead into the next world, while I spoke to Lieutenant Hemsworth only in the safety of my own head. Although she didn’t seem like she wanted to, Floss even let the Claires cast a few spells of protection on the graves. Silver and gold flowers sprung up. Hex sniffed at the beautiful creations, but even he seemed to sense their reverence, choosing to urinate away from the burial ground.
 
   Now all I want is to fall into Rhett’s arms and imagine ourselves another world.
 
   While I’ve been digging, he’s apparently been busy “discussing” the future with the Reaper and the witch hunters, which essentially means trying to get them to stop yelling at each other. He’s got his work cut out for him.
 
   But that can wait until tomorrow, when the sun will rise once more, no matter how terrible today was. 
 
   “Mind if I share your tent?” I say as I push inside the flap of the makeshift shelter he’s prepared for us. We could use one of the many buildings set aside for the rest of the humans living inside New Washington, but the night is clear and some peace and quiet would do us both some good.
 
   Hex barks, thinking I was asking him. I think it’s a yes. “What he said,” Rhett says, securing it with a rope behind me.
 
   “Cozy,” I say, my muscles groaning in protest as I lower myself to the thick layer of blankets spread across the small area. 
 
   “Only the finest accommodations for you,” Rhett jokes. “I heard this place got a third of a star on TripAdvisor.”
 
   Squeezing between Rhett and Hex, I say, “I’d give it at least half a star.”
 
   Hex lays his head on my lap and I lay my head on Rhett’s shoulder, slipping into a comfortable silence. 
 
   “I miss her,” I say eventually. “So much it hurts.”
 
   Rhett tightens his hold around my shoulder. “Me, too,” he says. “But I’m glad I knew her. We’re lucky we knew her, even if it wasn’t for as long as we wanted to.”
 
   I nod against his body, because I know exactly what he means. I feel the same way about Lieutenant Hemsworth. 
 
   One of his fingers traces lines on my neck. It’s only when he speaks that I realize he’s touching my tattoo. “You don’t have to be ashamed of your tattoo anymore,” he says.
 
   I close my eyes, remembering when I told him that the Chinese characters stained on my skin mean “Family.” Kind of embarrassing when your parents turned out to be witches who tried to kill you. 
 
   “You don’t,” Rhett says insistently. “Your sister was a hero.” He’s got that right. But all that makes me wish is that I’d gotten “Trish” tattooed on my neck. I guess I still could, if I could find a reputable tattoo artist still doing business. Rhett’s not finished explaining. “And I’m your family now,” he adds, which, along with his arm around me and his lips against my hair and his finger on my neck, sends sparks dancing through me. 
 
   So me, being me, has to break up the seriousness of the conversation. “So I was kissing my brother before?” I say. 
 
   And Rhett, being Rhett, has to counteract my joke with yet another wise Rhett-like comment. “Not family by blood. Family by soul.”
 
   I feel his body shaking and at first I think he might’ve had a delayed reaction, only just getting my joke. But no, he’s not laughing, he’s sobbing, his body shaking like an overfilled clothes dryer. Hex looks up curiously, but then shifts to the corner as if to say, “Your turn.”
 
   I flip on my side and draw him to me, intertwining my leg with his, my hands touching his face, wiping away the tears, even as they continue to fall. “Shh,” I say. “Don’t waste another tear on that rotten witch.”
 
   Misty-eyed, Rhett looks at me, managing a half smile. “They’re not for her, they’re for my father. President Washington took his wife, his voice, and his child, but he never stopped fighting, never gave up. But now that she’s dead, it’s permanent. I can’t help him. I can’t see him. Not ever again.”
 
   Trish sacrificed herself for me; and Rhett sacrificed his father for the world. I don’t know what else to say, but luckily I remember something. Raising a finger to say Hold on, I begin to dig through my pockets. I pull out a pocket knife, a piece of string, a few random copper nails. “Where is it?” I wonder aloud.
 
   “What?” Rhett says.
 
   Finally, I feel it. I pull out the square piece of fabric I cut from Martin Carter’s coat. The one I found while travelling with the Necros. I don’t even have to explain as Rhett realizes what it is right away, grabbing it from my hands. “My father’s?” he says.
 
   As I nod, he kisses me hard on the lips, his eyes more full of joy than I’ve seen in a while. All for a piece of ratty old fabric. At least it’s something—a small memory of the man he barely knows. 
 
   He raises an eyebrow and gives me a cock-eyed look. “Is this you apologizing for ditching me in the middle of the night?” he asks.
 
   “No,” I say, feeling a level of anticipation I’ve never felt before. My heart feels ready to burst, but I want it to. “This is me saying I love you.”
 
   Rhett’s face is more shocked than I expected it to be, which makes me laugh. The big witch hunter is speechless. I don’t mind at all having that effect on him. And then my heart really does seem to burst when he says, “I love you, too.”
 
   I kiss him and he kisses me back and for this second—and maybe only this second—we’re going to be okay. When we pull away, I say, “We’ve screwed up a lot, but at least this is something we always seem to do right.”
 
   Rhett’s brown eyes are sparkling from the glow of the lantern. He touches my face, his thumb running along my eyebrows, down my cheeks, his hand cupping my chin. “You are perfection,” he says. 
 
   I shake my head. “No one’s perfect,” I say. 
 
   “You may not see it but I do,” Rhett says, his hand creeping down my neck to my shoulder.
 
   I’m pretty sure this is the wrong thing to say right now, but I can’t stop myself. Sometimes even death can’t break down the walls of jealousy. “What about Beth?” I ask.
 
   He doesn’t frown or get angry or miss a beat. He simply smiles and says, “Beth was wonderful and my soul mate for that part of my life—before everything went to hell. You're my post-apocalyptic soul mate, Laney Grant. And I wouldn’t change you for the world.” 
 
   My heart, which thankfully is still intact, stutters. A dozen sarcastic retorts spring to mind, almost like body armor, protecting me from my own feelings. But I won’t use them this time—not with this guy. He deserves all of me, even my least favorite thing: my vulnerability. 
 
   I laugh, because I see something I couldn’t see before. Rhett wants me for me. Not in the hope that I’ll become some other love, from some other life, but because I’m pathetic and weak and strong and funny and me. 
 
   But Rhett’s not done building me up yet, and I’m not about to stop him. “When Beth died I had to find a reason to live. Revenge was my one and only purpose.” I hold my breath, remembering how angry I was at him. At least at first. “But I was wrong. There are so many reasons to live and you are the very best one.”
 
   My heart is full, practically beating from my chest. I’ve never been so exposed; I was always too scared to let anything other than my swagger and poise shine through. 
 
   For once in my life, I’m all out of words and I can tell Rhett is, too. And anyway, I’m happy without them for a few hours. I kiss him and I don’t stop, long after the only sounds are crickets chirping and Hex snoring, as day turns to dusk and dusk to ash.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Fifty
 
   Rhett
 
    
 
   I awake from a sweet dream to a light, shining through the skin of the tent. Sometime during the night, the game of Twister Laney and I were playing ended and we secured our own territories amongst the mess of blankets.
 
   I can tell it’s still night, the light too dim to be dawn.
 
   Although I’m hesitant to leave Laney alone, Hex is here. And he’s as dependable as a Swiss-made clock. I slip out from the tent to investigate the light. 
 
   The Claire stands twenty feet away, just waiting patiently. She knew I would come. In fact, I realize with a start that it wasn’t the light that woke me, but a voice in my head. Awake, young witch hunter.
 
   It seems weird that she’d use the term “young” to refer to me, when she appears to be only a teenager herself; and yet, she has an aura of wisdom about her, like she’s seen it all in her time. 
 
   As I approach the girl, I recognize her as the one who stepped forward to save the red Changeling’s life. A piece of knowledge seems to appear in my head, almost as if it’s been put there. “You know my father,” I say, wondering even as I say it how I know. 
 
   Yes, she says in my head. We have been allies for many years.
 
   “I failed him,” I say, easily falling back into that pit of self-loathing that Laney helped me climb out of. “With President Washington dead, there’s no way to remove the curse on my father.”
 
   No, she says. You have been deceived.
 
   “What?” I say. I feel my legs buckling, but I don’t try to stop it. I fall to my knees in front of her. “Please explain,” I say. There’s desperation in my voice, but I don’t care. Standing before this wise old witch in the body of an eighteen-year-old, I feel no shame.
 
   There is another way to remove the curse. All shall be revealed in time. 
 
   A flower of hope blooms in my chest, but just as quickly it dies. “I’m not going to like the other way of removing the curse, am I?” I say.
 
   The Claire’s glowing white dress seems to shimmer as she glides over to me. Nothing that is worth it will ever be easy, she says. But you have our Mother’s blessings. She loved you and Laney very much. Do not waste her love.
 
   “I won’t,” I promise her.
 
   She floats away, her light getting dimmer and dimmer until it vanishes into the night. 
 
   With legs like lead, I drag myself back to the tent and collapse next to Laney. She stirs in her sleep, wrapping an arm around my chest, so warm and strong.
 
   I don’t know what tomorrow may bring, but I know with Laney and Hex at my side, it’ll be another day worth living. 
 
   
  
 



Chapter Fifty-One
 
   Nearby New America
 
    
 
   When the monstrous brown bear stands on his hind legs, he towers over Flora. 
 
   She’s quite enjoying Og’s pathetic attempt at salvaging his pride.
 
   “Yow have something for me?” she says, trying to see past his impressive girth. 
 
   Og’s voice is as rough as gravel. “Yeah,” the bear grunts. “A small token to pledge my allegiance to you.” He steps aside and Flora’s eyes light up. A small child, long bark-brown hair dusting his eyes. His arms and legs are bound by tight ropes that have painted angry red circles around his wrists and ankles. His cheeks are tear-stained and dirty. 
 
   “Come to me, child,” Flora hisses, and one of her lieutenants, a vicious cheetah, nudges the boy forward. A fresh flow of tears begins and the child whimpers. To Og, Flora says, “Leave us.”
 
   Og stares at her with huge black eyes. “Does this mean—”
 
   “Silence!” she roars. “I’ll let you know my decision in the morning.”
 
   She’s been using that very same line again and again. Let them sweat, she thinks. Not that long ago the Shifters had lost faith in her, made her an outcast, sought new leadership. And now…
 
   Now she’s their queen. No one else could’ve played President Washington against Rhett Carter with such poetic grace. No one else could’ve masterminded the destruction of the most powerful Head of the Witch Council the magic community has ever seen. 
 
   Only her. 
 
   And now they bow before her and offer her gifts and compliments and their service. Let them beg. Let them humble themselves. 
 
   And then let them destroy the humans and any who stand by them. 
 
   She knows she won’t refuse the help of a single Shifter. She’ll need them all to realize the goal she’s had for as long as she can remember:
 
   Human extinction.
 
   The boy screams as she throws herself on him. 
 
    
 
   ~~~ * ~~~
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A nightmare awakens,
 
   Opening one bruised eye.
 
   Although they scream, it doesn’t listen,
 
   Doesn’t care,
 
   Doesn’t feel,
 
   Doesn’t hate nor love.
 
   Only takes.
 
   And because it breathes fire, the world will burn.
 
    
 
   Burn, Rhett Carter
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Chapter One
 
   Rhett
 
    
 
   He returns, screaming and bloody, half-dragging himself through the gate. 
 
   The witch hunter scout had been missing for thirty-six hours, and already the other witch hunters had begun playing a macabre game of Guess The Death where they’d place bets—mostly risking cigarettes and packs of beef jerky—on how the scout had been killed. As it turns out, the few optimists in the bunch who predicted he would return under his own power took the entire pot. 
 
   When they roused me from a fitful sleep to let me know the scout had been spotted on the outskirts of our perimeter, I immediately warned them not to go to help him. Cruel, but necessary. The scout’s return could be a trap—a way to lure more of us out to our demise. So we all watched in horror as he fought for every inch, painting a streaky red trail in his wake. Floss, the leader of the witch hunters, was bouncing her knee the entire time, as if barely restraining herself from running to his aid.
 
   He made it. Somehow, someway, he made it through the gates on his own, and if there was a trap, it failed. A few of the Clairvoyants, or Claires, that I’d summoned begin tending to his wounds—not with bandages and ointments and medicines, but with magic—laying their hands upon his head and murmuring in a language that I can only describe as elfish. Their laughs carry on the wind like running water whenever I tell them that. 
 
   Up close, the scout’s wounds are numerous and serious. In another life I wouldn’t have been able to look at them. Unlike my best friend, Xavier Jackson, who lived for the goriest parts of horror movies, I was the one who’d look away and say, “Let me know when the zombie stops gnawing on her brains.” But now the bloody evidence of unrestrained violence lying on the ground before me is just another day at the office. 
 
   Returning my attention to the injured scout, I inspect the damage. One leg is bent awkwardly in the wrong direction, a sharp splinter of bone protruding from his flesh, sticky with rust-colored blood. What appear to be bite marks from an enormous jaw wrap around his bare abdomen, raw and enflamed and leaking something green and infected-looking. There are scratches on one side of his face—well, claw marks would be a more accurate description—running from chin to forehead, having apparently slashed through one of his eyes, which is now curiously missing, as if it’s been plucked from the socket. He’s missing one arm, lopped off just below the shoulder, which now ends in a stump, severed veins hanging like thick threads. 
 
   My expert medical conclusion: this dude should be dead.
 
   Instead, he appears to be in excruciating agony, his body writhing as if wracked with seizures, his face feverish and sweaty, and his lone remaining eye bulging with strain, as if something is trying to push it right out of his skull. 
 
   “He is already gone,” one of the Claires says, surprisingly speaking aloud, removing her glowing hands from his forehead. “There is nothing we can do.” She has shiny black hair and deeply dark skin, her eyes as fathomless as ebony, glittering with specks of light, as if radiating the very stars themselves. 
 
   I don’t understand. I’ve seen them heal those on the verge of death before. I’m about to ask, but she has already read the question in my mind. Someone wanted him to make it back here alive, she says in my head. 
 
   “Who?” I speak aloud, getting a few strange looks from the other witch hunters, who are clearly only privy to my side of the conversation. 
 
   The Claire turns away, her eyes raking over the scout’s wounds. Of course, the answer’s obvious. “The Shifters,” I murmur. 
 
   “Those damn evil beasts,” Floss mutters under her breath. More colorful curses follow, basically promising death to each and every member of the witch gang known as the Shifters, who carry, among other powers, the ability to transform into animal form. Their leader, Flora the black panther, has been running them wild around our borders ever since we defeated her arch nemesis, the General known to humans as President Washington. With nothing to keep Flora in check, she’s already killed four of our witch hunters. This poor guy will make five.
 
   But he’s not quite dead yet. His mouth opens and closes, gasping like a fish out of water, and his chest heaves. Sharp, raspy breaths scrape from his throat and between his chapped, blood-crusted lips. “Flora,” he says. 
 
   The collective group gathered to watch this grisly spectacle seem to lean in as one, breaths held, hands clasped tightly together, as if in expectation of some terrible news. 
 
   The scout’s eye suddenly sharpens and seems to focus, and his body ceases to convulse. “The Shifters will devour your wretched flesh and feast on your unworthy souls. At long last, the Earth shall be cleansed of human excrement.” The final message delivered, his eye rolls back in his head and his spine arches before collapsing back to the ground, unmoving. 
 
   The scout is dead.
 
   “Well that was fun,” I say.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Two
 
   Laney
 
   Two days later
 
    
 
   They move with balletic grace, their heels narrowly skimming the bed of rose petals spread across the area they’ve decided to occupy while in New Washington. Although they appear human to the naked eye, they’re not. It’s not just their unnatural beauty, nor their profound wisdom. It’s something more.
 
   Something about the way they carry themselves, about the way their skin seems to glow under the height of the noonday sun. Something enigmatic. Like Trish was, even at only nine years old. These are her Children, as weird as that sounds. She was their Mother, having been reborn in this time, continuing the series of reincarnations available only to the Clairvoyants.
 
   They’re witches, all of them.
 
   I’ve been watching the Claires all day. I cringe each time they laugh, grit my teeth when they frolic in the grass, and clench my fists when they bite down on shiny red apples. 
 
   Because Trish isn’t amongst them. My sister is gone, having sacrificed herself to save my life only a week ago on this very lawn. The stretch of verdant grass leading up to the destroyed White House has become the temporary home of the Clairvoyants, as if they wish to honor my sister—who they call “Mother”—by settling atop her hallowed ground. 
 
   And yet they’re laughing. They’re enjoying themselves. They’re eating and drinking and playing as if the world is still turning, as if the seasons are still changing, as if life can just go on even after a soul as pure as Trish has left the earth’s flanks. 
 
   Of course, they’re right. 
 
   Of course, I hate them for it.
 
   I squeeze my eyes shut so hard it starts to give me a headache. A voice says, Have peace, and although I hear it as clearly in my head as if it was spoken directly into my ears, I know it wasn’t. 
 
   My eyes flash open and she’s there. With long white hair and even longer limbs, she’s what my now-dead Uncle Willy—God rest his bald-headed soul—would’ve called a tall drink of water. She’s beautiful in an unachievable kind of way. She’s an airbrushed model without the airbrushing. Her eyes are as blue as the ocean and more piercing than twin daggers. It’s hard to tell if she reflects the sun or the sun reflects her.
 
   “Peace is for idiots,” I say, which is the obvious response. I’d have spoken it directly into her mind, like she did to me, except I don’t have freaky mind-invading abilities like she does.
 
   Like my sister did.
 
   Peace is what your sister would choose, she says. 
 
   My magged-up Glock with infinite ammo weighs heavy in its holster. It doesn’t seem to want peace, not when there are evil hordes of magic-born to be killed—present company excluded, of course. 
 
   I say nothing, going back to my cringing/teeth-grinding/fist-clenching. 
 
   Why are you here? she asks.
 
   “Here as in New Washington, or here as in Earth?” I say, avoiding the question.
 
   She offers a sparkling smile. Huh. I didn’t expect a timeless, ageless witch to get my humor. Here, she says, sounding as patient as a psychiatrist in my mind. With thin, delicate arms extended, she motions toward her witchy sisters. My dead sister’s Children.
 
   “I—I—”
 
   God. Rhett would love to see my words stuck in my mouth once in a while. Hell, he would pay to see it. I vow to never tell him about this particular conversation.
 
   The words do not exist until you speak them, the Claire says.
 
   I know she’s right, as usual. It’s like the words are trapped in my heart, bits and pieces of letters trying to take shape into something meaningful, but always ending up in piles of meaningless garble. 
 
   Trying to exercise a smidgen of the same patience as her, I change the subject. “What’s your name?” I ask. 
 
   Her long white dress swirls around her bare feet when she curtsies. In this life, I am Tara, she says. 
 
   In this life. Meaning that in her past lives she was someone else, a completely different person. And suddenly the words that didn’t exist, the words I’ve been avoiding, take perfect shape in my heart, shooting through an artery, into my throat, over my tongue, and out my mouth. “Will Trish remember me when she’s reborn?” I ask. 
 
   Dead silence hammers in my temple as Tara studies me curiously. Since I’ve learned that Clairvoyants are the only magic-born to reincarnate, I’ve been reluctant to believe it, even for my sister. But that’s not true. I’ve tricked myself. Over the last six months I’ve seen so many unbelievable things, so many impossible things, that the idea of my sister not reincarnating is almost less believable than the alternative. Oh how my world has changed.
 
   Eventually she’ll remember all things, she says. Her words are slow and careful, as if chosen with the expert eye of an art connoisseur selecting the next pieces to buy for her collection. Her words imply more than they say.
 
   “But I won’t be her sister anymore,” I say, understanding. 
 
   Tara shakes her head. Not in the way you want, she says.
 
   I know exactly what she means. Trish won’t care about me. She won’t love me. At least, not like she loves her Children. She won’t even be Trish anymore, taking on some other name that won’t suit her at all. 
 
   “When?” I ask.
 
   I can feel Tara’s warm mind-fingers massaging my brain to get to the true meaning of my question: When will Trish be reborn?
 
   Not even her Children know, she says.
 
   “Yeah, but what’s your best guess? A month? A year? A decade? A century? What’s the average?” I realize I’ve raised my voice. The other Claires are looking. Staring. I stare right back.
 
   When it’s her time again, Tara says, making me want to scream. 
 
   I don’t. I turn on my heels and stomp away as ungracefully as a charging buffalo. 
 
   It sucks being human sometimes. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Three
 
   Rhett
 
    
 
   “This place needs a new name,” Tillman Huckle says, jamming his thumb so hard against his controller I half-expect him to punch a hole right through the plastic.
 
   Instead, there’s a huge boom and a zombie’s head disappears in a spray of blood and ichor. The headless corpse continues to lurch forward for another three groaning steps before collapsing in a heap on the floor. Hex, my German shepherd, bounds forward and barks at the screen.
 
   I have the sudden urge to draw my sword. The screen is so big—covering one whole wall of Huckle’s van—that the video game almost seems real. There are zombies everywhere, closing in on Huckle’s character, a dark, swarthy dude with muscles like cannonballs. It reminds me way too much of when we fought the Reanimates on Heinz Field.
 
   Huckle’s van is even bigger—on the outside it looks like a normal vehicle, but on the inside it’s a giant warehouse—having been magically pimped out by a few witches who turned out to be feigning kindness in an effort to infiltrate the last major pocket of surviving humans. 
 
   Unfortunately, the fake worked and what was left of the U.S. military was wiped out during an epic battle I’d rather not remember. 
 
   It’s been a long, hard week since that battle, and tensions are high between the humans and their magic-born allies. As a group, we’re leaderless. More and more, both groups are looking to me to speak for them, something I’m not thrilled about. I guess that’s what I get for being the one to insist they form the bond in the first place. At least no one has been killed for two days, ever since Flora’s bloody message was delivered by the mortally wounded witch hunter scout.
 
   “What name?” I ask. 
 
   “Beats me,” Huckle says, switching his character’s weapon to a double-edged axe, which he promptly uses to hack off another three undead heads. “But New Washington won’t work anymore. People are scared enough as it is. New Washington has become a curse word around here. We can’t live in a place named after the witch who almost killed the lot of us.”
 
   He makes a good point, even if changing the name of New Washington seems like the least of our worries. Even still, we need something to give the people hope. Something to help us start over. Something to make us all feel connected to each other. A new name might just do that.
 
   “How about Unity?” I say.
 
   Huckle laughs, and at first I think it’s because he’s just used a grenade launcher to blow up a pocket of the walking dead. “What about Peaceville? Or Harmonytown? Or did you consider The Land of Butterflies and Kittens?” Huckle says. 
 
   Hex chuffs his own sarcastic response, and for once I’m glad I don’t speak dog. He also raises a leg and pees a rainbow of colors that fades away, as if evaporating into the air. It’s the closest I can get to training him to go outside.
 
   Now I really want to draw my sword.
 
   “Ha ha,” I say. “Shoot a guy for having an idea.” 
 
   Huckle pokes at the controller and his character turns away from the zombies and aims his gun right at my head. I flinch when the barrel explodes with fire and smoke.
 
   Huckle laughs. “I’m just saying you need something less…fluffy.” He throws his controller down and watches gleefully as his character is mauled by the zombies. Turning to me, he tries to smooth down his messy hair, which keeps popping back up the moment his hand passes over it. He pushes his glasses higher on his nose, at least three strips of duct tape holding them together. For a moment, the world seems normal again. Or at least more normal than it’s been in a long time. 
 
   “Alliance,” I say. 
 
   Huckle raises an eyebrow and then stands. With awkward, loping strides he moves along the side of his van-warehouse, running his fingertips across the various weapons resting neatly in racks on the wall. Gleaming swords made of cursed steel; portable explosives filled with potions; guns loaded with magic bullets, like Laney’s Glock. 
 
   My friend pirouettes, raising his long arms clumsily over his head like the world’s worst ballerina. I smirk and wait for an insult that never comes. “I like it,” Huckle says. “We’ll call this place Alliance.”
 
   Hex barks and it sounds like “Yes!”
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   As we leave from our daily visit to Huckle’s van, I think about the news I received earlier. A lion was spotted prowling outside the perimeter fence. Then a jaguar. Other beasts followed: wolves, snakes, cheetahs, bears… No, they haven’t escaped from a zoo. Shifters, transformed into wild animals. Their spells require only a few drops of a child’s blood and a dash of evil. 
 
   Finally, a lone panther, which moved so swiftly between the trees that it was nothing more than a blur of black, appeared, eventually stopping to stare with gleaming yellow eyes through the fence. There’s no doubt in my mind the panther was Flora, the leader of the Shifters.
 
   It’s the first sign of the Shifters since the scout was killed. The witch hunters have seen them perhaps a half-dozen times since Trish gave me a vision just before she sacrificed herself to save Laney. In the vision, the last remaining humans were being mercilessly murdered by the Shifters. I don’t know if it was a promise of the future, or a warning of what might come to pass. Either way, I’m not taking the Shifter threat lightly.
 
   In this case, the human perimeter guards fled the border, racing across the uneven terrain for the cover of the buildings of New Wash—no, the buildings of Alliance. The name feels good on my lips and in my head. But can a name really change a bunch of scared humans into the warriors they need to be? 
 
   Without the assistance of our magic-born allies—the Claires and the (cough) Necros—we’d have been overrun with Shifters already. As it happens, the magic-born were able to stand their ground at the border and scare them off. There simply aren’t enough witch hunters left for the humans to stand on their own. 
 
   A few months ago I wanted to kill all the dead-raising Necros, including their leader, the Reaper, who turned out to be my mentor, Mr. Jackson, but now they’re helping us. They’re helping me. It’s a weird world, I think wryly. 
 
   Hex stops and looks up at me, pawing at my leg. I realize he’s stopped because I’ve stopped. The weight of the world seems to close in around me. After all the battles I’ve fought, after all those I’ve lost, the earth is still a haven for evil. Will there always be another enemy to defeat? I wonder. Will the circle continue from one side to the other and around again, never reaching an end? Is the idea of peace between humans and magic-born a child’s dream? 
 
   The whole world feels as if it’s been cast under a dark shadow. Wait, no. It’s just a cloudy autumn day. We may be surrounded by supernatural beings, but there’s nothing unnatural about the weather.
 
   Hex farts loudly, drawing my attention. And yeah, it smells like roses. Sometimes I think my dog can do no wrong. He whines softly, his mouth opening and closing as if attempting to engage in conversation.
 
   If only. I suspect Hex’s wisdom would rival even that of the Claires’.
 
   He turns suddenly and barks at the shadows of the alleyway we were approaching before we stopped. 
 
   “What is it, boy?” I say, crouching down to stroke his back. His tail hits me in the face, wagging a mile a minute. 
 
   A mucky, slurping sound precedes the creature’s arrival, like someone walking through a bog after a rainstorm. Hex runs forward a few steps, then back to me, then forward again. Excitement seems to resonate from every cell in his body. 
 
   Grogg plods into view, leaving a trail of mud with each footstep. He’s moving slowly, almost grudgingly, as if each step is taken against his will. Which is probably true, considering creatures like Grogg are created and controlled by Shifters. In fact, this particular mud-creature is the very one that was used by Flora to bend me to her every will and whim, turning me into nothing more than her puppet. I may be able to Resist magic, but I’m still a human, every bit as susceptible to lies and logic as the next guy or girl. 
 
   “What do you want, Flora?” I say, standing so that I can tower over him—or it. Hex rushes forward, sniffing around Grogg’s hind parts while the creature tries to scamper away, slipping between my legs. The chase only further encourages Hex, who barks at Grogg around my leg.
 
   “Not. Flora,” the creature groans, his voice like scraping bark and rusty nails. 
 
   “Right,” I say. “Just like you weren’t Flora before?”
 
   Hex whacks Grogg’s face and his paw comes away dripping with muck, leaving an indentation in the creature’s cheek. The dent quickly fills with fresh mud. 
 
   “Yes yes yes,” Grogg says. “Yes Flora yes. Gone. Grogg not needed. Left us. Left us wandering in circles, nowhere to go.” 
 
   “More like leaving you here to spy on us,” I say. It makes sense. If Flora can use Grogg to see everything we’re doing it will give her a huge advantage. 
 
   The mud-creature sneezes, brown globules spattering my shoes. Awesome. I’ll have to burn them later and get new ones. Hex sniffs at my toes and then swipes his pink tongue across my shoes, turning it brown. Gross. 
 
   “New master moves us. New master speaks us. New master sends us to you,” Grogg says.
 
   I pause for a moment, thinking. This could be another of Flora’s tricks. And yet, what if there’s another Shifter out there who wants peace, too? What if there’s a traitor in her midst, looking to undermine Flora’s war against humanity?
 
   “What master?” I ask, feeling like a mouse reaching for a piece of cheese in a trap.
 
   His voice comes out like a creaky door. “Marr—tinn—Carr—terr.”
 
   A sharp intake of breath whistles through my lips. “My—my father?” I say, trying to make sense of things. Creatures like Grogg are created and controlled by Shifters. How could—of course! My father—even carrying a terrible curse—is a General, able to use all forms of magic to at least a small degree. But that doesn’t mean he’s controlling Grogg.
 
   “What’s my birthday?” Even if Flora could find out this kind of information about me, I doubt she would. I mean, what would be the point? So she could send me a card and a gift on my birthday? I think not. 
 
   Grogg scurries around my leg, avoiding a lick from Hex. “April,” he says.
 
   “April what?”
 
   “One,” he says.
 
   Wrong. My birthday is April 13th. My heart sinks. It’s just another trick.
 
   “Three,” Grogg says. 
 
   One-Three. Thirteen. Is that really my father in there? I have to be sure. “I have a birthmark,” I say. “Where?” Only my father would know this one.
 
   Grogg trips and Hex pounces on him playfully. Around Hex’s furry face, Grogg shouts, “Hip! Left hip!” There’s a stutter in my chest.
 
   “Hex,” I say, “Please.”
 
   My generally disobedient dog seems to understand the gravity of the situation, rolling off of the mud-creature and sitting nearby, his tongue hanging out. 
 
   Grogg pulls himself to his feet. “My master is with us,” he says.
 
   “Dad?” I say.
 
   Grogg says, “Time. The time he was near you hurts. Hurts him. Hurts our master. He can’t be close again. Keeping distance. Helping if he can. Would do anything. Anything to protect you. Wants you happy. Wants you safe.”
 
   “Dad,” I say. Tears pricks at my eyes, but I blink them away. “I’m sorry. I might’ve screwed up. I killed President Washington and I think she was the only one who could remove your curse.”
 
   The curse of never being close to your son. Never being close to me. 
 
   Grogg says nothing, just stares at me with huge eyes half hidden by hideous strands of brown hair stringing from the crown of his head. 
 
   I want hope. I want the hope that the willowy Claire offered me a week ago. There is another way to remove the curse, she said in my mind. All will be revealed in time.
 
   “There might be another way to remove the curse,” I say, willing it to be true. 
 
   Grogg grunts. “No other way.”
 
   “But the Claire said—”
 
   “The Claire is WRONG!” Grogg shouts, and for the first time I can almost hear my father in his tone. Grogg’s voice drops to a whisper. “Live,” he says. “Love. Fight. Forget me.”
 
   Before I can respond, the creature melts into a puddle of mud and slips through a sewer grate. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Four
 
   Laney
 
    
 
   When Rhett arrives back at the makeshift camp we’ve erected north of the White House, he looks like hell. He’s bent over at the waist like an old man, his eyes red with bruise-like shadows under them, like spots of night on his brown skin. Hex, on the other hand, seems happy enough, his tail wagging, his tongue dripping drool. He’s covered in mud though—apparently he’s been rolling around in it. 
 
   “Bad day?” I say, hoping his dark mood means we’ll get to go out with the witch hunters to shoot some enemy magic-born. 
 
   “Something like that,” he says, flopping down next to me. He doesn’t even offer a half-smirk, which immediately concerns me. Hex bounds up and I give him a rousing scratch on the belly when he rolls onto his back. My hand comes away filthy with mud.
 
   “What is it?” I say. “And why is Hex so dirty?”
 
   He tells me about his conversation with Grogg, how the creature proved it was really his father controlling him. 
 
   I know I shouldn’t say it, but I can’t stop myself. “Maybe he’s right.”
 
   Rhett’s head jerks toward me and his eyes meet mine. Despite how weary he looks, his expression is sharp, the lines of his jaw like steel girders holding up the rest of his face. 
 
   “He’s not right,” he says.
 
   “Because Tara told you there was another way to remove the curse,” I say, reading between the lines. 
 
   “Who’s Tara?” he asks, his expression softening to confusion.
 
   I share my own story about watching the Claires, about talking to the one named Tara, the very same Claire that gave him the shred of hope that his father’s curse could still be removed. 
 
   When I finish, he lifts his chin and gazes out over the camp, as if taking it all in. Women and men toiling side by side, cleaning clothes in buckets by hand; people cooking over fires and eating from cans; dark-hooded Necros moving between the tents like shadows, seemingly oblivious to the way the humans shrink away from them. This is a different Rhett than the angry, vengeful guy I parted ways with a short while ago. He’s stronger, and not in the physical sense. Physically, he’s always been a specimen, a football player turned witch hunter. But now, for the first time since I’ve known him, he seems equally emotionally and mentally sturdy, like a tank. 
 
   “These people don’t have much to believe in,” Rhett says.
 
   “And they’re the lucky ones,” I say wryly. “They’re the survivors.”
 
   “We have to give them something more,” he says. “Everyone will have to fight if we’re going to defeat the Shifters.”
 
   I’m about to tell him that half of them can barely pull themselves out of bed in the morning to take care of the camp, but he’s already on his feet, striding away. 
 
   “Attention!” he shouts. “All of you, gather around!”
 
   All activity stops. Heads turn. When Rhett speaks, people listen. Maybe it’s because of his sheer size, or because of the stories being circulated about how he defeated President Washington, or simply because he’s a Resistor, a word now being spoken with hushed reverence around camp. Whatever the reason, he has their respect and trust, as he does mine. 
 
   The humans mill about, murmuring, moving closer. Rhett waits patiently, meeting each of their gazes in turn. On the fringes of the crowd the Necros stand as still as statues, their faces shrouded by shadows cast by their hoods. Two of them have their hoods thrown back. First, the Reaper, the man Rhett always knew as Mr. Jackson, his aging face full of curiosity. Second, his son, Xavier, Rhett’s ex-best friend, or still best friend, or something else that I can’t put a label on.
 
   Starting a third ring, the Claires arrive, as quiet as the wind, clothed entirely in white, flowers adorning their hair. 
 
   Rhett says, “We are not defeated. We’ve been hurt. We’ve had our friends and family taken from us. But President Washington couldn’t finish the job. She fooled us all, but she didn’t win. And from our trials, we have become more than we were.”
 
   He’s losing them. The humans anyway. They’re looking down, shaking their heads. They don’t believe they can win. They don’t believe they’re “more,” as Rhett said. 
 
   “Easy for you to say,” one man grumbles, a thick beard making his wide face look almost bear-like. “You’re a Resistor.” He pushes through the crowd, leaving the circle. He gives the Necros a wide berth and flinches when he sees the Claires. 
 
   “No,” Rhett says, his expression hardening. “We can do this. We have friends who can help.”
 
   A woman in a filthy tattered dress follows after the man, muttering, “Yeah, that worked well the last time,” under her breath, glaring at the witches and warlocks with undisguised contempt. Her eyes are dark and dangerous. “Filthy magic-born.”
 
   Others begin doing the same, turning their backs on Rhett, who starts shouting frantically.
 
   “There’s still hope! We have true allies now! We are no longer citizens of New Washington! From this point forward, we will be called Alliance!”
 
   I feel a shiver run through my bones, but no one else seems to share the feeling, the humans slipping away back to their tents and cook fires, leaving only Necros and Claires standing around Rhett, who drops his gaze to his feet. 
 
   That’s when I notice the red Changeling—who I’ve recently learned has a name: Angelique—watching the scene unfold from a distance. She’s tall and stoic and perfect in every way, not a single strand of her red, silky hair out of place. It’s a stark contrast to the devastated, kohl-smeared woman who tried to kill herself a week ago. If not for the Claires’ magic, she would’ve succeeded. 
 
   For the first time in a week, she smiles.
 
   So much for respect and trust. Rhett may be a Resistor, but he’s still fighting a losing war, most of which is being battled in his own camp. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   “That went well,” I say when we’re inside our tent. Night is falling like a scythe, chopping the daylight to bits, replacing it with inky gloom. 
 
   “They’ll come around,” Rhett says, the whites of his eyes a distinct contrast to the growing murk.
 
   “Will they?”
 
   “Probably not.”
 
   I catch the dryness in Rhett’s tone and it makes me smile. “Then I guess we’ll just have to save the world…again,” I say. 
 
   “Third time’s a charm,” Rhett says. 
 
   “You think it’ll stick this time?”
 
   “Probably not,” Rhett says again, and I laugh.
 
   I grab his chin and guide him to my mouth. His lips are warm and soft against mine, a complete contradiction to the rest of him. When we pull back we’re gasping and laughing.
 
   “You’re one helluva kisser, Rhett Carter,” I say. At least we have this. At least we have each other. 
 
   Rhett smiles. “At least I’m good at something,” he says.
 
   “You’re definitely better at this than making inspirational speeches,” I say.
 
   “I thought it was pretty good up until everyone left.”
 
   “It was pretty good,” I say. “And not everyone left. The magic-born hung around until you slunk away in shame.”
 
   “There was no slinking,” Rhett says.
 
   “Call it what you want. If you were Hex your tail would’ve been tucked firmly between your legs.”
 
   In the corner of the tent, Hex chuffs in his sleep. 
 
   “If I were Hex, you wouldn’t have enjoyed that kiss nearly as much,” Rhett says. “Trust me, I know from experience.”
 
   “You have experience French-kissing your dog?” I say. “That’s somewhat disturbing.”
 
   “I can’t help that he likes to lick.”
 
   I screw up my face and Rhett does the same, as if realizing the turn for the worse our conversation has taken. 
 
   “Let’s just make out and go to bed early,” I say. “There will still be humans to inspire tomorrow when we wake up.”
 
   “Can’t,” Rhett says. “I’m on perimeter watch tonight.”
 
   I frown. “You look like you could sleep for two days straight,” I say. 
 
   “Thanks,” Rhett says.
 
   I grab his shoulders, which feel like grapefruits. “You can’t do everything. You can’t lead and fight on the front lines. You can’t be both a foot soldier and a general.”
 
   “Lately I feel like neither,” Rhett says. 
 
   “Look, I’ll trade shifts with you,” I say. “I’ve got the morning shift. You sleep, and then we’ll swap at dawn.”
 
   “Negative,” Rhett says. 
 
   Sometimes I wish I hadn’t fallen for someone as stubborn as me.
 
   “Then we’ll keep watch together. I’ll do a double shift. Or get someone to take mine.”
 
   “Double negative,” Rhett says.
 
   “Doesn’t that make a positive?”
 
   “Damn,” Rhett says. “I thought I was being clever.”
 
   “I’m coming.”
 
   “No you’re not,” Rhett says, but there’s almost no confidence behind his words. He knows me too well. Telling me no is like an invitation to be proven wrong. 
 
   “Let’s go,” I say.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The night air is cool and crisp. If we were to walk hand in hand, we could almost be a normal high school couple going for a stroll to the movies, or to dinner, or to the mall. Instead we’re heading out to defend humanity from murderous shape-shifting witches. 
 
   Fun.
 
   We leave Hex snoring in the tent. At least somebody gets to sleep tonight.
 
   When we reach the portion of the fence Rhett’s scheduled to keep watch over, a middle-aged woman with short graying hair offers a nod and walks away carrying a strange-looking purple rifle that’s almost bigger than she is, her shift completed. It used to be the remnants of the U.S. military defending the border, but now it’s the young and the old, the meek and the mild. People who have never shot a gun, now wielding magical weapons from Tillman Huckle’s shop. 
 
   The fence is an amalgamation of random bits of metal mesh, poles, and various other debris, all strung together with wires and ropes. If any Wardens had survived the battle of Heinz Field, we might’ve used them to set up protective wards around the city, but instead we’re resigned to relying on this tragically inadequate fence. 
 
   For some reason, it still feels safer being on the inside. 
 
   Each post has at least one human and one magic-born. In truth, without the magic-born, we’d have been overrun already. And yet, most of the humans hate them.
 
   A familiar hooded profile comes into view. Just a few weeks ago I probably would’ve pretended to throw up, if only to get a laugh from Rhett, but now my reaction is more neutral. I don’t know how I feel about Mr. Jackson these days. He’s done terrible things, but he’s also saved our lives more than once. Confused is a good way to describe my feelings toward the leader of the Necromancers. 
 
   He turns toward us and throws back his hood, revealing a dark-skinned aging face speckled with gray stubble.
 
   The Reaper says, “Nice speech.”
 
   “Shove it up your—” I start to say.
 
   “Laney,” Rhett says, silencing me. Closing my lips doesn’t lessen the urge I have to punch the Reaper’s teeth out. 
 
   “I was being serious,” the Reaper says.
 
   “Sure,” I say.
 
   “Just because you didn’t get the response you were hoping for doesn’t mean the words weren’t good,” he says, sounding surprisingly genuine. 
 
   “That doesn’t change the fact that the humans’ resolve is faltering,” Rhett says. “No words can change that.”
 
   “True,” Mr. Jackson says. “But maybe actions can.”
 
   “What actions?” Rhett says. “We’re sitting around on our thumbs just waiting for the Shifters to attack.”
 
   “Exactly,” the Reaper says. 
 
   Rhett and I look at each other. I roll my eyes. “Could you be any more cryptic?”
 
   “Probably,” the Reaper says, flashing a smile.
 
   I can’t help the laugh that escapes my lips. “I see you’ve finally learned the art of sarcasm,” I say. “It’s about time you stopped being so damn literal.”
 
   “I learn from the best,” the Reaper says. 
 
   Is he seriously joking with me? The master of the dark art of raising the dead has become a standup comedian? Surely this is the end of the world. 
 
   “What can we do?” Rhett asks, pulling the conversation back on track. 
 
   The Reaper folds his hands together. “Attack first.” 
 
   Rhett shakes his head. “The humans aren’t ready for that. They’ve only been training for two days. They’re more likely to accidentally shoot each other than kill any Shifters. By attacking first, all we’ll do is ensure we’re killed off quicker.”
 
   The Reaper’s gaze never leaves Rhett’s. “Time is the great devourer, taking days, months, and eventually years from us all. It doesn’t discriminate, doesn’t differentiate, shows no mercy. None can escape its grasp, even the magic-born.”
 
   “How poetic,” I say. “What about the Claires?”
 
   The Reaper turns toward me. “They still die,” he says. “And they have no control over when they’ll be reborn. No, not even the Claires are immortal, not in the way you think of the word.”
 
   “But that doesn’t mean we should all die today,” Rhett points out.
 
   “Staying in this death trap is a mistake,” the Reaper says. “All I ask is that you think about it.”
 
   Apparently having said all he wants to on the subject, Mr. Jackson turns on his heel and goes back to the fence, peering into the growing darkness of the woods. 
 
   “Maybe he’s right,” I say.
 
   “Maybe he wants more raw materials for his magic,” Rhett says bitterly. “A bunch of human corpses would only strengthen his own personal army.”
 
   “Rhett,” I say, conveying as much as I can with my tone alone.
 
   He sighs. “I know I’m being unfair. It’s just…sending these people into battle doesn’t seem fair either.”
 
   “And letting the battle come to them is better?”
 
   “Maybe. I don’t know. At least they’d have more time to prepare for it.”
 
   He turns to face the fence, and then heads for a section a stone’s throw away from where Mr. Jackson is stationed. I watch him for a moment, following only once he’s settled in, sitting cross-legged in the dirt. I flop down beside him, letting the silence mend and weave the air between us, healing any wounds our previous conversation has reopened. 
 
   Craning my head back, I search the sky for stars, but find only a blanket of bruised gray cloud cover. “We are so small,” I murmur, feeling the size of the universe surrounding us. 
 
   “Speak for yourself,” Rhett says. “I was one of the tallest guys on my football team.”
 
   I smirk at him. “With feet the size of snowshoes,” I add.
 
   He extends his legs, and I do the same, our feet sidling up next to each other. I wiggle my toes in my boots and he says, “Next to mine, it looks like you have elf feet.”
 
   “Hey, don’t judge, have you seen the elves in The Lord of the Rings? They’re warriors.”
 
   He laughs and ropes an arm around my shoulders. I lean into him, relishing the solidity being close to him always brings. 
 
   “Do you two need a chaperone?” Mr. Jackson hollers from down the fence line.
 
   I’m starting to regret teaching him the art of humor.
 
   We ignore him and watch for movement in the dark. Leaves rustle and crickets chirp. An owl hoots. Other than that, the night is silent. 
 
   The cool air seems to clear my mind. Our discussion about Martin Carter’s curse replays in a loop. There has to be something we can do. Tara seems to think so, even if she’s not particularly forthcoming with information. Maybe Rhett’s father knows something, too, despite him saying the opposite. Maybe there’s another way, but he doesn’t want to distract his son with it. He told Rhett to forget about him. But I know Rhett better than that. He won’t forget. He’ll never forget. In the dark of the night he’ll agonize over the decision he made to kill President Washington, who he believed was the only one who could fix his father. 
 
   I have to talk to Grogg, have to find out where Rhett’s father is. 
 
   Although Rhett can’t go near his dad because of the curse, I can. 
 
   I’m wrenched from my thoughts when a twig snaps, sounding like a firecracker in the silence. Rhett’s on his feet in an instant, pulling me up after him while simultaneously drawing his sword. 
 
   I slide my Glock from its holster, grasping it firmly with both hands in front of me, the barrel poking through a hole in the fence.
 
   Leaves rustle unnaturally, not from the wind. 
 
   The clear shuffle of footsteps moves closer.
 
   A tall form steps from the woods. I can just make out long hair hanging beyond each of her shoulders. A girl? 
 
   The maybe-girl stops when she sees the fence rising before her. 
 
   Behind her, green eyes gleam in the dark and a panther growls. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Five
 
   Rhett
 
    
 
   Everything happens so fast. 
 
   The Reaper speaks a sharp command in a strange guttural language; forms rise from the ground beyond the fence, hidden Reanimates planted for just such an occasion; Laney pulls her Glock’s trigger and there’s a deafening boom beside my ear; and Flora the panther’s hissing cat-like voice shouts something unintelligible. 
 
   A blue arc of light appears before the girl who stepped from the woods, lighting her face, which is dark-skinned with big brown eyes and thick dark lips framed by long coarse hair. She’s a sturdy girl of above-average height with broad shoulders and wide hips. 
 
   It’s not magic she’s using to create the shield of light. 
 
   Laney’s magical bullets deflect off the shield, sending purple sparks crackling to the earth. The bullets streak back like lasers and into the Reanimates, which stops their forward progress, their bodies jerking wildly as the projectiles enter their undead skin, piercing their skulls. They die again, crashing to the ground in a series of sickening thuds. 
 
   “What the…” Laney says.
 
   “She’s a Resistor,” I breathe, in awe of what I’ve just witnessed. 
 
   “Oh crap,” Laney says.
 
   The girl’s magic-Resistant shield vanishes, leaving us blinking away spots of light dancing across our vision, and hiding her under a shroud of darkness. She speaks. “Surrender within three days and our master will consider taking your people into her fold.”
 
   As if to punctuate the offer, Flora growls. 
 
   Too stunned to react, I can only stare as the Resistor girl steps back into the woods and disappears.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The commotion has drawn a crowd. Humans and magic-born from further down the perimeter have come with questions. Who was shooting and why? Are we under attack? Half the humans look ready to fight, while the other half are edging away from the fence, eyeing the presumed safety of the buildings rising in the distance.
 
   I’m about to explain everything, when Mr. Jackson steps forward and says, “False alarm. There was an animal out there, but it was just an animal, not a Shifter. We overreacted. Go back to your posts.”
 
   There are a few sighs of relief and a handful of anxious chuckles amongst the humans. Everyone’s nerves are frayed. Weapons that were drawn are replaced, and everyone leaves except one. 
 
   “Bil freaking Nez,” Laney says. “Didn’t you hear the King of the Undead? He said scram.”
 
   Bil offers a sideways smile as he approaches. “You know, I get the feeling that if you and my witch hunting friend over here ever have kids, they’ll be the ones that push my kids over and steal their lunch money.”
 
   That makes me smile. Because he’s probably right.
 
   “What’s up, Bil?” I ask.
 
   He runs a hand through his dark hair, from front to back, letting his fingers settle on the top of the crossbow slung across his back. “Oh, I don’t know, nothing much, except the fact that you three are hiding something.”
 
   “Who, us?” Laney says, feigning shock and outrage at the very notion. “What gave you that idea?”
 
   “I’m not stupid,” Bil says.
 
   “You could’ve fooled me,” Laney says.
 
   “There are corpses on the other side of the fence.”
 
   “Umm,” Laney says, doing her best to surreptitiously gesture in Mr. Jackson’s direction. “Ever heard of the Necros?” she whispers, pretending to be all secretive about it.
 
   “These corpses have been killed twice,” Bil says.
 
   “Damn, boy, you’ve got some seriously good night vision to be able to tell details like that,” Laney says. 
 
   “My father was the Chief of my tribe,” Bil says. “Practicing night vision was something we learned very young.”
 
   “Sorry, Soaring Eagle, didn’t mean to offend.”
 
   I interject, knowing that if I don’t they’ll be trading barbs all night. “Something happened,” I say, “but Mr. Jackson apparently wants to keep it a secret.”
 
   The Reaper, having remained silent during our exchange so far, steps forward. “We can’t incite panic,” he says. “Not until we’ve made some decisions.”
 
   “The Shifters have given us three days to surrender. They’ve got the third Resistor with them,” I say.
 
   “Whoa-ho,” Bil says. “Come again?”
 
   “You heard him,” Laney says.
 
   “I don’t care if they’ve got the Queen of England on their side, we can’t be seriously considering surrendering,” Bil says.
 
   “We’re not,” Mr. Jackson says. “But the girl changes things. We won’t be able to—”
 
   “Wait. What girl?” Bil says.
 
   “The Resistor,” I say.
 
   “She’s a girl?”
 
   “Yeah, so?” Laney says, her hands sliding to her hips. “Why couldn’t the third Resistor be a girl?”
 
   Bil takes a step back. “I don’t know, I just assumed because Rhett and I are males…”
 
   “Well she’s not. She’s a female,” I say. 
 
   “Is she hot?” Bil asks.
 
   I roll my eyes. “She looked strong.” 
 
   “Like she could beat your pansy ass,” Laney adds in Bil’s direction. 
 
   Bil grins, ignoring the insult. “Because if she’s a looker, I’d be happy to woo her for you. You know, get her to come over to our side.”
 
   Laney practically chokes on her laugh. “Woo her? You couldn’t woo a cocker spaniel. Just the thought of you ‘wooing’ anyone makes me want to woo my pants.”
 
   Bil glares at Laney. “It was just an option. You don’t have to be so crass about it.”
 
   “Thanks, Bil,” I say. “But I don’t think this girl will be easily turned. She called Flora her master and she deflected Laney’s magic bullets back at Mr. Jackson’s Reanimates. She’s good. Very good.” Better than me? I wonder. It’s a possibility I have to consider and prepare for.
 
   “So what do we do?” Bil asks.
 
   Mr. Jackson clears his throat. “As I was saying before being interrupted, it changes everything. Our magical weapons won’t work against her, nor our spells. She’ll neutralize the magic-born, and she’ll have magic-born allies of her own.”
 
   “What?” I say. “What allies?”
 
   “Do you remember the battle with President Washington?”
 
   “No,” I say. “I’ve blocked it out, like I did with half my childhood.”
 
   “Sarcasm,” Mr. Jackson says. “What I meant was, do you remember how easy that battle was?”
 
   “Easy?” I say, incredulous, my eyebrows pushing for the stars. “That was easy?”
 
   “Yes,” the Reaper says. “Well, easier than it should’ve been. Flora had already persuaded hundreds, maybe even thousands, of magic-born to join her, leaving President Washington with but a portion of the army she thought she had under her control.”
 
   My mind is racing. I knew Flora had pulled my strings like a street show marionette’s, but I didn’t realize how powerful she’d already become when she used me to kill President Washington. An angrier thought hits me. “Why didn’t you tell me this sooner?” I demand. “Didn’t you think we needed to know?” I realize I’ve taken a step forward, but Mr. Jackson holds his ground.
 
   “I’m telling you now,” he says. My anger leeches away. Although I’m rarely happy with the timeliness in which the Necro leader provides me with information, he’s not going to change anytime soon, and he’s certainly not the enemy. And anyway, that’s not the real issue at hand.
 
   “How did she convince them to switch sides?” I ask.
 
   Mr. Jackson’s eyes seem to dance with the light of revelation. “According to the Claires, she made them believe President Washington was doomed to fail because of her arrogance, which isn’t much of a stretch considering her reputation.”
 
   “The Claires knew too?” How many more were in on the truth, but didn’t tell me?
 
   “We’re not up against an army—we’re facing a swarm,” I say.
 
   Mr. Jackson nods seriously. “They will come, all of them, with the sole intention of wiping us from the face of the earth. When Flora proved she was right after President Washington was destroyed, she became almost a god to the other magic-born. They’ll fight for her—of that, there is no doubt. And now that we know she has a Resistor…”
 
   “But we have two Resistors,” Bil says. “Surely two are better than one.”
 
   “True,” Mr. Jackson says. “But keep in mind that your ability to Resist won’t be particularly useful against the Shifters. Their magic transforms them into animal form, but they don’t use magic when they attack. You won’t be able to stop their claws or fangs. Plus, they’ll be using their magic to create an army made from any raw materials they can get their hands on. Once their creations are finished, they also won’t use magic to hurt us. They’ll be the least magical magic army, if that makes sense.”
 
   “I’m not worried about an army of Groggs,” Laney says, shifting from leg to leg, as if eager to fight. “That little guy is even scared of Hex.”
 
   “They won’t be like Grogg,” Mr. Jackson says. “He’s just an example of what they can do. Their army will be strong, don’t underestimate them.” Don’t underestimate them. It’s one of his favorite catchphrases, first delivered to me way back when I was still coming to terms with the fact that witches and warlocks were more than just characters in the books I liked to read. Back when I thought Mr. Jackson was a human.
 
   As we soak in his words, there’s a bark, and I see a flash of fur as Hex bounds into view. A lone form jogs after him, looking more and more familiar the closer he gets. 
 
   “Xavier?” I say.
 
   “Yeah, it’s me,” he says, offering a half-smile. “I looked for you in your tent, and Hex led me here.”
 
   “Smart dog,” I say, giving Hex a scratch behind the ear. Turning my focus back to Xave, I say, “What is it?”
 
   “Floss’s scouts spotted a large group of Shifters to the northeast. They’ve been moving through the less inhabited areas, searching for human survivors. They’re killing the adults and harvesting the blood of the children. Apparently some of the Shifters haven’t been able to transform yet.”
 
   A knot forms in my stomach as I remember the first time I came face to face with Flora and some of the other Shifters. They’d already drained the blood from the children’s bodies. But it’s what she did to their corpses afterwards that makes me nauseous now. “We have to stop them,” I say. Their strategy is becoming all too clear: kill off our scouts, sending a message of fear with one of them; give us two days of respite to think about things and come to the conclusion that we’re screwed; and then offer a final chance to surrender. Unfortunately for them, I don’t know the meaning of the word. 
 
   “I agree,” Mr. Jackson says. “We can’t let their progress go unchecked. I’ll rally some of the Necros and we’ll leave at first light.”
 
   “I’m in,” I say. “Bil?”
 
   “Yep,” he says. “I don’t mind fighting baby killers.”
 
   “I’ve got some new Reanimates I’ve been dying to try out,” Xave says. 
 
   “Uh, good. Thanks, Xave,” I say, trying not to think about it too much.
 
   Laney says, “I’ll hold down the fort while you’re gone. You know, to make sure the humans and the magic-born don’t kill each other.”
 
   I stare at her, dumbfounded, wondering if I heard her wrong. Laney, miss the action? Never. “Okay,” I say, rallying. “Good. Good plan.” At least she’ll be safer than us. 
 
   With the plan for tomorrow agreed, Bil and Xave leave to get some shuteye while Mr. Jackson, Laney, and I return to our posts. 
 
   We pass the rest of the night in silence, and in the back of my mind something gnaws at me; but it seems like the harder I try to figure out what it is, the smaller and more elusive it gets, slipping away into the coming dawn like a ghost that only haunts in the night. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Laney has gone to get a bit of sleep before her morning shift at the perimeter. I still can’t believe she’s not coming on the mission today. Relief floats airily through me, lightening the tension I constantly feel in my chest these days. 
 
   Just as the early light of dawn creases the horizon, Xave appears again, running toward me. His strides are frantic, and he stumbles once, righting himself and hustling onward. He’s not just coming to collect me for the mission. Something’s wrong. I start toward him.
 
   “What is it?” I say, when we meet in the middle. He nearly crashes into me and I grab him firmly and hold him up. His body sags as he struggles to catch his breath. 
 
   I let him breathe for a few moments, but then grab the sides of his head and ask again, “Xave—what happened?”
 
   “They killed him,” he breathes. 
 
   Killed. It’s a word that was once used tragically on the news. That, once upon a time, was used to describe the terrible and unexpected car accident that claimed the lives of my first foster family. In the months that have passed since Salem’s Revenge, it’s become just another word, and I don’t even flinch.
 
   “Who killed who?” I ask.
 
   “A Necro,” he says.
 
   “A Necro murdered someone?” I ask, a throb of anger bursting through my capillaries. 
 
   Xave freezes, his eyes meeting mine, narrowing. They don’t contain anger, but sadness. What is he sad about? Did he know the victim?
 
   “No,” he says. “A woman murdered a Necro.” He glances away and I realize why he looks so sad. Because I jumped to conclusions. Because I immediately assumed a magic-born was to blame. Despite all my fruitless cries to the contrary, I’m just as shallow as the rest of the humans, still unable to see past the magical lines that have been drawn between our kinds. 
 
   But my soul-searching can wait. Xave’s disappointment at my reaction can wait. 
 
   “What happened afterwards?” I ask.
 
   “Nothing yet,” he says.
 
   “Show me.”
 
   He keeps his distance from me the whole way back to camp. Like we’re not friends. Like we barely know each other. I can hardly blame him. 
 
   When we arrive, there’s a commotion near the central cook fire. Raised voices, angry and tumultuous. We walk up to a mob-like scene, humans standing shoulder to shoulder holding torches up high. They have weapons. Not human weapons—magical ones. Tillman Huckle specials. Guns and swords and knives and ropes. 
 
   As I push my way toward the front, I hear insults growled at me from all sides. “Witch lover” is the most popular. 
 
   At the head of the mob is a man and a woman, standing face to face with the Reaper. He’s staring them down, his lip curled in a threatening snarl. He’s holding something in his powerful arms: A body, limp and lifeless. Small compared to the Reaper’s formidable size. The dead Necro, still wearing his dark hooded cloak. In the growing light, I can see the shimmer of moisture on the cloth, seeping through and beginning to drip into a puddle between the Reaper’s feet. 
 
   The humans are pointing weapons at Mr. Jackson; the man aims a gun point blank at his head, while the woman stabs a short blade in front of her. It’s slick with smeared blood.
 
   My blood goes cold when I recognize them both. 
 
   They were the first ones to walk away during my speech the night before, when I proposed changing the name of our city to Alliance. The man with the thick beard. The woman with the dangerous eyes. I knew they hated the magic-born, but murderers? I wouldn’t have thought it in a million years. 
 
   “Hey!” I shout, to get their attention and to make sure they don’t stab or shoot me when I slip between them. 
 
   The woman whirls around, her knife pointed at me. “Back off, witch lover,” she says. “This is none of your business.”
 
   I take a slow step forward, then another, closing the gap between us by half. “What are you going to do, stab me?” I say. “I’m human. Doesn’t that make me one of your own?” Although I’m being sarcastic, I’m hoping playing to her beliefs will help diffuse the situation.
 
   “You ain’t no human,” she says, her words as tight as her jaw. “You can do things no human should be able to do. You’re a freak, just like the rest of them.” She spits in the direction of the Necros, who are clustered together behind Mr. Jackson. 
 
   That scares me, just a little. Until now, the humans seemed to trust me more than the magic-born. Now it seems they’ve lumped me in with them, something I can’t afford if I’m going to keep the peace. It’s been only a matter of days and already our little alliance is at its breaking point. Something has to be done. Something drastic. 
 
   I draw my sword, which glitters orange as it slides into the first rays of sun. The woman’s eyes widen and I see an instant of fear in them before they narrow again, determined not to back down. I stride forward, whipping my blade in a silent arc. The woman raises her knife and I let my sword crash into it, the sound of metal on metal ringing out above the collectively surprised gasp that issues from the human mob behind me. 
 
   My taut muscles and experienced bones absorb the impact, while the woman cries out in pain, dropping her weapon, the blow seeming to shiver through her entire body. In the same motion I shove her to the ground and chop with my left fist like a tomahawk, bringing the full force of my knuckles down on the forearm of the bearded man, who’s already swinging his weapon toward me, getting off a single magical shot. 
 
   My mind is already prepared to deflect the magged up bullet, and so I don’t even have to think about it. A white translucent shield appears and stops the bullet in the air, leaving it hovering two inches from my forehead. 
 
   Before me, the man screams, his fingers opening to release the gun, which thuds to the dry earth. He clutches his forearm, screaming, “I think you broke my arm, you bastard!”
 
   Mr. Jackson’s expression is one of surprise, but then he offers a nearly imperceptible nod of approval. It’s a nod I don’t get any thrill from, nor one that I need. In fact, I feel nothing except sadness at what these people made me do. 
 
   Enough. I’ve had “Enough!” I bellow, kicking the guy in the chest with a heavy boot. The collision rocks him back and he slams to the ground, still clutching his battered arm. I sheath my sword and bend down to confiscate the magical weapons. 
 
   A hush falls over the gathered crowd when I turn toward them. “You’re all acting like savages,” I say. “You’d be dead if not for the Necros, don’t you see that?”
 
   A young man with flawless teeth and clear, blue eyes steps forward. “This isn’t living,” he says. “We wouldn’t be in this position at all, if not for the magic-born.”
 
   Of course he’s right, but that doesn’t change the fact that it wasn’t all the magic-born that brought about the witch apocalypse, and we can’t punish them all for the sins of the others. I look him in the eyes but his stare doesn’t falter. “War’s coming in less than three days,” I say. “The Shifters are coming to exterminate us. We can’t be distracted by our hate for each other. We can’t be killing each other. Our very survival will depend on the alliance we formed.”
 
   “You mean the alliance you formed,” he says. For the first time I notice his clothing, which stands out because of how clean everything is. No one cares about washing clothes these days. They even appear to have been ironed, wrinkle-free. Strange. “Now let us tend to their injuries.” He motions to the man and woman.
 
   “No,” I say. “They’re criminals. They’ll be tried for murder the first chance we get.”
 
   “You don’t want to do this,” the guy says. 
 
   “No,” I say, “I don’t. But it’s something I have to do.” I spin in a circle, pointing my finger at the humans and Necros alike. “We won’t tolerate murder. Equal treatment for both humans and magic-born.” My eyes stop on the Reaper. “Any Necro who tries to retaliate will be punished accordingly.”
 
   For the first time I get a murmur of approval from the human side, but I take no comfort from it.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Six
 
   Laney
 
    
 
   I feel bad about lying to Rhett. But at the same time, I know that if he knew what I was planning, he’d try to stop me. For his sake, I have to do this. I have to find his father and figure out if there’s another way to get rid of his curse.
 
   When we part ways, it’s still dark. Soon Rhett’s replacement will relieve him at the perimeter and he’ll go with Xave, Mr. Jackson, Bil Nez, and the other witch hunters on a potentially deadly mission. But I can’t think about that. Rhett’s survived so much already; I have to hope he’ll make it through this, too. 
 
   Hope is a weed these days, growing quickly and where you least want it, ripped up by a lonely gardener who doesn’t recognize it as a beautiful flower.
 
   I shake my head, forcing myself to focus. Find Grogg. That’s the first step. Only he’ll be able to tell me where Martin Carter is. First I go to the street where Rhett told me he ran into the mud troll. He wasn’t too specific on the details, and I wasn’t about to ask, so I start at one end and head toward the other end, taking my time, scanning the road and sidewalks for any clues, my task becoming easier as the soft yellow light of dawn creeps over the horizon. 
 
   At first, all I find is evidence of the numerous magic-born who previously occupied the city under the watchful eye of President Washington. To my left there are flowers, which wouldn’t be weird except for the fact that they’re not planted in the ground. They’re floating at waist level and glowing slightly, unnaturally bright. To my right is an old fountain that shouldn’t work anymore, but which is spouting colored water in a dozen different directions, moving at impossible angles with the streams bouncing off of each other like ping-pong balls. One of the buildings has a brick wall with hundreds of monarch butterflies pinned to it. Curious, I run my fingers across the wall, and as I touch the delicate velvety wings of each butterfly, it reanimates and flutters away, until the air above me is full of them. I stand in awe with my arms out. Strange that those beings who used their magic for so much evil could also create so much beauty. Considering the magical energy required to perform spells, the magic-born must’ve been pretty bored to have spent their time on such trivial details. I guess waiting around to massacre a bunch of humans would get pretty boring. 
 
   As I continue down the road, I step into giant footprints in the asphalt, cracks spider-webbing out on all sides. Slammer footprints. I cringe. During my travels, I’ve become intimately acquainted with the giant witches and warlocks who left these tracks. 
 
   A third of the way down, there’s a tiny muddy footprint leading out of an alley. My heart leaps in excitement. If Grogg wasn’t made of mud, this quest might’ve been impossible. As it is, finding him should be as easy as following a trail of breadcrumbs. I’m hoping there’s not a hungry witch with a taste for human flesh at the end. 
 
   The footprints start in a relatively straight line, but then become erratic, moving in circles and zigzags. I laugh as I picture Hex chasing Grogg. Hex’s muddy paw prints are scattered throughout the scene. Past the evidence of Rhett’s meeting with Grogg, the footprints return to a directional path, showing short steps along the sidewalk, as if getting hit by cars is something we still need to be worried about. 
 
   I follow the tracks past office buildings and walk-up apartments, once resided in by lobbyists, politicians, journalists, lawyers and other professionals with an interest in the activities of the federal government. Windows are broken. Trash is strewn on the streets. Kids sit on steps and low walls, watching me, eyeing the gun at my hip.
 
   “Have you seen a little boy covered in mud?” I ask one of them, a freckle-faced pre-teen with sad, blue eyes. He stops bouncing a ratty old tennis ball, pinching it between two fingers.
 
   He shakes his head. Resumes the bouncing. The other kids look away, as if their parents—assuming they still have parents—have taught them not to talk to strangers. I think about what Xave said last night, about how the Shifters are seeking out children for their blood. We can’t let that happen. We can’t. Maybe Martin Carter will be able to help us, if we can only get rid of his damn curse. 
 
   The footprints turn, and I immediately realize where they’re headed.
 
   Toward the markets. 
 
   They call it The Exchange, and it’s where the surviving humans go to trade goods and services with each other. Rhett and I visited it once before, and we were both impressed by what we saw. There was hope there, and more than just a wildflower in a bed of roses. 
 
   Why would Grogg go there? 
 
   The Exchange is already full of activity: Traders setting up tents; men and women pulling children’s wagons or pushing shopping carts and wheelbarrows, bringing their goods to market; children running and laughing, playing tag. The scene is similar to the one I witnessed a few days ago. It’s almost as if the world is no different than it ever was, and this is just another flea market, not the only market. 
 
   Two blocks from The Exchange, Grogg’s footprints angle sharply off the sidewalk into an alleyway, eventually settling behind a Dumpster that’s filled to overflowing, spilling garbage all around it. 
 
   The mud thickens, as if Grogg shed his outer layer while hiding in this exact spot.
 
   But Grogg is nowhere to be found. The footprints just end. 
 
   I move further down the alley, just in case the mud-creature acquired the ability to jump long distances, but there’s no sign of him. I retrace my steps to the street, wondering if the little bugger might’ve doubled back, walking backwards over his own prints in an attempt to throw off potential pursuers. Nope. Nothing. Nowhere along the path is there any evidence that he snuck in another direction. 
 
   Which leaves the Dumpster.
 
   Finally, I tear my gaze from the ground, looking for mud on the edge of the metal waste receptacle, praying I don’t have to go diving through the muck to find the weasel. 
 
   I see it, but not on the Dumpster. On the building’s brick wall. A footprint. Higher up, diagonally to the right, there’s another footprint. The pattern continues as high as I can see, a zigzag series of footprints that look exactly the same as the ones I’ve been following on the sidewalk. Except they’re vertical, not horizontal. 
 
   Freaking Grogg pulled a Spiderman right up the side of this wall. 
 
   Maybe he’s more than just a freaky little punk after all. 
 
   “Dammit,” I mutter, my calves already screaming at the thought of climbing to the roof. 
 
   Having no other choice, I do it. I enter the building and I ascend eight flights, kicking the metal fire door open at the top in frustration. “Where are you, you dirty monkey?” I shout, my toe throbbing. 
 
   A trail of prints cut the roof in half, from one end to the other.
 
   “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I groan.
 
   The prints go right over the edge. I know I’m right even before I peek down the side of the building, feeling slightly lightheaded from the height. Sure enough, Grogg’s trail goes straight down the wall. 
 
   My gaze traces them to the ground, across another alley, and then up the next building, which is shorter, and across its roof. Apparently gravity doesn’t bother creatures made from mud. Either that or he has calves, quads, and buns of steel. 
 
   Once more appreciating the hold that gravity has on me, I fly back down the stairs to street level, continuing toward The Exchange. Grogg’s prints pop from an alley and march right through the market. Partway along, a woman with a broom steps from a tented booth with a broom. She begins furiously sweeping at the dried mud, whisking it away. 
 
   “Wait!” I shout, running now. 
 
   The woman turns, raising the broom like a baseball bat, as if ready to smack my head into left field. I stop because I know this woman.
 
   “Gertie?” I say. She’s the camp cook. Lieutenant Hemsworth—a lump forms in my throat when I remember my friend—introduced me to her when we first arrived in town.
 
   “Laney?” Gertie says, sounding equally surprised. As usual her gray hair is pulled into a tight bun. She’s wearing a floral frock that covers her impressive girth like a carnival tent. A white grease-stained apron hangs from her shoulders, tied snugly around her waist. “Why are you attacking me?”
 
   “I’m not,” I say, panting slightly. “Just. Can you stop cleaning that mud?”
 
   She looks at me, then at the broom, which she lowers, then back at me, her brow furrowing. “Girl, are you feeling all right? Have you had breakfast?”
 
   Leave it to Gertie to think a squirrel pie is the solution to everything. “No. I mean, yes. I mean, I’m feeling fine. I’m just looking for someone.”
 
   Her frown deepens. “Let me guess, he’s three feet tall and leaves a mess everywhere he goes.”
 
   “How did you—”
 
   “I’ve been cleaning up after him every morning,” Gertie says. “For some reason he likes taking a midnight stroll through The Exchange. I tried to catch him once, but he’s a quick little thing.”
 
   Color me shocked. The whole town must know about Grogg by now—Gertie’s not exactly known for being tight-lipped. “Do you know where he goes?” I ask.
 
   “Sure. I followed him all the way to the White House. He was perched atop the only pillar still standing. I threatened him, muttering all manner of vile curses, things that would turn any Christian woman’s ears red. And you know what?”
 
   I shake my head, trying not to laugh.
 
   “He threw a mud ball at my head. Since then, I swear he takes heavier footsteps so he’ll leave even more mud.”
 
   Grogg has a sense of humor. Who’d have guessed it? 
 
   “Thanks, Gertie,” I say. “I’ve gotta run.”
 
   As I race through the market, she hollers after me. “If you find that troll, tell him he’ll rue the day he insulted the likes of Gertie McGruger!”
 
   As I chuckle at Gertie’s threat, traders stare at me when I pass their stalls, but I mostly ignore them until I come across one that stops me dead in my tracks. A candy stand, promising “Delicious Homemade Delights.” Brightly colored hard candy fills glass jars while lumpy chocolates and caramels rest on trays. There’s a crowd of kids in front of the stand, laughing and screaming and carrying on. The man behind the makeshift wooden counter is wearing a brown bowler hat with tight mesh netting hanging down around his face and neck. His arms and hands are likewise protected, covered by his long-sleeved flannel t-shirt and thick, black gardener’s gloves. 
 
   But that’s not the thing that makes me stop.
 
   It’s the bees. They surround his stand in a swarm, landing on him and his candy, crawling all over everything, their ceaseless buzzing filling the air. After the man quickly brushes the bees off of each piece of candy, his customers grab them, screaming and running away. The man swats at the bees endlessly, trying to keep the winged stinging machines away from his treasures, but they’re unbeatable, infinite. They remind me of the magic-born who’ve decided to exterminate humankind. Each time you swat one, another one buzzes in to take their place. 
 
   A swell of hopelessness rolls through me and I have to force myself to look away, to continue on, to remember that as long as we’re fighting there’s still a chance for victory. I hope I’m not being foolishly optimistic.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Just as Gertie promised, Grogg is perched atop the pillar like a gargoyle. The rest of the White House is in shambles, most of it having tumbled into the chasm opened up by the now-dead wizard, Charles Gordon. What’s left of the building looks like a demolition site: piles of rubble, splintered wood, sheared copper pipes, and a lone pillar, once white, now seared with streaks of black and speckled with blood. And, of course, muddy footprints.
 
   Nearby, the Claires are sitting in a circle on the lawn. Tara watches me with interest but doesn’t approach. I avoid her gaze, turning my attention to the sky. “Grogg,” I say.
 
   “Leave us,” the creature says.
 
   “Is your master available for a chat?”
 
   “Master is busy,” Grogg croaks.
 
   “Is he saying that or are you?” I sidestep a clump of mud that falls from above. “That’s not very nice.”
 
   “Accident,” Grogg says. “Can’t stop the shedding.”
 
   I raise an eyebrow. Maybe he didn’t throw a mud ball at Gertie after all. “Is that normal?” I ask.
 
   “Don’t know. Grogg knows nothing but what Master tells us.”
 
   “Does he have anything to say to me—to Laney?”
 
   Grogg shifts slightly and liquid mud slides down the pillar, like a molten chocolate cake erupting. “Keep Rhett away, Master says. Keep Rhett focused. Rhett gives hope. And Rhett takes it away.”
 
   I consider what to say next. “Rhett is fine,” I say. “But he can’t stop thinking about the curse. If I can help take care of that, he’ll be able to focus better.”
 
   Grogg coughs and mud droplets rain all around me. I keep my mouth closed, grimacing as the wet filth sprinkles my cheeks. “Dying,” Grogg says. 
 
   “What?” I exclaim. “How can you die? You’re made of mud.”
 
   “Tied to Master,” Grogg says. “We’re all dying. That’s why Rhett must forget us. Rhett must move forward and leave us behind.”
 
   Crapballs. Rhett’s father has already spent too much time near Rhett. I was there for some of the meetings. He saved us more than once, but it cost him dearly. I saw the agony on his face, like his very life force was being sucked from his body. The curse. President Washington’s legacy, continuing to torment us from the grave. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” I say. “But Rhett should know. He needs to know.”
 
   Grogg’s voice changes, becoming less guttural and more normal, like a man speaking, deep and firm and tender. “He never knew me. He doesn’t need to know me now. I have to slip away into the night. It’s the right thing for everyone.”
 
   I’m actually speaking to Rhett’s father, a man who hasn’t spoken in years, his tongue cut out by the Head of the Witch Council just before she cursed him. And his voice sounds just like Rhett. 
 
   Something burns in the back of my throat. Pull yourself together, Laney! I think harshly. Only you can do this. 
 
   “I want to see you,” I say, trying to sound confident. “No, I will see you.”
 
   Grogg shakes his head, flinging mud. “Please,” Martin Carter says through the troll’s mouth. “Don’t make this any harder.”
 
   My knuckles tighten in determination. “Harder? What’s harder for Rhett than you dying before he’s even had a chance to get to know you? What’s harder for Rhett than feeling like it’s his fault that you’re dead? What’s harder than thinking you’re an orphan all your life only to find out your father’s alive but you can’t go anywhere near him? Explain it to me, because I’m not understanding.” My teeth are clenched together, my angry words growling between them. 
 
   Grogg sighs, and it sounds so human. It’s disconcerting but intriguing at the same time. Magic has given Martin Carter his voice back, if only for a short time. 
 
   “You care about my son,” Grogg says. 
 
   It’s not a question, so I don’t answer, just wait. 
 
   “You can give him what I cannot. If I meet with you, you must agree to tell him word-for-word everything I tell you, and nothing more.”
 
   “I can’t promise that,” I say.
 
   Another tired sigh. He sounds exhausted, like every breath is a struggle. He doesn’t have much time left. “I can see what he sees in you,” Grogg says. “You’re strong. Like Rhett’s mother was.”
 
   “We’re both strong,” I say. “Where can I find you?”
 
   “Grogg will lead you,” he says, and the mud-creature slides down the pillar. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seven
 
   Rhett
 
    
 
   In some ways, it feels good to be doing something. Even if that something is going on a deadly mission to hunt shape-shifting witches after having stayed up all night watching out for said deadly shape-shifting witches. I need to hit something, to feel the adrenaline rush of battle, if only to clear my mind from what happened earlier between the humans and the magic-born. The murdered Necro, who was apparently stabbed in the back because he made some ill-advised threat against the man and woman’s future unborn children. 
 
   I personally oversaw them being locked up in one of the police stations within our boundaries, all the while doing my best to not react to the obscenities they hurled at me; the neatly dressed guy with the big mouth insisted on tagging along to ensure “no human rights were violated.” He promised he would be representing the pair at trial, as their lawyer. I promised him I didn’t give a crap what he did. For all I know, we’ll all be dead before there’s ever a trial, and anyway, those two might be safer behind bars than free on the outside. 
 
   For this mission, Bil Nez is a no-show. Shocker. He’s probably gone off the reservation again, no pun intended. I don’t even smile at my own internal joke, because the truth is, he’s one of the few friends I have and the thought that something could happen to him when he’s having one of his episodes scares the crap out of me. 
 
   Hex is also a no-show. Also not that shocking. Although I consider him my dog—I did save him from a witch using him as a guinea pig for her spells—I’m not his master. He’ll do as he pleases and pop in and out of my life according to his own wishes. In fact, if history is any measure, he’ll probably show up at the penultimate point of the battle and save the day in usual Hex-dramatic style. I hope he does.
 
   The other witch hunters are cleaning their weapons, packing their gear, buying last minute magical explosives from Tillman Huckle, who’s driven his van/warehouse right onto the White House lawn, where Xave said we would meet. The witch hunters come in all shapes and sizes, ages and genders. They’re scarred, they’re tattooed, they’re pierced, and they’re hungry for battle. But not a single one of them looks scared. A brief burst of pride fills my chest. At various times in the past, I’ve loathed being known as a witch hunter, being grouped together with people I’ve had little in common with. But today, at this moment, I’m honored to call them my friends.
 
   A week ago, when the battle ended, the witch hunters took a chance on trusting me, going against their every instinct to spare the lives of Mr. Jackson and Xave and the other Necros. And now they’re going to fight alongside them. It almost seems inconceivable.
 
   Of course, that’s when Mr. Jackson shows up, his black boots crunching across the grass. 
 
   “Hey Creeper,” one of the witch hunters calls out. The other hunters call him Snake, because he’s always spewing venom in the form of trash talk. 
 
   “It’s Reaper,” one of the other Necros says, his words seeming to float out from the shadowy abyss of his hood-shrouded face. “I suggest you get it right next time.”
 
   Snake, who does seem to slither when he walks, his feet barely leaving the ground with each step, moves toward Mr. Jackson, who ignores him. 
 
   “Hey! I’m talking to you,” Snake says, pausing for a second. And then: “Creeper.”
 
   Mr. Jackson stops, turns to face the witch hunter. His voice comes out low and threatening, like dark clouds gathering before a storm. “I didn’t ask for what I am, just as you didn’t ask for a brain the size of a small stone. We are who we are, and if you can’t respect that, I will make your every waking hour a living nightmare. I will destroy your mind and claim your soul. You will wish for death and abhor life.” The Reaper takes a step forward, close enough that Snake will feel his breath as he says, “Are we clear?”
 
   Snake’s chin juts out a little, but even from a distance I can see the way his bottom lip quivers. “For now,” he says, turning on his heel. Under his breath he mutters, “Creeper,” but Mr. Jackson doesn’t react, except to raise a hand to stop three Necros from launching themselves at the witch hunter. 
 
   His gaze turns to me, and I can see a slight smile there. I shake my head. A week ago he promised he would help keep the peace between the Necros and the witch hunters. Technically, he’s doing just that, although he has a funny way of going about it. Claim your soul? Seriously? What does that even mean?
 
   I turn away and scan the White House lawn, trying to clear my head.
 
   The Claires, who, with their sparkling white gowns, bare feet, and flower-braided hair, look like a mix between heavenly messengers and hippie goddesses, watch us with interest. I notice a lone dark figure crossing the lawn to meet the witches. Xave. He approaches one of them. She’s slender and moves in a way that should only be possible for the wind. Tara.
 
   She listens, looks past him at me, and then listens some more. Then Xave seems to listen, and though her lips don’t move I know she’s speaking in his head. When he turns away, his eyes meet mine, warm and brown and alert, and I can almost believe he’s watching from the stands at football practice, and that any minute he’ll do something loud and clever to embarrass me in the way that only Xavier was capable of. 
 
   And for a moment nobody had to die.
 
   And for a moment I’ve never killed anyone.
 
   The moment passes and Xave becomes a warlock again, wearing a dark cloak that a year ago he wouldn’t have been caught dead in, even on Halloween. And I become…whoever it is I’ve become. A stranger even to myself. 
 
   “What did you ask her?” I say when Xave approaches.
 
   “To join us,” he says.
 
   “She declined?”
 
   “Politely and in riddles,” he says.
 
   “Sounds about right.” 
 
   “She said her pathway is an endless stairway that repeats itself with each spiral.”
 
   “Isn’t everyone’s?” I say, and I can’t keep a straight face, my smile coming as naturally as it does with Laney and Huckle. As naturally as it used to come with Xave and Beth.
 
   Xave returns my grin and when he throws his hood back his expression is the face of innocence, like it always was. Yeah, the curves of his cheeks have slimmed and hardened, his hair’s been cut shorter, his eyes have gained edges that scare me a little…but he’s still my friend. Salem’s Revenge has made us all do things we’d never have done…before…but it didn’t make us completely different people. Any changes to humanity were destined to occur one way or another, regardless of what happened. That’s something I’m slowly coming to terms with.
 
   “I want to show you something later,” Xave says. “You and Laney. When we get back.”
 
   I cock an eyebrow. Although Xave and I have been mostly friendly and cordial over the last week, it’s not like we hang out. We’re just not there yet. “Um. Okay,” I say. “What is it?”
 
   “I want to show you what I do.”
 
   Oh.
 
   “Can I take a rain check? 
 
   Xave’s face falls. “That’s okay, I don’t want to force you—”
 
   “Sorry,” I say. “It’s just, things are sort of okay between us and I don’t want to screw it all up.”
 
   “I understand,” Xave says.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   And though our words are pleasant enough, I can feel the cracks between us reopen, as if we’d only filled them with dust and not cement, blown away by the slightest breeze. 
 
   Xave leaves my side to join his father, who’s apparently decided to change his name from the Reaper to the Soul Stealer. That’s one happy family. 
 
   Floss, the leader of the witch hunters, gestures me over, her usual scowl plastered across her face. Reluctantly, I head in her direction. The last thing I need right now is a lecture. And yet, that’s usually why she wants to talk to me.
 
   “Why didn’t you rally the witch hunters last night?” she says sharply, the silver stud in her tongue dancing in her mouth. 
 
   I ignore the accusatory nature of her tone. “You needed to be well-rested for today,” I say. It’s not exactly the truth, but the last thing I wanted was a bunch of angry, sleep-deprived witch hunters stirring up trouble on the perimeter. 
 
   “We could’ve gone after them,” she says, jabbing her head at me with each word. It’s like she’s trying to poke me in the eye with the white, spiky stripe that runs down the center of her boy-short haircut. I fight the urge to step back.
 
   “That’s exactly what we didn’t need to do,” I say. 
 
   “The third Resistor and Flora? If we’d taken them out the rest of the Shifters would’ve fallen as easily as dominos and we wouldn’t be preparing for today’s mission. And who knows, if we’d had a common enemy last night, maybe no one would’ve gotten killed.”
 
   Great, now she’s blaming me for the murder. I close my eyes, take a deep breath, open them. I’m exhausted. The last thing I need is to fight a bunch of battles before we leave to fight the real battle. I start over. “Look, Floss, they were gone as quickly as they appeared. Into the forest. We wouldn’t have had the first clue which direction they’d taken. You’d have had to spread your hunters too thinly, and Flora surely would’ve had Shifter backup. They’d have picked us off one at a time. When we hit them, it needs to be on our terms. And for your information, those two humans were going to kill one of the magic-born eventually, no matter how many enemies we have left to fight.”
 
   She frowns, but doesn’t snap back. Instead, she seems to think about it, really considering what I’m saying. “That makes sense,” she says, cracking her knuckles. “Next time, wake me up and tell me what happened. Then we can talk about it. People may look to you for guidance, but you’re not the only one with a say. We need to be able to trust each other.”
 
   I feel bad right away. She’s right. She trusted me a week ago. I need to start trusting her today. “You’re right,” I say. “I’m fumbling through this like everyone else. Next time I’ll talk to you. You, me, the Reaper, and someone from the Claires. We’ll decide together.”
 
   She looks away, playing with her tongue-stud, clicking it across her upper teeth. I follow her gaze to where it zeroes in on the Necros, and then moves off to find the Claires. “I don’t know if I can do that,” she says, shaking her head.
 
   My frustration boils over, exhaustion seeming to have singed my nerves like a flame passing beneath a thread. “You agreed to this when you decided not to fight them a week ago!” I hiss. “We don’t have time to dwell on petty differences. We’re all on the same side.” 
 
   “It’s not that,” she says. “It’s not me.” It’s my turn to frown, letting her words sink in. It dawns on me. Oh. 
 
   “You’re afraid the other hunters won’t trust you anymore,” I say.
 
   Her eyes snap to mine. “Or respect me. Or listen to me. My past history with them was the only thing that stayed their hands a week ago. But it’s not over—not by a long shot. If they choose another leader things could go very badly very quickly.”
 
   “Is it that bad?” I say. I’ve stayed away from the witch hunters, letting them do their thing. Letting Floss keep them on our side. Which was stupid, I only now realize. You can’t expect people to listen to you when you don’t even understand them or give them the time of day.
 
   “Snake is not an isolated case,” she says. “About half of them are willing to take my lead, but the other half are big fat question marks. If we push them too far, they might rebel.”
 
   I huff out a sigh and rub my burning eyes. With the regular humans on the verge of rebellion, we can’t afford to lose our strained alliance with the witch hunters, too. This was never going to be easy. What I want is a warm bed and a hot shower. Instead I have to deal with the twenty-first century’s latest version of racism. There’s simply too much distrust between the humans and magic-born. I drop my voice to a whisper. “We have to agree on things if this alliance is going to work,” I say.
 
   “You mean, like changing the name of New Washington to Alliance?” she says. Although it sounds like an accusation, there’s humor in her voice. 
 
   Oops. “Sorry,” I say. “I guess I got a little carried away.” I don’t say it was Huckle’s idea. That’ll only cast even more doubt on my ability to make good decisions. 
 
   “I know you’re right,” Floss says, giving me a pass on my past mistakes. “I just don’t know if my hunters are ready to see me laughing and shaking hands with the magic-born.”
 
   She’s got a point, even if I wish she didn’t. I mean, not that long ago I didn’t feel all that different to her hunters. If anything, I hated the magic-born even more than them. Hell, Laney ditched me at one point because I was so blinded by my need for revenge that I wouldn’t listen to anything anyone else said.
 
   “What if I’m the go-between,” I say. “I meet with the humans, we discuss things, make decisions, and then I take those to the magic-born for agreement. And vice versa. Like a secret council.”
 
   Floss chews on that for a minute. “It might work. Can’t hurt to try.”
 
   “Good,” I say. “Anything else?”
 
   “No,” she says. She turns away and shouts, “Round ’em up, ladies! Let’s go find us some Shifters to kill!”
 
   And the bloodthirsty roar that goes up is enough to solidify my decision to keep the witch hunters on our side at all costs. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   If it wasn’t so indicative of the strength of the invisible wall between us, the scene would almost be comedic. 
 
   Witch hunters on one side, cracking jokes and firing glares across to the other side of the road, Floss silently moving amongst them; Necros on the other, the Reaper at the front with Xave by his side, leading grotesque Reanimates who seem to require constant reminders not to attack the witch hunters. 
 
   And me, stuck in the middle, walking in the empty gulf between them, feeling more and more like I don’t belong on either side. A real outcast. However, if I’m being honest with myself, I’d feel more comfortable with the wise-cracking witch hunters than the silent, gloomy Necros. Other than Mr. Jackson and Xave, none of the Necros have ever tried speaking to me. Apparently raising the dead requires intense nonverbal concentration or something.
 
   And though I keep moving them forward, my legs are like iron cauldrons. 
 
   After fifteen minutes of traipsing down the traffic-less road toward the area on the map where our scouts spotted the Shifters, Mr. Jackson falls in next to me. 
 
   “What’s up?” I say slowly, expecting yet another verbal battle. 
 
   He surprises me when he says, “We’ve got company.”
 
   When I raise my eyebrows he motions off the road, to the right, past where the Reanimates are strung out in a line, moving in that herky-jerky fashion that instantly gives away their undeadness. 
 
   I see it. A flash of red amongst the trees. Snow-white skin set against a black backdrop, like the moon in the night sky. The red Changeling. Angelique. 
 
   What the hell is she doing here?
 
   I only realize I’ve asked the question out loud, when Mr. Jackson says, “You should find out. We could use her as an ally again.”
 
   Great. Time for another witch apocalypse therapy session with Dr. Rhett Carter, licensed Hearer of Grievances, Taker of Crap, and Maker of Unforgivable Mistakes. Feel free to kick off your shoes and lie down on my couch. 
 
   And yet I am curious as to her sudden appearance. Other than last night and today, she’s been staying out of sight, doing who knows what. Plotting and scheming most likely.
 
   I nod to Mr. Jackson and drop back behind the column of Necros. I’d rather pass behind the Reanimates so they don’t mistake me for the enemy. 
 
   Fallen leaves crunch underfoot when I step into the forest. Branches reach like gnarled claws across my path, daring me to try to slip by unscathed. I stand stock-still, watching for movement. Laney appears before me, her golden hair falling like sunbeams around her sky-blue eyes and smirking lips. She looks so much like the real thing that I have to physically steady myself by grabbing the trunk of a small tree, which shakes under my weight, its leaves vibrating like a rattlesnake’s tail. 
 
   “Are you going to try to seduce me by pretending to be my girlfriend?” I ask.
 
   Her lips flash the smile I’ve grown to love. “Will it work?” The voice is deeper and more seductive than Laney’s, missing her rasp and sharp tongue. 
 
   “Not in a million years. You’re nothing more than a fake.”
 
   She grabs her chest, which is now twice as big as Laney’s, as voluptuous as the winner of a Dolly Parton lookalike contest. The Changeling brushes her silky red hair away from her face, making it dance like flames when it catches the beams of sunlight filtering through the branches and leaves. “Ouch, Rhett Carter. My heart. I think you broke it.” 
 
   She has one thing in common with Laney: She knows how to use sarcasm like a knife.
 
   “Just tell me what you want,” I say. 
 
   “What I want?” she says, her eyes and mouth widening. “I thought you knew me so well. You certainly judge me enough.”
 
   I stay silent, unsure what to make of her. This version of her is so different than the previous one. No glitz. No glamour. Her sparkling red dress has been replaced with one of sheik black, tight enough to hug every inch of her curves. The change in fashion seems consistent with her emotional changes. Before there was always an agenda, some ulterior motive to each and every word, each and every action. 
 
   Now there’s just a hurt, friendless woman in mourning. I almost feel sorry for her. Almost.
 
   “No one’s judging you,” I say. “We’re just trying to figure out where you stand now that—”
 
   The black holes that swallow her eyes stop me.
 
   “Now that what, Mr. Carter?” she says, a threat looming heavy in her words.
 
   Now that all the rest of the Changelings are dead, I think. “Now that President Washington is dead,” I say. “I mean, wasn’t that your main goal the whole time? So I just want to know what’s next for you?”
 
   Her chin drops and her eyes fall to her feet. No, this is a very different witch than the woman I fought weeks ago in that deer hunter’s cabin in the woods. That woman would never have looked away from a challenge. 
 
   When she looks up again there’s wet anger in her eyes and in the snarling line of her mouth, which spits out her next words. “What I want, Rhett Carter, is a front row seat for the end of the world.”
 
   “What do you know about Flora?” I ask, changing tact.
 
   Although she raises her eyebrows in surprise, the hardness doesn’t leave her face. “Flora? That slinky little bitch is unpredictable. Her family is quite well known in magical circles. Her mother was a stalwart defender of co-existing with humanity. Flora worshipped her, but she was always the black sheep—or should I say panther—of the family. Her mother was ashamed of her, although Flora never ceased to seek her affections, all the way up until the day she died in a mysterious accident. No one really knows what happened, but there were always suspicions that Flora murdered her and made it look like an accident, regardless of what lies her sick mind created to let her sleep at night.”
 
   Ugh. I’m almost sorry I asked. Not really though—knowing one’s enemy is crucial to victory. I open my mouth to ask another question, but it seems the conversation is over.
 
   Angelique is already gone, red and black flashing amongst the green and brown foliage.
 
   Another successful session with Dr. Carter, I think wryly. I’ll bill your insurance provider directly.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eight
 
   Hex
 
    
 
   Making sense of the smells around him was so much easier before the little boy made of mud showed up. Now his odor seems to dominate Hex’s every last smell bud, like a pungent overused perfume. Grogg, he remembers. Grogg Grogg Grogg. Hex likes Grogg. He likes his smell, his taste, and the way he plays hide and seek with Hex. He even likes how it sounds when Two-Leggers say Grogg’s name. Almost like frog. And Hex loves chasing frogs. 
 
   Hex is very lucky. All he wanted to do today was follow Laney’s scent, because Rhett asked Hex a long time ago to “Protect her,” and all he wants to do is make Rhett happy. He’s the best Two-Legger Hex has ever met, way better than those Two-Leggers who used to throw him bones and scraps in the alley. And way way better than the Two-Leggers who used make Hex swim in the big black bowls full of hot, murky liquid, until Rhett came along to take him away. But today Hex is lucky because Grogg’s scent and Laney’s scent seem to be heading in the same direction. Lucky lucky lucky.
 
   Given how much the two of them smell, Hex could easily follow them with his eyes closed, but Grogg makes it even easier because of all the mud he leaves behind. It’s distracting. Hex can’t seem to resist himself, stopping to smell it and lick it and roll in it. It makes him want to bark to the birds in the treetops. But he doesn’t, because he knows following means being quiet.
 
   His mouth waters when he sees a particularly large clump of mud, just sitting there in a ball. His tongue lolls out as he goes to lick it, but he can’t reach, even when he bends his neck toward the ground.
 
   Oh.
 
   Curious and weird.
 
   Weird and curious and most definitely interesting. 
 
   He’s floating off the ground, his feet still moving as if he’s walking, but they’re only touching air. They do that sometimes, usually when he’s excited or angry or scared or trying to protect one of the good Two-Leggers. Other, even weirder and more curious things happen sometimes too. He must’ve gotten really excited about that clump of mud. 
 
   He tries to think boring thoughts, like sleeping and peeing and—peeing! 
 
   The very thought makes his leg spring up and the waters start flowing. Peeing used to be more boring—necessary but boring—but now he always makes it more fun. Today he makes his stream turn into ice, leaving a frozen waterfall all the way to the ground. He wishes Rhett was here to see it. Hex can always make Rhett laugh with his interesting peeing. 
 
   As his legs once more gain hold on the earth, Hex tries to remember why he’s here, what he’s doing. 
 
   Protect…um…protect someone…protect…
 
   Chipmunk! 
 
   The tiny brown creature bursts through the undergrowth like it’s been shot from a cannon, but Hex is already giving chase, his paws kicking up acorns and leaves. But the chipmunk is fast and this is its home, so it seems to know every tree, bush and root, bounding between, under and through obstacles while Hex is forced to go around almost everything. Finally, the chipmunk leaps onto the trunk of a large oak, scurrying up the tree as easily as a bird soaring into its nest. 
 
   Hex is not to be defeated. And though dogs can’t climb trees, he’s not a dog anymore, his body morphing into that of a cat. A big cat. A lion!
 
   His claws sink into the bark and he climbs after the chipmunk, which is diving for a tiny hole in the trunk, and Hex the lion throws himself upwards and—
 
   Time stops. Hex can see everything: the chipmunk, its tiny eyes wide with fear; his own outstretched paws, claws extended; a leaf frozen in midair, having broken loose from a branch high above.
 
   Hex knows it’s him again. He’s doing it. He thinks maybe it’s on purpose, like some part of him trying to tell him something, or trying to make him do something, but he’s not sure. It’s hard to be sure of anything other than his desire to play with that furry creature running from him.
 
   And then he remembers.
 
   Laney.
 
   The Two-Leggers are counting on him and he can’t let a chipmunk stop him from protecting her. A squirrel might be too hard to resist, but a chipmunk? Woof. No contest. 
 
   When time starts again, Hex is a dog. The chipmunk slips into the safety of its hole, and Hex floats himself to the ground, following his nose back to Grogg’s intoxicating scent.
 
   Yep, he thinks, Laney’s scent is there, too. Follow one and you get the other.
 
   It’s a lucky day indeed. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nine
 
   Laney
 
    
 
   Grogg’s stink is getting to me. Despite my valiant efforts to stay upwind of him, the traitorous breezes won’t allow it, swirling and sending his noxious body fumes into my nostrils. 
 
   A clothespin might work, but alas, I haven’t done laundry in weeks so I didn’t consider them worthy of being included in my vital survival supplies. So I try to breathe through my mouth and not throw up my light breakfast of salted boiled eggs, or the bread-and-mystery-meat lunch I consumed while following the mud-creature.
 
   While the sun chased the clouds across the sky, Grogg led me through dozens of apartment buildings, a museum, multiple discount stores, at least eighteen Starbucks (I might be exaggerating), and a playground. Between all of those were a whole lot of random roads and nature and neighborhoods. His strangely difficult and convoluted route seems to be borne from an innate need for the mud troll to always take the most linear path from one point to another. If not for me, he would’ve likely walked up and over the buildings, rather than going through them. A couple of times I recommended we just go—ahem, here’s a novel idea—around them, but he almost choked with laughter, so I stopped suggesting it. In the playground, he even climbed the steps of a jungle gym, crossed a child’s rope bridge, and slid down the slide, all to avoid taking five steps to either side to pass to the left or right of it. I considered following, but the rope bridge wasn’t looking too sturdy and I wasn’t particularly keen on using a slide in the wake of King Sludge. 
 
   Now we’re just outside of what used to be D.C., in an area with brief copses of dense forest amongst upscale residential neighborhoods. With long, branchless trunks, the trees look like rows of teeth. I hustle past them, hoping Grogg doesn’t notice my uneasiness.
 
   When we finally stop at a large house with a mailbox in the shape of a sailboat—you put the mail into a slot in the side and raise the sails—I’m beginning to wonder whether Grogg is lost.
 
   “Master waits,” he says, pointing toward the front door.
 
   “Here?” I ask stupidly.
 
   “Master waits,” he insists, gesturing again.
 
   It seems random, but then again, my entire life seems random these days, so I head up the path, thankful the wind is blowing Grogg’s stink away from me. The garage door is open, showcasing a large four-car garage. One spot is vacant, but there are black skid marks on the cement, as if someone drove out of there in a hurry. The second spot has a red sports car, the kind that almost looks like a toy. Rhett would have to sit in the trunk to be able to extend his legs far enough to drive it. The third slot showcases a large black truck with a trailer hitched to the back, presumably used to haul a boat. The trailer takes up the entire fourth spot. A million questions about who used to live here float through my mind, but I blink them away. I’ve learned that some questions are better left unanswered.
 
   When I reach the ocean-blue front door, I consider knocking for about half a second. But that’s not the world we live in anymore, where common courtesy requires pleases and thank yous and knocking before entering.
 
   Instead, I turn the handle and shoulder it open, my Glock drawn, just in case this is really an elaborate trap by some tricky Shifter. Nothing moves, nothing stirs. I glance behind me and Grogg is gone, his muddy footprints leading to the backyard. Maybe there’s a pool back there. Maybe he’s going to get cleaned up, revealing a skinny pink-skinned midget underneath all those layers of grime. Ha. Wouldn’t that be a shock?
 
   Turning back to the inside of the house, I step inside. Whoa. Nice place. The open foyer is like a sailboat museum, with replica watercrafts resting atop delicate antique tables covered in a thin, undisturbed layer of dust. On the walls are photographs. Most of them look like selfies—just a close up of a middle-aged guy with various angles of his sailboat. 
 
   In all of them he looks happy. Alone, but happy.
 
   Although I know it’ll only make me crazy, I wonder whether he made it. Whether his frantic decision to race off in whatever car left the skid marks in the garage saved his life, or doomed him to a violent and fiery demise at the hands of some wizard directing traffic with the effectiveness of a no-armed man. 
 
   I hope he did. I hope this guy will one day get to sail again.
 
   Even though I know I’m hoping these things for this stranger because I want to hope them for myself, it still gives me a small measure of comfort and strength. 
 
   Blinking quickly, I say, “Hello?”
 
   There’s a weird gurgling sound that would’ve totally freaked me out if I hadn’t heard it before. It’s the sound a person with a severed tongue makes when they try to talk.
 
   And there’s only one person I know with a severed tongue.
 
   “Mr. Carter? It’s Laney. I’m coming in. Don’t do any of your crazy ninja magic on me, okay?” 
 
   Gurgle gurgle. 
 
   I find Rhett’s father in what used to be a large sunroom in the rear of the first floor. He’s sitting in a large, plush leather recliner staring out the window at Grogg, who’s bouncing up and down on a trampoline, doing backflips and somersaults. Well, there goes the resale value, I think. It’s even going to be hard to sell it on Craigslist now that it’s covered in stinky mud. 
 
   “Are you making him do that?” I ask.
 
   Martin Carter turns toward me and I almost gasp. He’s aged. Not in a it’s-really-stressful being-a-cursed-warlock-during-the-witch-apocalypse kind of aging; more like in a better-hire-a-lawyer-and-draw-up-a-will kind of way. He looks terrible. It’s not just his dirty, torn, ragged clothes, which he never seems to change, but his actual body. When I last saw him he was middle-aged but strong-looking. Sturdy. It didn’t seem all that crazy that he was Rhett’s father. Now he could be his grandfather, his hair shock-white, his face crabbed with lines and spots. His arms and legs are thinner, seemingly swallowed up by his gray sweatshirt. 
 
   He shakes his head in response to my question, and I look away, trying not to stare.
 
   “What’s happening to you?” I say, because I have to say something, even though he’s already told me. I guess I didn’t really believe him until now. I answer my own question. “You’re dying.” 
 
   When I meet his gaze again, his expression is soft, comforting. His hand shakes as he points to a notepad and pen on the coffee table. I place my Glock next to it and pick up the pen and paper and hand them to him. He rests the pad in his lap and begins scrawling. Although I’m hesitant to get too close to him for fear that he’ll break as easily as crystal, I stand behind his chair so I can watch him write:
 
   Even Grogg deserves some freedom.
 
   Not what I expected him to say. I never really thought of Grogg as a living creature. More like a puppet, used by whoever his current master is and then passed along or forgotten. Apparently there’s more to him than just the orders he follows. Apparently a level of free will can be afforded to him by his master. In this case Grogg’s using it to bounce on a trampoline. Or he was. Now he’s running across the lawn toward the house. When he reaches the exterior, he doesn’t stop, just keeps running, his body going horizontal as he scurries up the window and out of sight, leaving his tiny mud-prints on the glass. 
 
   I can’t help my laughter. Martin’s eyes dance to mine and they’re so similar to Rhett’s that I can’t look away. Rich, brown pools of strength and beauty and something so real you almost wish you could harvest it for those moments when you’re at your weakest. 
 
   “Why don’t you speak through Grogg now?” I ask.
 
   He moves the pen quickly over the page, his handwriting messy but readable.
 
   It’s not necessary.
 
   This is a good man. I barely know him, and yet I know the truth of his character. He doesn’t deserve to die. He doesn’t deserve to be separated from Rhett. He’s done nothing wrong except fighting for what he believes in and loving his family. 
 
   In that moment, I know I’ll do anything I can to help him, and not just for Rhett’s sake. For his too. 
 
   “Why are you here?” I ask.
 
   Have to keep my distance, he writes. Far enough away from Rhett that I feel no pain.
 
   Gah. I can’t imagine the suffering this man has been through just to see Rhett the few times he’s seen him. Just to see his son, he’s been forced to bear unfathomable pain. Pain that’s brought him to the precipice of life and death.
 
   Why are you here? he writes, echoing my question.
 
   I’ve never been very good at holding things back, and now it’s like the dam cracks open, unleashing a deluge of words. I tell him everything I know about his curse—or at least what I think I know based on what other people have told me. I focus on the contradictions, how President Washington said she’s the only one who can break the curse because she’s the one who cast the spell, and how Tara the Clairvoyant cryptically mentioned there was another way. Lastly, I tell him how Rhett blames himself for killing the president and thus eliminating any chance of the curse ever being removed. 
 
   “The guilt is going to eat him alive, especially now that you’re…”
 
   You can’t tell him about me, Martin writes. 
 
   “He deserves to know,” I say, looking up when there’s a thump on the roof.
 
   Martin glances at the ceiling, but then immediately goes back to his paper. Not until he defeats Flora. He can’t know. He’s had enough heartache for a lifetime.
 
   “We all have,” I say. “But that doesn’t change the fact that your son wants to get to know you and can’t. All I want is the truth.”
 
   Martin sighs loudly, his stump of a tongue wriggling in his mouth. I look away. He stares at the page for a long time, as if he can avoid this discussion simply by not writing anything more. 
 
   Maybe he can. I could talk a blue streak and he could just stare at that page, withering away before my very eyes. I’d be powerless and he’d get his wish. 
 
   Then he moves his hand. I read every word as he writes it. 
 
   President Washington lied, he writes. Tara’s right. There’s another way to lift the curse, but I’m not willing to take it.
 
   “That’s not fair,” I say. “To Rhett or to you.” Or to me, I think.
 
   I know, but you have to trust me. It’s for the best.
 
   I’m shaking my head before he finishes the last word. If he wasn’t so frail-looking I’d grab him by the shoulders and haul him to his feet and rattle some sense into him. I stand still for a minute, taking deep breaths, trying to get control of my emotions. When I finally speak, I’m surprised at how low and steady my voice is. “Whatever the other way is, we’ll figure it out together. We’re not just going to let you die.”
 
   He turns his head and smiles, and I hate how condescending it feels, even though I know it’s not. Even though I know it’s because he likes me, despite my hotheadedness and barely concealed frustration. 
 
   I realize he’s writing again. Do you love Rhett?
 
   “What kind of question is that?” I ask, laughing.
 
   He offers a half smile. An important one, he writes.
 
   “I’m here, aren’t I?” I say.
 
   He nods in understanding. Forget about the curse, he writes. I’m about to object, but he’s still writing. There’s something else Rhett needs to know. Something more important.
 
   Grudgingly, I nod. “I’ll listen, but you’re not getting out of telling me more about the curse,” I say.
 
   He chuckles and motions back to the page:
 
   I’ve been doing research. Genealogy you could say. I discovered something. I raise my eyebrows at that, but stay silent, watching as each word unfurls from the tip of the pen. I figured out how Resistors are created.
 
   “What?” I say. “Rhett’s your son, he wasn’t ‘created’.”
 
   Martin shakes his head. Not what I mean. I mean that Resistors only come from certain kinds of parents. 
 
   I raise a hand, massaging my forehead. “Rhett came from you and your wife, both magic-born. Bil Nez came from some American Indian dude and…” I squint, trying to remember if Bil ever mentioned his mother. Not that I can remember. Then again, it’s not like I ever asked. “Sorry,” I say, dropping my hand. “I’m not making the connection.” There’s an even louder thump from above, followed by a hardy crash somewhere on the side of the house, but I’m too focused on Mr. Carter’s hand to give Grogg’s antics a second thought. 
 
    
 
   All three known Resistors have two magic-born parents, one of which is a General, he writes.
 
    
 
   My heart stops when I see the last word. No, that can’t be right. It fits Rhett perfectly, but not Bil Nez. “But that would mean Bil’s father was magic-born,” I say.
 
   Footsteps sound on the hardwood floor and I instinctively dive for my Glock. When I raise it toward the sound, dark, pin-prick eyes are staring down the barrel. 
 
   “My father was a Dreamweaver,” Bil Nez says.
 
   I lower my gun and place it back on the table. “You followed me?” I accuse.
 
   “I wanted to know where you were sneaking off to,” he says. 
 
   “What’s a Dreamweaver?” I ask.
 
   “He could control our dreams, make them fluffy and warm and restful when we were well-behaved.”
 
   “You should’ve told us,” I say.
 
   It’s as if I haven’t spoken. “And when we were bad, he gave us terrible nightmares. I still remember them. I’d wake up screaming and clutching my blankets and clawing at the wall. The monsters chased me for days until I’d learned my lesson.”
 
   “That’s horrible,” I say, finally relenting.
 
   “Yes,” he agrees.
 
   “And your mother was a General?” I ask.
 
   “I never met my mother,” he says. “My father used to tell me stories about her, but I don’t know if they were true. He said he won her over using magic, by making her dream of him. When she realized what he’d done, she left him. But not until after she’d delivered me. She left me too.” He’s trying to scrape a hole in the wood with his foot. 
 
   “I’m sorry, I didn’t know,” I say.
 
   “You never asked.”
 
   He’s more than right. I haven’t ever really been kind to Bil. He hasn’t really ever deserved it, but that doesn’t mean I shouldn’t have tried. “I’m sorry,” I say again. 
 
   “It’s okay,” he says, shrugging as if it’s nothing. He turns to Rhett’s father. “What do you know about my mother?”
 
   Martin tears off a clean page and writes something. Holds it up. Who she was.
 
   “Tell me,” Bil says. “Please. Tell me. I have to know.”
 
   I know I should stop Martin from writing the name, but it’s like I’m frozen to the floor, my mind swirling with disbelief and shock. Because I only know of one General besides Martin Carter. And she’s dead.
 
   When my eyes meet Martin’s, he’s watching me. Not writing, just watching me.
 
   Bil follows his gaze to me, sees that I know. That I’ve figured it out. He hasn’t yet because he didn’t see what Rhett’s father wrote before, about one of his parents being a General.
 
   My mouth feels full of sand and my throat closed off. I can’t be the one to hurt Bil yet again. Although we don’t particularly get along, I don’t wish any more misery on him. 
 
   “Please,” Bil pleads, and I don’t have to look at Martin to know he’s nodding me forward. 
 
   “Your mother was President Washington,” I say.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Ten
 
   Rhett
 
    
 
   There are screams coming from the house, penetrating the boarded windows with the ease of a knife slicing through butter. Although there’s an occasional deep-throated shout, most of the yells sound like those of children.
 
   Anger burns in my chest, my sword hot in my tight grip. 
 
   Floss and her witch hunters are on one flank, weapons drawn. I’ve joined the Necros and their Reanimates on the opposite side, something I’ll probably never hear the end of from the hunters. 
 
   Mr. Jackson, Xave and I are watching Floss closely, waiting for her signal. She’s taking too freaking long, and each time I hear another scream, I want to rush from hiding and charge the house. I’ll kill every last Shifter myself if I have to.
 
   But I wait, because she’s led missions like this many times, and I’ve only ever been a solo act. Even when I was travelling with Laney, Bil Nez, and Hex, I never consulted with them before attempting bold and daring rescues, most of which ended in tragedy. I have to trust Floss, so she can trust me. 
 
   I glance behind me to see if Mr. Jackson and Xave are as anxious as I am, but they’re gone. All the Necros are gone, as if the earth has opened its maw and swallowed them whole. Despite my desire not to think it, my very first thought is: traitors. They’ve abandoned us just before a fight in which we’ll likely need as many bodies on our side as possible. 
 
   As I ponder why the Reaper would forge an alliance with New America only to smash it to bits before the first major battle, there’s a rustling behind me. I whirl around, my sword slashing through empty air. I freeze, my blade gleaming like a cylinder of captured light. Cold metal presses against my head.
 
   “It’s a good day to die, don’t you think?” Graves says, his dark, tattooed face like that of a monster smiling at its prey. 
 
   “It’s Tuesday,” I say. “Better for ordering pizza on the internet or going to the movies.”
 
   Graves’s smile disappears. “Thanks for reminding me why I always hated you,” he says. 
 
   “I thought it was because you were jealous of my charmingly good looks,” I say, trying to keep him trading insults so he might forget to pull the trigger. I glance over at where Floss and her witch hunters were hiding, and my stomach drops an inch. Other members of the witch hunting gang known as The End, of which Graves is the illustrious pea-brained leader, have surrounded the humans, commandeering their weapons. I recognize the usual fools: The Mad Sheriff, with his cowboy hat, leather boots, and hog-tying coil of rope; The Silent Assassin, her dark, narrowed eyes sharper and more intense than the dual short blades she wields. Noticeably missing is Eddie X, recently deceased when he was coerced by a Hallucinator into taking a swan dive off a second story roof into an unforgiving pool of concrete.
 
   “Yeah,” Graves says. “It’s time you finally met—”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, I know. The End,” I say. “I see your material hasn’t changed since we last met.” It’s then that I realize I must have a death wish. Insulting Graves is like playing catch with a stick of dynamite. And yet I can’t seem to stop, as if I’m addicted to the thrill. 
 
   To my surprise, the anger washes right off of Graves’s face and he laughs. “Thanks for making me enjoy this moment even more,” he says.
 
   I don’t like the sound of that. And I really don’t like the way the knuckle on his trigger finger turns white. Although I know it’s pointless, my muscles tense and I ready myself to take a last-hope swing at his head.
 
   But I don’t because there’s a long, high scream at that exact moment. 
 
   Graves’s head jerks up and he stares at the house. “Yeah, you moron,” I say. “While you’re ambushing us there are magic-born in there torturing children. You want that on your conscious?”
 
   I wait for him to pull his gun away, to cast aside our differences so we can hunt some witches, but instead he presses the steel harder into my skull.
 
   “You know what, Carter?” he says. “I’ve realized over time that you and your damned dog are worse than the magic-born. And when you’re all dead, I’ll still be around.”
 
   Now that is just one big steaming pile of OH CRAP. He’s finally done it. 
 
   “Feeling smart now, my friend?” he asks, and I assume he’s being sarcastic with the ‘my friend’ part. I don’t see us man-hugging and sitting down for a cup of coffee anytime soon. Or ever. 
 
   “I guess you finally took the hit to the head that killed your last two brain cells,” I say. “Only someone really stupid would join a bunch of kid killers.”
 
   “Big talk from someone who’s about to di—”
 
   He doesn’t finish his statement because a shadow falls from above, dropping to the ground from the roof, landing gracefully with one hand planted firmly for balance. 
 
   The Reanimate snarls at Graves and launches itself at his head. 
 
   I duck hard as his gun explodes, the shot pounding my ears with greater intensity than if I was standing directly next to a throbbing speaker at a rock concert. Using the balls of my feet as a springboard, I throw myself hard to the right and away from the whirlwind that is the Reanimate’s thrashing claws, which gouge at Graves’s eyes, as if trying to rip them from their sockets. 
 
   He fires shot after shot, a few of them connecting with the Reanimate’s arms and legs and torso, but none hitting its only vital part—its head. 
 
   I whip my own head around when there are shouts across the yard. The target house, as well as the neighboring houses, are full of Reanimates and dark-hooded Necros, scurrying over the roofs like nightmarish creatures, dropping to the ground to battle with the rogue witch hunters. 
 
   Not traitors, after all. I don’t have time for guilt, as Graves finally manages to sling the Reanimate off of him, bringing his weapon up as the once-dead person lands in a crouch, teeth bared, hissing, and then springing back at him.
 
   He fires and the Reanimate’s head snaps back, a puff of black mist spraying into the air. It collapses in a heap, dead once more. 
 
   And Graves is moaning in agony, his left eye dangling precariously from its socket, sprinkling blood in a crimson waterfall. “Gah!” he screams, dropping his gun and raising his hand to his face, cradling the marble-like orb, trying to shove it back into place. 
 
   I raise my sword, months of experience guiding my muscles, bones, and tendons. There’s no slow motion feel to it, no blip in time where my mind seems to clear, where I can sense each drop of sweat dripping from my brow, noticing details like small blades of grass or the fluttering wings of a butterfly. 
 
   If there’s any pause at all, it’s because of me. Because he’s human. I’ve never killed a human before, even someone as sadistic and evil as Graves, who clearly deserves death. His moaning seems to pour into my mind through my ears, speeding up my heartbeat and sending my thoughts into overdrive. 
 
   He’s helpless, a turkey on a platter just waiting to be carved.
 
   Which makes me hesitate. 
 
   I wait too long.
 
   There’s an earth-shattering roar and a monstrous male lion bursts from the front door of the house. Graves drops to his knees and I turn away from him to face the Shifter. No, Shifters, because behind the lion there are more of them. Three, four, five. Two males and three females, an even gender split across the half dozen. They’re bigger than normal lions, at least twice the usual size, with fangs like saber-tooth tigers and claws that would rival those of Wolverine. 
 
   The members of The End let out a roar of approval as the lions pounce on the Reanimates, ripping off their heads with quick jerks of their jaws or slashes of their claws. The Reanimates fight like cornered beasts, leaping at the Shifters in waves, climbing them like insects, biting their flesh with needle-like teeth. 
 
   One of the lionesses crushes a Reanimate under her full weight and its head pops like a squashed grape. She turns toward me and seems to grin like a jackal. “Rhett Carter,” she hisses, just before pouncing. 
 
   I swing my sword in a desperate arc, simultaneously falling back, trying to put as much distance between me and the beast as I can. The magic inside the sword, as guaranteed by Tillman Huckle, splits the blade into three razor-sharp edges, each penetrating the lion’s thick flesh in short succession, hacking a bloody line along her throat.
 
   The lion roars, clutching at her neck, which is welling with blood, pouring over her sleek fur just before her half-decapitated head lolls to the side, leading her monstrous form all the way to the ground, where she crashes with the echo of thunder. 
 
   Blood pools around the carcass and I turn away. 
 
   Although bodies—Necros, Reanimates, and witch hunters—scatter the lawn, there are also four other dead lions. 
 
   The last remaining lion has the attention of those witch hunters still alive, as well as the Necros and their Reanimates. They’ve backed him toward the open door to the house, where he sits on his haunches, bleeding from a dozen wounds. “Help me!” he roars, and I glance around to see who he’s speaking to. At first I think it might be the surviving members of The End, who have formed a protective circle around their injured leader, helping Graves to his feet and hobbling him away from the battle. 
 
   I throw myself toward them, leading a gang of witch hunters. The Mad Sherriff manages to kill two of us before being cut down. The Silent Assassin adds three to her tally before being shot in the face. The others fall like dominos, some pleading for their lives but receiving no mercy. Graves is mine, his face a mess, one hand cupping his sagging eye while the other reaches out in a futile attempt to stop me. I’m tempted to turn his own catch-phrase back on him, but I don’t want to be like him, even in the name of dry humor and sarcasm. I plunge my sword into his gut, twisting it to inflict the maximum amount of internal damage. Life bubbles from his lips and he falls. The End will plague this earth no more. 
 
   There’s no time for back-slapping and high fives because I was wrong about the lion requesting help from the rogue witch hunters.
 
   No, the beast was calling to something else. Or, more appropriately, something other. The realization comes as swiftly as a major league pitcher’s fastball smacking the catcher’s glove. I don’t see anything to support my knowledge right away; rather, I feel it in my bones, a cold so deep and penetrating it makes me shiver from head to toe, my spine quivering like a guitar’s strings. 
 
   The others seem to feel it, too—I can see it on their faces, which turn pale, surely a reflection of my own expression. 
 
   The house begins to shake, its boarded-up windows rattling with the fervor of a mosh pit in the middle of a rave. A crack forms in the outer brick wall, then another, then dozens more, as if the structure is determined to tear itself apart. A window shatters, shards of glass sprinkling through gaps in the boards like water through a sieve. 
 
   My blood turns to ice. Tumultuous images blur through my mind, blinding me:
 
   I’m swinging a hatchet, hacking the head off a snake, turning to smile right at myself, my lips smeared with blood as wide and thick as a clown’s mouth. 
 
   I’m holding a pair of scissors, snapping them together with a fierce clicking sound. I wink and jam them into my own throat.
 
   I’m cradling a baby beside a steaming bathtub. I hum a brief lullaby before pushing the child’s head beneath the water, holding it there.
 
   I want to scream and throw up and run and run and run from the images that are so real so real so re—
 
   “Poltergeists!” Mr. Jackson shouts, breaking me from the trance, tearing the visions from my mind. 
 
   The hours spent learning about the magic-born from Mr. Jackson immediately provide me with the information I need. Mediums. A witch gang I learned about but have never come in contact with. Unlike the Necros, Mediums can’t raise the physical bodies of the dead, but they can summon their spirits, as well as invade the minds of the living with all the cruelty the world has to offer. And that’s a whole lot of cruelty. 
 
   The house suddenly stops shaking, and a brief flash of warmth enters my body. They’ve left. The Mediums have retreated, off to haunt someone else.
 
   “Ahhh!” I scream when the shockwave of cold and raw fear hits me again. I drop my sword and grab my skull, which is full of the images, the horrifyingly violent and awful and memory-like images. 
 
   “Resist them!” the Reaper says and though I’m almost certain he’s shouting, his voice is nothing more than a murmur in my ears, far away and fading into a hole of darkness.
 
   “No!” I yell, remembering myself. Who I am—what I am. I grit my teeth and think of a hot, crackling fire and a mug of hot chocolate, and a joke told by Laney while curled up under a thick woolen blanket. 
 
   The ice melts and the images fade and my eyes can see the real world around me once more. For just a second I think that maybe my Resistance didn’t work right, because the day has turned to night and there are dark bat-like shadows all around me, screaming like banshees, seeming to whip the very air into a gale force wind. The shadows seem to grab things—rocks and planks of wood and an old sprinkler resting in the grass—launching them at us with a recklessness available only to the hopeless and insane. If I remember correctly, Mediums can only use poltergeists to interact with inanimate objects. They can’t touch living creatures directly, other than invading their minds with suffocating horror.
 
   The witch hunters around me are on the ground in the fetal position, clutching their heads, surely seeing the living nightmares I myself witnessed and was almost destroyed by. One of them takes a two-by-four to the head and it seems to stick to him. A trickle of blood meanders from the spot where the rusty nail entered his skull. He stops shaking and goes still. Almost instantly, a dark form rises from his corpse, joining the other spirits assaulting us. 
 
   Neither the Necros nor their Reanimates seem to be nearly as affected by the mental aspect of the Mediums’ assault, although they’re just as powerless against the ghouls, who fly around them and through them with wraith-like grace, smashing them with plastic garbage cans, clay pots and glass bottles—pretty much anything they happen to find laying around. 
 
   To stop the ghosts I have to stop their masters. The Mediums.
 
   Ducking low to the ground, I race for the front door, hurdling the lion, which lies serenely on its side, having succumbed to the grievous wounds he sustained. It’s eerily dark inside, unnaturally so, not as much like a cloudy day as a world in which the sun has been destroyed completely. Luckily, my sword begins to glow and I silently thank Tillman Huckle for his awesomeness.
 
   There are more ghouls inside, their banshee screams as terrifying as their shadow-like forms. They seem enraged by the fact that I can Resist their mental assault, strengthening their physical attack, launching entire bookshelves of hardbacks at me, followed shortly thereafter by the wooden bookshelf itself. I slash at the books—but not before taking a nasty bruise-raising knock to the jaw—and dive out of the way of the crashing furniture, which splinters upon impact with the wall. 
 
   I find one Medium in the living room, her eyes rolled back in her head as if she’s caught in the throes of an epileptic seizure. Wait, no. Under the glow of my sword, I can see that they’re not rolled back permanently—they’re spinning. I see the black dots of her pupils surrounded by shockingly blue irises. Once more they disappear into her skull, replaced by the red-veined whites. 
 
   It’s freaking creepy.
 
   There’s a fireplace in the corner with lots of deadly-looking fire-making instruments. I shove my sword through the Medium’s chest before she can instruct her ghosts to make use of anything pointy. Her mouth bursts open with a gasp and her eyes stop spinning, aimed out at me in an eternal stare. 
 
   The shadows overhead fade like morning fog under the rising sun, vanishing as if they never existed in the first place. Outside, I can still hear the sounds of the one-sided battle, which means there’s at least one other Medium, maybe more. 
 
   The second Medium is in the kitchen. Bile rises in my throat when I see her face. Teeth grow from her forehead while a tongue slips from each nostril as if searching for something to lick. Her eyes are closed, her entire body shaking slightly. A new tooth pops from her chin. A new tongue pokes from her ear, licking her lobe. 
 
   A black streak rips overhead, plucking an entire block of knives from the countertop. The ghoul spins the knives around and hurls them in my general direction. One grazes my ear while another embeds itself in the wall behind me. Another two narrowly miss my abdomen while I manage to bat the fifth and final knife away with a fortuitous swing of my sword. 
 
   On the backswing I remove the teeth- and tongue-riddled head of the Medium. More shadows disappear back to elsewhere or in-between or Poltergeistville. All that matters is they go Somewhere-That’s-Not-Here. 
 
   Outside, I hear nothing, as silence drops, heavy and complete.
 
   I’ve survived, but at what cost?
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eleven
 
   Hex
 
    
 
   Flowers are sniffable.
 
   Weeds are scratchable.
 
   Grass is munchable and usually full of lots of curious creatures.
 
   And yet, despite the abundance of all three of these plants in his immediately vicinity, Hex finds himself on the roof, chasing after Grogg, who’s more fun than all three put together. 
 
   Laney is safe with Martin Carter. Bil Nez showing up was sort of funny and made Hex want to jump down from the roof and wag his tail and lick the Two-Legger’s face, but then Grogg made a funny squishing sound when he took a step, and so the chase started up all over again. Up the roof to its apex, down the other side, Grogg running down the wall while Hex floats to the earth like a balloon losing helium. Around the house, around again, fun fun fun. 
 
   When he finally catches the strange little mud monster, Hex is almost sad the chase is over. He licks a question across Grogg’s face: Again?
 
   Grogg groans and says, “Offa offa offa ME!”
 
   Hex licks him again but obliges, stepping away, allowing Grogg to scamper under the trampoline. He wants to give him a ten second head start, but after two seconds he’s too excited and starts to give chase anyway, diving under the trampoline and skidding to a stop when he sees his friend standing still, staring at the ground. 
 
   Hex paws the grass and chuffs. Chase? he barks. 
 
   Grogg doesn’t move, doesn’t speak. Hex licks him, Hex paws him, Hex sniffs at his muddy behind—a move that always seems to get the little guy scurrying—but still Grogg remains motionless. 
 
   Hex lays down behind him, frustrated. The most fun and curious thing about the mud-creature is that he always runs away. He’s not nearly as enjoyable just standing there. 
 
   Hex raises his chin when Grogg speaks. “Old master wants us again. Old master says we are needed. Old master needs our help. Grogg must answer. Old master is creator. She speaks for us and we move for her. We tell her everything.”
 
   Grogg marches away, into the dusky light, and somehow Hex knows the mud man is no longer his friend. 
 
   He also knows Laney is in trouble and he might be the only one who can save her.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twelve
 
   Laney
 
    
 
   “Rhett killed my mother,” Bil says, his voice monotone and numb.
 
   I hadn’t considered how he might react to that fact. The last thing I want is Bil Nez hating Rhett for something he couldn’t possibly have known. “She abandoned you when you were a child,” I say. I notice the way Martin Carter flinches. Technically, he abandoned Rhett too, but he had no other choice. He would’ve died if he’d stayed. I focus back on Bil. “You saw what she’d become. She had to be stopped.” 
 
   “I—I know,” he says, and there’s no anger on his face. Only sadness, which, in some ways, feels worse. “Do you….” He trails off, his eyes distant.
 
   “What is it?” I say gently, touching his shoulder. He looks at my hand like it’s a spider, and I pull it back.
 
   “Do you think she knew I was her son?” he asks, and his previously distant eyes suddenly seem to have something remarkably sharp and powerful behind them. He already knows the answer to his question. 
 
   “Yes,” I say. “She must have.”
 
   He nods. “I saw something strange in the way she looked at me when I first arrived in New Washington. Almost like she was scared of me. Like I was a ghost.”
 
   Martin is writing again. What happened to your father, Bil? he asks.
 
   Bil tightens his lips and clamps his teeth together. When he speaks his voice is a growl. “My father was the first in my family killed. He didn’t even know Salem’s Revenge was coming.”
 
   “What?” I exclaim. “But he was magic-born. He had to know.”
 
   Bil shakes his head. There’s moisture shimmering in his dark eyes. “He never had a chance,” he says.
 
   I remember something Rhett once told me about Mr. Jackson. The leader of the Necros knew about Salem’s Revenge, but didn’t expect it to happen until a day later. Certain magic-born were lied to. Bil Nez’s father, President Washington’s son’s father, was one of them, and he paid the ultimate price, almost as if she’d specifically targeted him.
 
   Bil seems to reach the same conclusion at the same moment. “She killed him,” he says, a single tear leaking from his eye. 
 
   “No,” I say, “she couldn’t have. She murdered Rhett’s foster family.”
 
   Bil makes a face like he has a bad taste in his mouth. “Then she sent someone else to take him out. One of her inner circle. Either way, she’s responsible.”
 
   I can’t argue with that because he’s right. Although his anger at his mother will ensure he’ll hold no grudge against Rhett, the look in his eyes scares me. As cold as December in Canada. As sharp as a shark’s tooth. 
 
   The look slides away and he slumps to the floor, cradling his head in his hands. 
 
   I lower myself beside him and run a hand down his back the way I once saw my Aunt Terri comfort the husband of a friend who’d just died. Wait a minute, my Aunt Terri ended up marrying that man six months later, I remember. Withdrawing my hand sharply, I say, “I’m so sorry, Bil.”
 
   “Leave me alone,” he says. As far as I can tell, he’s not crying, just hiding his face. Maybe he needs time to process everything. I can give him that. 
 
   When I look up I almost scream. Then I laugh. “God, Grogg, you scared the crap out of me.” The mud-creature’s face is pressed hard to the window, his enormous murky eyes staring right at me. He seems to be talking to himself. 
 
   Martin holds up a page. Strange, it says. I’m not even controlling him.
 
   “I guess he’s got a mind of his own,” I say.
 
   Martin nods and writes, You okay?
 
   My eyes find Bil’s hunched form, which has gone as still as stone. I shrug. I have no clue what I feel. Sadness. Bitterness. Anger. Relief. Surprise. I’ve got so many emotions running through me right now I’d rather not think about them. Not when there are still questions to be answered. 
 
   “Who’s the other General?” I ask. 
 
   Martin Carter looks away, as if hiding countless secrets held by his eyes. He writes, What do you mean?
 
   “There’s a third Resistor,” I say. “Which means there’s a third General, either dead or still alive. We’ll need to know whether he or she is a friend or foe.”
 
   When Martin looks back, his eyes are a steel safe, giving away nothing. The General doesn’t matter, he writes. We need to find the Resistor.
 
   I smile without warmth. “Mission accomplished.”
 
   You have her? 
 
   Now who’s got the secrets? I think victoriously. “Not exactly.” I tell him how she showed up on the perimeter with the Shifter. I tell him about the three-day deadline for surrender, which is already almost a third of the way gone. 
 
   Although I’m pretty sure the news is a major revelation to him, the pain that flashes across his face seems far beyond what’s warranted. “What is it?” I ask. “Who are her parents?”
 
   He closes his eyes and keeps them closed for a long time, until I’m about ready to pluck them open with my fingers. But before I can, they flash open and he starts writing. There is no other General.
 
   “Not possible,” I say. My mouth opens again, but then I stop, considering the information. My mind is a hurricane, whipping thoughts around like torn-off tree branches, flooding my brain with a deluge of ideas and facts, all leading to one impossible conclusion.
 
   Martin nods, his expression the very definition of sadness. 
 
   I was so focused on the ease with which she blocked my magic bullets that I didn’t really look at her, didn’t really take in her features, the shade of her skin, the size of her frame. God I was an idiot.
 
   “The third Resistor is Rhett’s sister,” I say.
 
   My daughter, Martin Carter writes, his eyes sagging as if pulled by anchors.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   We don’t say anything for a long time. 
 
   There’s nothing to say, is there? Not only was Rhett clearly not aware that he had a sister, no one felt inclined to tell him. And now she’s the third Resistor and working for the Shifters, who, oh yeah, are intent on either exterminating or enslaving all of humankind. I can’t even imagine the conversation I’m going to have to have with him. “Hey, uh, I’ve got something important to tell you. You might want to sit down…”
 
   Right. That’s going to be easy.
 
   My fists tighten into knots and I have the urge to throw something, punch something, or at the very least scream at Rhett’s father, who kept this secret just like everybody else. As I try to take deep breaths, my eyes stray to the window to the backyard. Thankfully Grogg is no longer staring at me. Instead, he’s walking backwards under the trampoline. Well, walking might be the wrong word. It’s more like he’s being pulled under, his grubby feet sliding along the grass, staining it brown. 
 
   The sound of a pen on paper pulls my attention back inside, to where Martin is scrawling another note. He’s already halfway down the page when I start reading:
 
   My wife and I had a daughter two years before Rhett. We named her Rain because Rhett’s mother loved the rain. She believed it was heaven’s purity streaming down like tiny waterfalls, cleansing the earth.
 
   “Wait,” I say. “Witches believe in Heaven?”
 
   Martin chuckles, a wet gurgly sound in the back of his throat. Some do. We’re not really different than humans. The things we can do are just like human talents, nothing more.
 
   Tell that to the millions slaughtered by those “human talents,” I think. Instead of voicing my dark thoughts, I say, “Tell me more.”
 
   He chews the back of his pen, considering, and then presses the tip to the page. 
 
   When Washington cursed me, it was for both my children. I would never be able to be near Rain or Rhett again, at least not for a significant amount of time. I asked Xavier’s father to watch over my children for me. 
 
   That confirms my suspicions. The Reaper knew. Even as he was training Rhett, lying to him about who he was and where he came from, lying about his own dark past, he failed to mention his sister, Rain. The next time I see him I’ll tell him exactly what I think of the choices he made. 
 
   When Salem’s Revenge hit, I looked for both my children, Martin writes. Rhett was easier to find. He was safe with the Reaper. So I went looking for Rain. Evidently the Reaper had lost track of her a year earlier, when she’d run away from home. I found her with the Shifters.
 
   This gets better and better. I don’t even question the fact that he didn’t tell us any of this before; instead I just shake my head and look back at the fresh sheet of paper he’s flipped over. 
 
   Flora had seen Rain survive an attack by some magic-born. Somehow Rain had figured out how to use her Resistor abilities. Flora somehow convinced her to join the Shifters’ side, helping them in skirmishes with other witch gangs trying to expand their areas. Rain wasn’t like Rhett. She was different, so different. Cold. Dark. She hated me for abandoning her, even when I explained why I had to do it. She was glad I was suffering, said I deserved it. 
 
   “How long did you spend with her?” I blurt out. I’m afraid to hear the answer.
 
   Three weeks, he writes. I had to convince her that what she was doing was wrong.
 
   It wasn’t the brief minutes Martin Carter spent with Rhett that is now killing him. It’s the time he spent with Rain. “Why?” I say. “If she was so far gone already, why’d you kill yourself over it?”
 
   He seems to age even more before my very eyes, his wrinkles deepening, his lungs laboring for every breath. His hands shake as he grips the pen, a poor replacement for his severed tongue. She tricked me, he writes, his handwriting worsening, a barely decipherable scribble.
 
   He continues: In the weeks I spent with her, I knew pain like I’d never felt before and I lost many years of my remaining life. I would’ve gone all the way to the grave if necessary to convince her of the wrongness of her choices. And, as it turns out, that was exactly her plan. She was playing me from the start, pretending to listen, pretending to consider, when the whole time all she wanted was to see me suffer, and, eventually, die. She was jaded beyond recovery.
 
   My heart sinks into my chest. And though I’m angry at Rhett’s father for withholding so much from his son, in some ways I understand why he did it. Rhett would’ve surely run off in typical gotta-be-a-hero style to try to save his misguided sister from the evil path laid under her feet. And he would’ve probably died in the process. Martin, as he has been from the very beginning, was trying to protect Rhett. 
 
   So I don’t hit him or scream in his face; I gently place an arm around his bony shoulders and hold him while he cries for both his children. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   At some point Martin falls asleep in his recliner. Bil also seems to have drifted away, curled up on the floor. Grogg hasn’t emerged from beneath the trampoline, so he might be sleeping, too, assuming mud trolls sleep at all. Long dusky shadows stretch like probing fingers across the floor. Bone-weariness washes over me when I realize I haven’t slept in thirty-six hours. 
 
   The couch is soft and plush and long, allowing me to fully stretch out. If my body is tired, my mind is exhausted, unable to consider any more questions or revelations. 
 
   My world disappears into a dreamless sleep. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   A heavy sound startles me awake. I try to open my eyes but they feel glued shut. I shift positions, my arms and legs as heavy as elephant limbs. Darkness swarms behind my eyelids and I blink rapidly to clear my blindness. Night is upon us. Nearby, I hear Rhett’s father’s labored breathing, ragged and shallow, his declining condition punctuated by the occasional wheeze and cough. I’m dying, he’d told me. 
 
   The noise, I remember, forcing my feet to the floor. “Bil!” I hiss, feeling around in the dark. The floor is empty.
 
   Gone. He’s gone. 
 
   “Crap crap crap crap!” I whisper, finally identifying the sound as the slamming of a door. Bil’s fled the coop, and who knows what condition he’s in or what he plans to do. Worst case scenario is that he’s changed his mind about his mother and he wants to avenge her death by killing Rhett. Best case scenario is that he’ll run right to Rhett and tell him everything. I’m planning on telling him everything, too, but my approach might be a little softer than Bil’s. Rhett deserves to know, but the news has to be broken to him the right way, so he doesn’t go running off into the woods screaming, “Rain! I’m coming!”
 
   I clomp through the foyer and race out into the cool night, which is surprisingly well lit by a sparkling blanket of stars and a bright half-mast moon. I immediately spy Bil standing on the sidewalk staring at the sky. 
 
   I approach slowly, on tiptoes, so as not to spook him. In the dark, I stub my toe on a rock and curse under my breath. 
 
   Bil whirls around, his eyes widening when he sees me, and then takes off, his legs flying as if borne on wings. Yeah, the wings of a cuckoo bird, I think to myself as I take off after him. Martin Carter has very little time left, which means I don’t have time for Bil’s shenanigans. I need to collar him as quickly as possible and get back to Rhett’s dad to find out what other way there is to remove his curse. 
 
   Bil Nez plots a steady course along main roads, occasionally making what seem to be random turns. I’m able to keep him in my sights, but can’t seem to gain on him, his strides long and consistent.
 
   After what feels like a mile, my lungs are burning and my strides are shortening. He’s pulling away and I know I’m going to lose him. To add insult, we’ve now made so many turns that I know I’ll be hopelessly lost. 
 
   A dark shape materializes from between a couple of houses off to the right, dashing toward the street, its angle on a collision course with…
 
   “Bil!” I shout, pushing what’s left in my lungs out into the night air.
 
   If he hears me, he doesn’t react; if anything, he runs faster, pushing each stride harder and harder until—
 
   The shape smashes into his legs, tripping him up and taking him down. He cries out in pain and surprise, skid-rolling to a stop on the pavement. Adrenaline pumping, I rush forward, drawing my Glock. There’s a dark lump on the road in front of Bil, not moving. Bil is breathing heavily, clutching his knee, which is wet with blood and…wait a minute…is that….mud?
 
   The lump pulls itself to its feet. “Grogg?” I say.
 
   “Master wants us to stop you. Master wants us to take your gun.” He rears an arm back and chucks a clump of mud in my direction, knocking the gun from my surprised hand. 
 
   What the hell? “Why would Martin Carter want my gun?” Nothing’s making sense. 
 
   “Master is no longer Martin Carter,” Grogg says. 
 
   My brain finally catches up to the situation when I hear the scrape of claws on the pavement behind me. Before I can turn, before I can register the nearness of the black, sinewy body, the panther is upon me, tackling me backwards.
 
   When my head cracks off the road, all I see are stars stars stars slowly fading to black black black, deeper than the bottom of the sea. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirteen
 
   Rhett
 
    
 
   If this was the first battle, then I don’t want to see the war. 
 
   The Claires have arrived, sweeping over the battlefield, which used to be someone’s front lawn, a place where kids played catch with their dad, where birthday guests were greeted upon arrival, where mail carriers and FedEx drivers delivered letters and packages. Now it’s littered with corpses. The bloody, hulking form of a lion is surrounded by the bodies of witch hunters. Most of them lie still, but a few writhe and groan in agony. The Claires identify the injured and swiftly move in to tend to them. They leave the dead for the Necros, who pick through the carrion with practiced efficiency, carrying the raw materials they require for their dark magic to a central location. 
 
   I stand at the front door, wondering when the nightmare will end. 
 
   “You did well,” Mr. Jackson says, stepping around the dead lion that could almost be sleeping on the front steps.
 
   “I was taught by the best,” I say sardonically. I’m really not in the mood for false compliments and words of wisdom.
 
   Mr. Jackson stands beside me, looking out into the gathering dusk. “We lost twelve Necros,” he says.
 
   I frown, throwing him a sideways looks. He doesn’t turn, just keeps scanning the area. When I look back to the front lawn, I’m surprised because I finally see them. Forms shrouded by thick black-hooded cloaks lie amongst the dead witch hunters and Reanimates. Strange I didn’t notice them before. I guess sometimes you only see what you want to see, and I wanted to believe that the humans took the brunt of the casualties; that, by sustaining more deaths than the magic-born, we’d somehow proven the wrongness of the magic-born’s very existence on this planet. 
 
   And I’m the one who’s supposed to be the poster child for peace between us. 
 
   What a hypocrite I am, even still. After all the good I’ve seen the magic-born do, am I still so intolerant as to believe we’d be better off without any of them?
 
   Yes. The answer is yes. 
 
   But when Mr. Jackson’s gaze finally twists back to meet mine, all I see is an aging man who’s got Xave’s serious brown eyes and thick lips, a man who saved my life in so many ways, a man who’s done all the wrong things for all the right reasons. I see someone who’s as human as they come. (Well, at least if you ignore the whole Reanimating the dead thing.)
 
   I can change the way I think. I can. And if someone as pigheaded as me can do it, then so can the rest of the humans—or at least most of them. Maybe peace between us isn’t possible, but maybe it is. I’m damn well not going to give up hope now, not after everything we’ve been through to make it this far.
 
   “Did you search the house?” Mr. Jackson says, snapping my attention back to the bloody situation we find ourselves in. 
 
   I search his eyes for the humanness I saw a moment ago, but find only dark pits of violence.
 
   “No,” I say. “Well, not the top floor anyway. I killed two Mediums and everything went quiet so I came outside to check on everyone.”
 
   “The Shifters have allied themselves with the Mediums. What we need to know is which other witch gangs have joined them. Follow me,” he says, brushing past my shoulder. 
 
   Despite the waning daylight, it’s already brighter inside than it was when I first entered the house. It’s like the spirits of the dead were summoned from a black hole, dragging a portion of it with them, and now they, and their darkness, have returned to wherever they belong. Good freaking riddance. If I never see another poltergeist again, I’ll die a happy man. 
 
   Mr. Jackson picks his way through the debris caused by the vengeful spirits. Lamps are toppled over, their shattered bulbs scattered across the floor. Furniture is overturned, cracked and splintered. Knick-knacks and keepsakes are strewn haphazardly under our feet. Framed photos of a smiling, happy family and their golden retriever are cracked and hanging crookedly, if they’re still hanging at all. 
 
   Mr. Jackson picks one photo up and stares at it speculatively. “The most violent poltergeists are those that have the strongest emotional connection with the place they’re haunting,” he says, as if reciting from The Guide to All Things Paranormal. 
 
   I vaguely remember him telling me something similar when he taught me about Mediums. “So you’re saying the ghosts were this family?”
 
   “Probably,” he says, which, of course, means all the happy, smiling people in the photo are dead. “And others who occupied this house before them. They were only trying to protect it from outsiders.”
 
   Almost reverently, he props the frame against the wall, and moves further inside. In the living room he hmms at the dead Medium with the roly-poly eyes; as we traipse through the kitchen he stops briefly to mmm at the Medium with the tongue-ears and teeth-face, whose head is now separated from her body, already gathering dust on the linoleum floor. 
 
   He opens the door to the basement with a creak.
 
   The first thing that hits me is the stench. Death and decay. Rotten flesh and spilt blood. I turn away and press my palm to the wall, steadying myself and my traitorous stomach. I don’t vomit, which seems impossible. The impossible is made possible by experience, and I’ve experienced enough violence and death to build an iron fortress around myself. 
 
   But that doesn’t mean I want to go down there. 
 
   Mr. Jackson, on the other hand, tromps down the steps as if he’s just heading below to change a light bulb or reset a circuit breaker. When he stomps back up a few minutes later, his face is grim, even for him. 
 
   He shakes his head at the question in my eyes. None of the kids we heard screaming survived. “Are you going to…?” The question falls from my lips like a drop of blood from a bitten tongue. Are you going to Reanimate them?
 
   He shakes his head again, and I let out a sigh of relief. Even though they’re already dead, even though nothing I can do will save them, for some reason the thought of them walking again, snarling at our enemies with bloodthirsty mouths and deadly eyes, is too much for me to bear right now. “We’re not heartless, you know,” Mr. Jackson says, most likely because he sees the relief on my face. 
 
   I stare at him, wondering how this man always seems to know me so well when I don’t know him at all. From years of secretly watching me, I guess. “I know,” I say, meaning it. “But you’ve made it hard for me to realize that,” I add. 
 
   Despite the atrocities we’ve witnessed today, the Reaper laughs. “I can’t argue with that.”
 
   “Why’d you do it?” I ask, my mind churning up bitter memories of when this all started. “You could’ve left my foster sister—Jasmine—out of it. You didn’t have to take her body all those months ago.”
 
   “We were desperate for bodies,” the Reaper explains. “Especially the young ones that could be Reanimated quickly, and I never thought you’d see her.”
 
   “That’s a crap answer,” I say.
 
   “Yet it’s the truth,” he says. 
 
   I won’t ask about Beth, because I already know that was all Xave. He wanted to perfect her. Instead he ruined her forever. 
 
   “And my mother?” I ask, anger creeping into my voice. “You brought her in like a caged animal. She was naked. She was vicious. She looked like a monster. How did you think that would help?”
 
   He looks away, saying nothing. 
 
   “Tell me,” I say between clamped teeth. “Make me understand.”
 
   “I can’t,” he says. “You’ll never understand unless you feel what Necros’ feel.”
 
   “What? You thought seeing my mother like—like—that—would make me appreciate your magic?” I scoff, a knife of incredulity and mocking stabbing at him with each word. 
 
   “I regret it,” he says. “I wanted to shock you into despair, so you would give up and remain pliable until the end of the war.”
 
   “You wanted to keep me locked up?”
 
   “Yes,” he says. “For your own safety. I made a promise to your father and I was willing to do anything to keep it.”
 
   Leaving me feeling unsatisfied, he moves back into the living area and toward the staircase, the tails of his cloak trailing behind him.
 
   The basement door beckons me, creaking slightly, wavering in a deft breeze that slithers through the house. Waving me over. Come, it says. Come bear witness to my secrets. Come join in my pain.
 
   I won’t bear witness, because I already feel its pain. The children who spent their final hours in this godforsaken basement never had a chance. I feel awful and full of regret. Regret that I didn’t appreciate my own childhood as much as I should have. Growing up, I always felt angry and alone, crying myself to sleep at night because of the unfairness of life, because I didn’t have a father or a mother, because I was destined to be cast aside like the dirty laundry. Now I realize how spoiled I’ve been. The children of this age had but a slice of childhood, cut way too short by a violent world where they’ve known only fear, pain, and ultimately, almost as a relief, death. 
 
   The broken generation.
 
   After a moment’s pause for a deep breath, I reluctantly follow Mr. Jackson. As he starts up the stairs, I ask, “If you were so close with my father, why didn’t he ever find you and tell you he was still alive?”
 
   Mr. Jackson stops midway to the second floor. He doesn’t look back. “I was always close to you,” he says. “He had to stay away from both of us to survive.” 
 
   He raises a foot to climb the next step, but stops when I say, “He could’ve sent a letter. Hell, we don’t live in the Stone Ages—he could’ve sent a freaking e-mail.”
 
   Mr. Jackson says nothing, just continues his ascent.
 
   Anger swirls inside me and I can’t even figure out who I’m angry at. Mr. Jackson, for his lies and half-truths and cryptic non-answers? My father, for never trying to get word to Mr. Jackson or me that he was still alive, leaving me believing I’d been abandoned from the beginning? Or am I just angry at myself for not being able to forgive and forget and move on? 
 
   In usual Rhett-fashion, I pretend my anger doesn’t exist so I don’t have to deal with it, and climb the steps.
 
   I find Mr. Jackson in one of the bedrooms. He’s standing in the doorway not moving. Not speaking. 
 
   My height allows me to see over his shoulder, my muscles immediately tensing at the sight. 
 
   An old woman—no, not old, ancient—her skin so wrinkly it’s like a piece of paper that’s been balled up and unfolded a million times, sits in a rocking chair. In her brown-spotted hands she holds a pair of knitting needles. A pink spool of yarn rests in her lap. Her fingers work the needles slowly but deliberately, each stitch bringing her closer to making what appears to be a child’s winter hat. 
 
   Instinctively I know she’s a Medium, and yet her eyes aren’t rolling into her head and her nostrils are free of licking tongues. Not a single ghost or ghoul haunts the room. 
 
   “Winter will be here soon,” she says absently, her eyes never leaving the knitting needles, which continue to click and clack against each other. “The children will need warm hats.”
 
   “The children are dead,” Mr. Jackson says coldly. 
 
   “Yes,” the Medium says. “I sensed it when they passed. But not every child is dead. The ones left will need what I can offer.”
 
   “Why did you stop the haunting when your sisters died?” Mr. Jackson asks.
 
   She finally raises her chin, and her swollen, cataract-peppered eyes make me want to look away. “I never started the haunting,” she says. “I was too old to fight back, and anyway, what would be the point? They’d only kill me and then none of the children would have warm heads.”
 
   “You frustrate me, woman,” the Reaper says, his sword shrieking out of its scabbard as he strides forward. The tip is at her throat a second later and I find myself holding my breath. I don’t think I’ll ever get used to the pent-up violence stored inside my old mentor. “The truth: Who else is allied with the Shifters? Choose your words carefully.” 
 
   “I know nothing,” she says.
 
   I see Mr. Jackson’s grip tighten on his sword in preparation, but I’m already moving forward, grabbing his arm, shouting, “No!”
 
   He whirls on me, his expression devoid of compassion, devoid of humanity. “You would spare her?” he says, and I can almost see the faces of his dead Necros reflected in his eyes. 
 
   I take a deep breath. If I’m to truly become tolerant of the magic-born, to truly seek peace between them and humankind, at some point I have to take the first step. Maybe this is that time. Maybe this is that step.
 
   I nod. “If she’s telling the truth, she’s not the enemy any more than you or I are,” I say. 
 
   “She’s dangerous,” he says, his eyes flicking to my hand on his arm, as if considering how to most easily dislodge it. 
 
   “She’s an old woman,” I say.
 
   “Technically, you’re both right,” the woman interjects unhelpfully. “I’m older than dirt but that only makes me all the more dangerous. The older the Medium, the older the spirits she can conjure. And everyone knows old spirits are the grumpiest.”
 
   Mr. Jackson’s eyes meet mine, and I see his resolve fade. His grip slackens. It wasn’t me that convinced him not to kill her. She did that with her honesty.
 
   “Your sisters and their allies killed twelve of my people,” he says. 
 
   “I’m sorry for that,” she says, returning to her knitting. “But they weren’t my sisters or my allies. Well, one was a first cousin but the other wasn’t even distantly related. She was from Kentucky, or ’Tucky as she liked to say. She wasn’t a big fan of humans, as you might’ve already guessed. Something about them bullying her as a kid, or some such nonsense. I tried to tell her that magic-born are just as cruel as humans, but that didn’t deter her anger. That lady was a troubled soul if I ever saw one. We can only hope that no Medium ever tries to bring her spirit back—God help us all!”
 
   I’m fighting off laughter, and I can tell Mr. Jackson is too. Either this old woman is a damn good actress or she was really being forced into helping the Shifters. “Will you help us?” I ask.
 
   She eyes me with interest, and I force myself to hold her stare. “My name’s Mags. You seem like a good boy,” she says. “You’re a Resistor, aren’t you? Rhett Carter, right?”
 
   My eyebrows go up. “Yes. I am.”
 
   She nods. “The other Resistor, the girl, is confused.”
 
   I remember the strong, dark girl who protected Flora from Laney’s magic bullets. “You’ve met her?” This woman is full of surprises.
 
   “Once,” she says. “She is alive but not living. The turmoil inside her is eating her alive, and all she wants is for everyone else to feel the pain she feels.”
 
   “Why?” I ask.
 
   “Why not,” she says. “Emotions are a powerful force for both good and evil. They give us life and they take it away. Without them life’s not worth living, but with them life is sometimes too hard.”
 
   Her words ring all too true for my own life. I wait for her to continue.
 
   “I’ll join you, Rhett Carter, so long as this handsome devil”—Mr. Jackson squirms when she pats his arm—“doesn’t stick any more pointy objects at my throat.”
 
   “Agreed,” I say. “Right, handsome?” 
 
   Mr. Jackson gives me a disdainful look and strides from the room. “Agreed,” he calls from halfway down the hall. 
 
   Mags points out the smudged window. “Who’s she?” she asks.
 
   I follow her gaze to the house across the street where a solitary form sparkles red against the dying daylight. Her face is a mask of anger and disgust as she watches the Necros and Claires tend to the dead and injured, respectively. 
 
   Angelique turns her back and walks briskly into the shadows.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   All I want to do is see Laney when we arrive back in Alliance. Well, see her and then sleep for about sixteen hours straight. 
 
   It’s completely dark when I slip into our tent, my body already warming at the thought of her in my arms. 
 
   The tent is cold and empty. No Laney. No Hex.
 
   Maybe, as she suggested last night, she managed to trade her morning perimeter shift for an all-nighter. Maybe Hex is with her. They’re probably both at the perimeter right now, having snoozed the day away in preparation for a sleepless night. 
 
   I should go look for them, make sure they’re okay, but first I need a quick powernap. Fifteen or thirty minutes should do the trick. 
 
   When my head hits the pillow it feels like I’m on a cloud, my head fuzzy and scattered, my thoughts turning to mush. A quick nap, I think again, as sleep sucks me under.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fourteen
 
   Hex
 
    
 
   Grogg is evil. Although Hex tried all his tricks—turning into a lion, flying, wagging his tail furiously—the little mud devil couldn’t be stopped. He slipped and squirmed and raced away, much faster than Hex had ever seen him move. 
 
   He chased him until it got dark and the moon rose and the stars made Hex want to bark at the sky. But he didn’t bark. He kept running, trying to pin down Grogg, who he knew was up to no good. For a while the pursuit stayed around the house, but eventually Grogg took off into the woods. Hex was torn between staying with Laney and following his once-friend-now-enemy. 
 
   Laney was safe with Martin Carter and Bil, and Grogg needed to be stopped before he got into trouble. So Hex chose to pursue Grogg. Stealth was important, so he turned invisible. His bladder felt full but he didn’t have time to stop to empty it, so he simply made the fullness go away. When Grogg climbed over structures in their path, Hex passed right through them, waiting patiently for the mud critter to meet him on the other side. He didn’t know how he did any of what he did, only that he did what he needed to do when he needed to do it. 
 
   Now, when they emerge onto a forlorn and deserted street, Hex can immediately smell him. He can still smell Grogg’s beautifully foul stink, but it’s not only Grogg. The brown-skinned Two-Legger, Bil Nez, too. But it isn’t the good scent. It’s the one that means Bil is not himself. The one that means the real Bil has gone somewhere other. Although that troubles Hex, it doesn’t trouble him nearly as much as seeing Grogg smash into Bil’s legs, knocking him over. Hex is about to rush after the little mud monster, when he sees her. Laney, racing down the street, presumably to check to see if Bil is okay. 
 
   But she isn’t alone, her smell curling around an even stronger odor. 
 
   The panther is behind her, moving silently on padded feet, her strong, shadowy form loping with athletic strides.
 
   The mix of scents is definitely sniffable to Hex, but he’s too shocked to enjoy them. Because Grogg is working with Flora, the Four-Legger. She’s the Master he spoke of so reverently. 
 
   And when she knocks Laney over from behind, it’s all Hex can do to remain invisible.
 
   Flora stands on Laney’s fallen form, her nose in the air, sniffing the breeze. 
 
   Hex freezes, his tail tucking between his legs. She can smell him. Of course she can. She may have once been a Two-Legger, but she’s not anymore, giving her all the benefits of a Four-Legger. So Hex gets rid of his scent, until he smells like nothing at all. Invisible and odorless, it’s as if he doesn’t exist. Does he exist? he wonders. Could he make himself disappear completely? 
 
   Flora takes one final whiff, and then, seemingly satisfied that they’re alone, pads up to Grogg, who’s standing as still as a tree stump. Hex’s tail begins to wag again, and he knows he still exists.
 
   And as long as he’s around, no one will hurt Laney again. He starts toward the panther, prepared to defend Laney to the death if necessary, but stops when he sees them:
 
   Dozens of dark shapes, moving toward Flora. Bears, gorillas, cheetahs, an enormous anaconda that stretches the entire length of the line of animals, several rams, a mongoose…and many other animals Hex can’t identify. They seem to move with a singular purpose, united in their evil designs. 
 
   Hex knows he can do a lot of things, but there are too many enemies. Far too many. He can’t fight them all. Not now. Not like this. 
 
   As an enormous winged creature with knife-like talons swoops overhead, Hex lies in wait. As he’s done before, he’ll be patient. He’ll bide his time, and when the moment is ripe, he’ll save his Two-Legged friends. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fifteen
 
   Laney
 
    
 
   I awake to stones being smashed against my skull.
 
   My eyes flash open and I try to raise an arm to cover my head, but I can’t. And anyway, no one’s smashing anything against my head, even though it feels that way. I groan, squinting against the pain throbbing behind my eyes. I can’t move my arms or legs—my head either. Something is putting pressure on my limbs and forehead, wrapped tightly around me, securing my body to something hard and rough, its sharp edges stabbing my skin through my clothes. 
 
   Although it hurts, I force my eyes open wider, trying to see better in the murky darkness. There’s a thin outline of sunlight stretching toward me, from somewhere in the distance. Around the light is the sheen of black, glassy walls, which arch unevenly overhead, meeting in the middle in an obsidian ceiling, from which stalactites protrude like black wintry icicles. Everything is as smooth as crystal, shiny and reflective, like the rock has been superheated and stretched thin.
 
   In my peripheral vision, I can just make out Bil Nez’s profile. He’s strapped to a massive stalagmite with glowing green bands. Although I can’t look up or down, I can barely catch a hint of the same green glow from the bands that tether me in a similar fashion. Our bonds are laced with some kind of magic, but I presume they’re strong enough on their own to hold us; otherwise Bil could just use his ability to Resist to break free.
 
   Not a good start to the day. I’m trapped in a cave with a pounding headache with the damn fool who got us here in the first place.
 
   A sleek, black shadow flashes through my memory as I remember what happened. The panther. Flora. The leader of the Shifters. And Grogg, that dirty little bastard. 
 
   This is bad. Very bad. Flora hates Rhett, but I suspect she hates me even more. After all, I’m the mouthy one. If it wasn’t for the bounty the Reaper had put on my head, she likely would’ve killed me the last time she captured us. And by kill, I mean eat. And by eat, I mean she’d enjoy it, starting with my toes and working her way up, savoring every bite of my flesh, every crunch of my bones.
 
   My body shivers and I choke out a ragged scream. I’m freaking myself out even before Flora has a chance to stop by and do that for me. Breathe. Breathe. You’re still alive. Rhett will find you. Rhett will save you. I whisper those eleven words again and again until my heart rate returns to relative normal. 
 
   “Life is but a random echo,” Bil Nez says. Apparently I woke him up when I was trying to calm myself down. 
 
   “Thanks for that,” I say, desperately wishing Normal Bil was back. I might not like Normal Bil that much, but compared to Crazy Bil, Normal Bil feels like an old friend. 
 
   He ignores my sarcasm. “Life reverberates off the walls of a cave, searching for a way out, but it always fades away.”
 
   “You should write these things down and publish a coffee table book,” I say.
 
   “Why can’t I move my arms?” Bil says.
 
   “Because you’re a freaking idiot,” I say.
 
   “You disgust me,” he says.
 
   “Trust me, the feeling’s mutual,” I say, biting down hard on my anger. Deep breaths. Deep breaths. Although the anger helps to chase away my fear, it’s not helping my ability to think. I sigh. “Look, Bil, I’m sorry. I don’t want to fight. We have to get out of here.”
 
   “There’s no such thing as a fight,” he says. “There’s no such thing as here.”
 
   Oh God I want to strangle him. If only I could move my arms. 
 
   “Do you remember what happened?” I ask him.
 
   “Nothing happened,” he says. “Things just are.”
 
   I puff my cheeks up with air and wonder what I did to deserve a fate such as this. I’d almost rather have my toes nibbled off one by one by a sadistic shape-shifting panther than have to attempt a conversation with Bil Nez when he’s in the midst of a psychotic break. 
 
   If only he hadn’t followed me. If only he hadn’t overheard my discussion with Martin Carter. Martin Carter! I remember frantically. He never told me the other way to remove his curse. Not that it matters, I think bitterly. I won’t have the chance to tell Rhett anyway. When we were captured by Flora it secured Martin Carter’s fate. 
 
   And with daylight streaming into the cave it means we only have two days before the Shifters attack Alliance, assuming I’ve only been unconscious for a few hours and not longer. Time feels like a short fuse, burning steadily toward a nuclear warhead set to “Big Freaking Boom.”
 
   I hear a yawn and my gaze shifts toward the sound. Glowing yellow eyes appear, floating in the gloom. “Good morning,” Flora says, her screechy voice instantly sending an icy deluge through my veins. 
 
   “What do you want, freak?” I say, pushing as much anger and confidence into my voice as I can. I will not show her my fear, no matter what she does. 
 
   “Shut it, or I will add a strap to yowr nasty little mouth,” she says, her previously invisible black fur shimmering silver as it touches the thin band of sunlight. 
 
   I know I’ll have to temper my insults if we’re going to survive this. Of course, that thought sits amidst a dozen snarky comebacks I’d rather focus on. But I manage to remain silent, waiting for her to make the next move. 
 
   “Rhett Carter will come for yow,” she says.
 
   “Only if I’m still in one piece,” I say. 
 
   “No,” she says, prowling closer, her whiskers dancing in the growing light. “Only if yow’re still alive.” She raises her lip to reveal a single, deadly fang. As she twists around to pace back in the other direction, her tail whips up, lashing me across the face. She continues: “There are plenty of parts yow could be missing and he’d still come. Toes, fingers, maybe even an ear. Hmm, I’d like to sample yow’re nose, but then yow might be too ugly for him to want to save.”
 
   I try to ignore her threats, but it’s hard when she so close, purring, rubbing her body up against me. I truly hope Rhett doesn’t try to find me. My fate is my own, and if I’m going to live I’ll have to find a way out of this situation on my own. I’m glad I snuck off without telling him where I was going. He can’t possibly know where I am. Hell, I don’t even know where I am now. At least the fact that Flora is using me as bait means he survived yesterday’s mission.
 
   “I guess Rhett and the witch hunters beat the crap out of yowr Shifters yesterday,” I say, impersonating her awful, yowling voice. 
 
   With unnatural speed, she springs up, her claws slashing my shoulders, her fangs bared wickedly close to my face. Despite my attempt to hide my fear, I know I would flinch back if I had anywhere to go. As it is, the back of my head grinds up against impenetrable stone, prickling my scalp. 
 
   Her long rough tongue extends between her fangs, raking from my chin to my forehead, scraping my skin like sandpaper. I force myself to breathe, to not blink. To say, “I thought I ordered the avocado mask, but I’ll take the exfoliation treatment, too, if it’s free.”
 
   She makes a noise that’s something between a laugh and a hiss, and pulls away. “Yowr commitment to bravery is commendable but foolish,” she says. “Yowr flesh is delicious. Before the day is done, I will dine on it.”
 
   It’s not the fact that she’s once more threatened to treat me like the main course at a five star restaurant that makes my heart stop. It’s the proposed timeline. “But you gave us three days to surrender,” I say.
 
   “Yowr point?” she says, slinking away. 
 
   “Only one day has passed. Yow have to give Rhett two more days to meet your demands.”
 
   “Do I?”
 
   I curse at my own stupidity. Of course she wouldn’t honor her own terms. In fact, it makes much more sense that she wouldn’t. With everyone planning for an attack in two days, attacking a day early will give them the advantage. Especially if she can draw Rhett away from Alliance on an impossible mission to rescue me. With Rhett and Bil added to her growing collection of Resistors, the humans, even with their magic-born allies, will be powerless to stop her. And that’s assuming the magic-born and humans don’t kill each other without Rhett there to keep the peace. 
 
   The creepy bitch is smart, I have to give her that. 
 
   Her fur seems to turn white when she enters the light, until it’s as if she disappears into the sunbeam itself. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   I hate that freaking feline. I’ve never held any animosity toward animals until I met Flora. Now I want to rip her stinking guts out, add them to a curry, and then feed them back to her as she takes her last gasping breath.
 
   Ugh. I’ve got a pretty disturbing imagination when I’m angry. 
 
   Bil Nez isn’t helping matters. “We are fodder for the cannons of the universe,” he says.
 
   “I’m hungry, too,” I agree.
 
   “Hunger isn’t real.”
 
   Gosh, I almost preferred the angry, violent version of Insane Bil. Now he sounds more like a stoned philosopher. “How about thirst? My tongue has been sticking to the roof of my mouth for an hour now.”
 
   Apparently he doesn’t have an opinion on thirst yet, because he stays silent. 
 
   There’s a noise from somewhere behind us, the scuff of footfalls. I didn’t even realize there was anything behind us. “Who goes there?” Bil Nez asks helpfully.
 
   “I’ve brought breakfast,” a tender voice mewls. The voice sounds young and timid.
 
   “Thank the good Lord,” I say, my stomach growling. 
 
   A girl with long red hair and a freckle-splashed face comes into view between us, carrying a plank of wood. There’s a tin bowl resting in the center, filled with something that I can’t make out. Whatever it is, there’s steam rising from it in thin curls. 
 
   “Are you…human?” I ask. She doesn’t look more than twelve. Shifters use the blood of children for their spells, so if she’s human she should be dead, bled out in the great name of magical progress.
 
   She looks on the verge of tears. “Yes,” she says, her voice no more than a whisper. 
 
   “How are you alive?” I ask, realizing how terrible a question it is only after I’ve asked it.
 
   She bursts into tears, placing the tray on the floor so she can hide her face in her hands. There’s something strange about her fingers. I stare at them, trying to understand what I’m seeing—or rather, what I’m not seeing. When my brain catches up to my eyes, a wave of revulsion crumbles over the shallows in my stomach. She only has two fingers and a thumb on each hand. The missing digits are nothing more than stumps, their tips wrapped in haphazard bloodstained bandages. This girl wasn’t born like this, nor was it a childhood accident. Her fingers were removed recently. Bitten off. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” I say, backtracking quickly, trying not to stare at her injuries. “I’m Laney. This is Bil. Say hi, Bil.”
 
   “Greetings from the fictitious world of folly and suff—”
 
   “Thank you, Bil, that’s great,” I interject, before he can really scare her.
 
   The girl rapidly wipes the tears from her cheeks. “Shoot shoot shoot,” she says. “I can’t let her catch me crying again. Master said she would do things to me. Bad things.”
 
   “Who’s Master?” I ask, already knowing—and dreading—the answer.
 
   “The big cat,” she says. “The black one with the sharp teeth. She controls everything. She asked me to feed you.”
 
   “You’ll need to release our hands and heads before we can eat,” I point out. 
 
   She shakes her head. “I don’t know how. I have to feed you myself. She said to do it like a mama feeding a baby.”
 
   Gah. “What’s your name?” I ask.
 
   “Chloe.”
 
   “That’s a pretty name. Can you tell me anything about what’s going on?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “What is this place?” I prod.
 
   “A big cave,” she says. “Well, more like a cavern, except the walls are really glossy.” She lowers her voice. “There are animals everywhere. They look like they want to eat me. They only don’t because I keep my head down and do what I’m told. There are others like me, but most of them don’t make it.”
 
   “The animals are witches and warlocks,” I say.
 
   “I know,” she says. 
 
   “They want your blood because you’re a child.”
 
   “I’m ten,” she says, as if that means she’s no longer a child. At least her eyes are dry and there’s a stubborn tilt to her chin that wasn’t there before. Maybe she’ll be able to help us after all. “They take some of my blood every day. They say if I do anything bad they’ll take all of it. I believe them, because once I tried to escape and they took some of my fingers.” She holds up her hands. Not some of your fingers—four of your fingers, I think in horror. “Master made me watch her eat them. They crunched like celery and she told me how good they tasted. She wouldn’t stop eating them until I stopped screaming, which took a while.”
 
   Flora will suffer, I promise myself. While gaping at the tiny arms of this brave little girl, I notice that it’s not only her hands that are damaged. Fierce red spots dot the inside of her forearms and in the crook of her elbows. They take some of my blood every day, she’d said. I swallow hard, trying to focus on a plan.
 
   I’m too hungry to think. “What did you bring for us?” I ask.
 
   “Hunger isn’t—” Bil Nez starts to say, but I cut him off.
 
   “Then don’t eat.” He goes silent as Chloe picks up the makeshift timber tray. 
 
   “They’re better if you close your eyes and swallow them whole,” she says. 
 
   “What are better?” I ask, peering at the bowl. Steaming, dark, oblong lumps fill the container to the brim. 
 
   “Don’t ask,” she says. “Close your eyes and open your mouth.”
 
   The only thing that would make any of this more degrading is if she used the old ‘Here comes the airplane’ method. “Look, kid, just tell me what it is and I’ll let you feed me.”
 
   “Slugs,” she says. My stomach squeezes into a fist as the smell hits me at the same time as her revelation. 
 
   “Nuh-uh. No thanks,” I say. I clamp my mouth shut.
 
   The girl’s lip trembles. “You have to—she’ll punish me if you don’t eat.”
 
   I close my eyes but I don’t open my mouth. This is crazy. Nuts. How am I even here? Bil-freaking-Nez, dammit. 
 
   “They’re not as bad as you think,” Chloe says. “I cooked them myself. She used to make me eat them when they were still alive and wriggling, but now she lets me cook them.” She makes it sound like a major victory, which, I guess it is given our current situation. 
 
   Keeping my eyes closed, I open my mouth and try not to scream as she shoves a spoonful of slimy, sticky, boiled slugs down my throat. Trying not to heave, I swallow thickly, pretending they’re nothing more than gummy bears.
 
   Three seconds later, I throw up all over Chloe. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Sixteen
 
   Rhett
 
    
 
   When I poke my head out of the tent, the day is yawning and stretching, casting off the weariness of night. So much for a powernap. Which leaves…
 
   Two days until the Shifters attack. 
 
   We’ve got work to do, but first I’ve got to find Laney. She’ll probably already be heading this way, but I should surprise her and meet her halfway. 
 
   She’s not at the perimeter.
 
   She didn’t trade shifts. 
 
   No one’s seen her or Hex since yesterday morning. 
 
   My mind is blank, empty, like an unused whiteboard. She said she would keep the peace in Alliance. She said she would wait.
 
   But when has Laney ever just waited around?
 
   Stupid. I’ve been so stupid. I was so focused on the war with the Shifters that I totally missed what Laney was really telling me. 
 
   “Ow!” I exclaim when I run smack into something hard. 
 
   Mr. Jackson studies me under narrowed eyebrows. “I was standing still and you walked right into me,” he says. “What happened?” Xave’s just behind him, his eyebrows raised in curiosity. I must have looked like a crazy person, staring at my feet and muttering under my breath.
 
   “Laney’s missing,” I say. “Hex too.”
 
   “So is Bil Nez,” Mr. Jackson says.
 
   “What? How do you know?” Why would he be looking for Bil?
 
   Xave steps forward. “We’ve got a battle to plan,” he says. “As Resistors, you and Bil will be a major part of it. We have strategies to discuss.” It sounds so unlike Xave. A battle to plan? Strategies to discuss? Clearly he’s been spending too much time with his father.
 
   “Not anymore,” I say. “I have to find Laney and Hex first. Bil, too.”
 
   Mr. Jackson puts a hand on my shoulder. “Rhett, I know they mean a lot to you, but—”
 
   I pull away. “‘A lot’ to me?” I shake my head. I shouldn’t have expected him to understand. After all, he’s the man who abandoned his own son to foster care. He’d probably sacrifice Xave in a heartbeat if it meant the success of his “master plan” for peace.
 
   “We don’t have time for friends or love,” Mr. Jackson shouts as I stride away. “The whole world is depending on you.”
 
   “Tell them I’m busy,” I say. “I’ll be back when I find them.”
 
   But with each step I take, doubt gnaws in my stomach, like a beaver working its way through a fallen tree. What if it takes a week to find them? What if they’re already dead? I push down the latter thought to a place where I can’t see it, can’t feel it. They’re not dead. No. They’ve just decided to go for a little walk. But to where?
 
   I ask around at The Exchange. No one remembers seeing them. And then I run into Gertie.
 
   “Sure, I saw Laney yesterday,” she says. “She was looking for that creepy little mud troll. You know the one, right?”
 
   “Grogg,” I say, my heart skipping a beat. Because I know where she’s gone and what she plans on doing once she’s there. And I guess Hex followed to protect her. Surprise, surprise. Perhaps he won’t need doggy obedience school, after all. Bil Nez is the only mystery. Why would he follow her? He’s always been enigmatic, but I wouldn’t take him for a stalker. He must have his reasons. 
 
   Gertie gives me the same information she gave Laney, and I make my way to the White House, where I find the muddy pillar where Laney must’ve found Grogg and talked my father into letting her come see him. For a fleeting second, anger builds in my chest at my father. He had no right to draw Laney away from me. No right at all. If he had something to tell me he could’ve told it through Grogg. And if he had something to give me, I could’ve sent anyone to collect it. Not Laney. Not Hex. 
 
   The anger doesn’t last, as if it’s a house built on a foundation of toothpicks, collapsing under its own weight. I slump beside the pillar, deciding what to do. I can’t follow her, because if she leads me to my father, it could kill him. The damn curse. But what if she never made it to my father? What if by not looking for Laney I’m condemning her to a slow death at the hands of some evil magic-born? What if Flora—I swallow the knot in my throat—finds her first?
 
   I’m torn in half. I’m in love with Laney, that much I know. I can’t—I can’t—lose someone else I love. I’ve barely even met my father and can’t pretend to love him. But still. He’s my father, and all signs point to him being a good man. A good man who I can’t go near. But that doesn’t mean I should speed his certain death along. 
 
   I know what Laney’s doing. I should trust her. For all I know, she might be working on a solution to his curse right now. For all I know she might’ve already removed it. She’s smart and she’s a doer and she doesn’t like to lose. She could be on her way back already, dragging my uncursed father behind her. 
 
   Everyone needs a bit of false hope sometimes, I think, as Mr. Jackson and Xave appear in the distance, slowly making their way toward me. 
 
   “Well,” Mr. Jackson says as they walk up.
 
   “That’s a deep thought,” I say.
 
   Xave smirks. It’s the sort of silliness that used to be so common between us. “Did you figure out where Laney is?”
 
   “Yeah,” I say. I tell them everything. 
 
   “Your father will die if you get too close,” Mr. Jackson says.
 
   “You think I don’t know that!” I say, raising my voice. I quickly lower my head in shame. “Sorry,” I mumble. They’re only here to help, even if I know I won’t like Mr. Jackson’s advice.
 
   “This is your choice to make, Rhett,” he says. I look up, surprised. Mr. Jackson has never been the type to suggest. Even his suggestions sound like commands. But in this case he sounds like he’s giving me free reign to decide what to do. I feel an icy twist of fear in my gut. Despite all evidence to the contrary, in my heart I just want him to tell me what to do, like he used to. Following orders is easier than creating your own destiny, but will leave you empty and wanting. 
 
   “I don’t know what to do,” I admit.
 
   Mr. Jackson gazes across the White House lawn, where the Claires are sitting in the unnaturally verdant grass, eating breakfast, talking, and laughing. How can they be so happy when the whole world is so sad?
 
   After a few minutes of watching the Claires, Mr. Jackson clears his throat and says, “Sometimes the easiest thing is to keep moving, to keep busy, to act and react. But sometimes what you need to do is just stay still. That’s the hardest of all.”
 
   With his cryptic advice given, he leaves, his long strides carrying him away too fast. 
 
   Xave slumps down beside me. “Take it from me,” he says. “Not everything he says makes sense.”
 
   Despite the awfulness of the situation I find myself in, I laugh. Up until this point, I haven’t heard Xave speak negatively about his father, even as a joke. He’s been practically worshipping him, as if making up for lost time. “I think he did make sense this time,” I say.
 
   Xave looks at me with the same warm, brown eyes he’s had since the day I met him in foster care. “I think so too,” he says.
 
   “So I stay here,” I say. “I don’t go after Laney. I trust her and Hex and Bil, and I take care of my own responsibilities.” I’m not sure if it’s a promise or a question.
 
   Xave shrugs. “If you’re not here, the humans and the magic-born will likely kill each other.”
 
   I would laugh, but it’s not a joke. It’s the dead truth. But I sense there’s more to his words than just a guess. Something I missed earlier. “You and your dad were looking for me this morning, weren’t you?” He opens his mouth to speak, but I cut him off. “And don’t give me any of that making plans and strategies BS.”
 
   His face twitches like it always does when I catch him in a lie. “Yes,” he says. “We were looking for you. There’s a slight problem.”
 
   “How slight?” I say, my eyes narrowing. 
 
   “Not really slight at all,” he says. His voice rises. “It’s a big freaking problem.”
 
   What else could go wrong? “Just tell me,” I say. 
 
   “There’s a new group here,” he starts. 
 
   The magic-born don’t have new ‘groups.’ The lines around their gangs are based on magical abilities and are seemingly as ancient as time itself. “Humans,” I say. 
 
   Xave nods firmly. “They’re calling themselves Antithesis.”
 
   “Opposite?” I say. “Opposite to what?”
 
   “To you,” he says. “To us. To everything we’re trying to achieve. Their leader is a twenty-three-year-old who speaks like a preacher. Fancy words that suck you in and give you hope.”
 
   “Hope is good,” I say. “We need more hope.”
 
   “Yeah, but his hope is that there’s a safer place up north. He’s trying to convince as many people as possible to leave Alliance immediately.”
 
   “There is no safer place than here,” I say. “Their only hope is with some of the magic-born on their side.” 
 
   “Maybe you should tell them that,” Xave says.
 
   I shake my head. “We can’t go chasing every enigmatic nutbag who wants to leave. It’s his right to go if he wants. We need to get ready for the Shifter attack. We have to defend everyone else.”
 
   “You’re not understanding me,” Xave says. “This isn’t a small movement. He’s been rounding up support in secret, but apparently yesterday when we were hunting Shifters, he went public. No one’s arguing with him. Almost everyone is packing up and getting ready to leave.” 
 
   Oh no. In my haste to find information on Laney’s whereabouts, I barely noticed all the activity at The Exchange. I thought the sellers were setting up for the day, but now that I think about it, they were clearly pulling everything down, packing up crates and barrels and boxes. 
 
   “Show me,” I say.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Although he’s young, he looks every bit like a thirty-something-year-old man. Like a politician, with a flawless white smile, well-groomed dark hair, and a stubble-free face. He’s even wearing a neatly pressed button-down shirt and khaki pants, as if he’s heading to some office job and not trying to survive a world where you could be eaten by a shape-shifting lion at any moment. I recognize him immediately—the young man who spoke for the humans after I ordered that the murderers were to be imprisoned until a trial could be held. According to Xave, his name’s Cameron Hardy.
 
   And the words he’s spouting almost make me wish I could turn into a lion and eat him.
 
   “My friends and fellow humans,” he says, his arms outstretched in a grandiose fashion. “The time. Is. Now!” He speaks slowly, enunciating each word as if it’s the most important word in the sentence. The gathered crowd leans in, their collective body language clearly demonstrating their interest. 
 
   “We are at a crossroads and it’s time to act. We’ve allowed ourselves to be fooled by the magic-born, to be used by a false president, to be led like lambs to the slaughter. But I say to you that all”—pause—“is”—pause—“not”—pause—“lost.” People are nodding fervently. A few even shout “Yeah!”
 
   “I know you’re scared, that the world outside our perimeter seems dangerous—and it is—but the true danger lies inside our very walls. The magic-born may act like our friends now, but they’ve done this before, and then they killed our soldiers, our brave men and women who protected us for so very long. They say to ‘trust us,’ but I say to trust yourselves. I’m asking you to trust me! Antithesis is the way forward!” A roar goes up as people echo the chant of “Antithesis!” and the politician smiles broadly, soaking it in.
 
   I remember when I spoke to a small fraction of the humans. They didn’t cheer. They heckled and walked away, muttering curses under their breath. The fear of rejection bubbles inside me, making me feel ill, but Xave shoves me forward from behind. “Go,” he says. 
 
   With each step I feel as if my legs will fail me, and more than once I stub my toe and nearly trip. It doesn’t help that the speech continues, seeming to intensify the closer I get. “Them!” he shouts, pointing toward the back of the crowd. I pause to swivel my head, seeing a group of Necros gathering behind the humans, drawn by the commotion. “They are the enemy! They want us to die so they can use our bodies for their dark magic. I ask you this: Is raising a corpse from the dead a good thing? No! It is the purest form of evil, as dark as the black hearts of those magic-born who carry out such heinous acts.”
 
   “Kill them!” someone shouts, and the idea ripples through the crowd, the selfsame message being shouted several times. The humans do not look weak nor helpless. They look strong, but their strength is focused in the complete wrong direction. 
 
   The Necros back away, like a dark shadow retreating from a growing light. I only notice the Reaper because he’s moving opposite to his people, stepping forward while they move back, a fish swimming upstream. He steps between the humans and the Necros, looking so much smaller than usual on the empty patch of cement. 
 
   “We wish you no harm,” he says calmly.
 
   “We’ve heard that from the magic-born before!” Cameron Hardy shouts. “And they killed us in return for our trust!”
 
   “All we want is peace,” Mr. Jackson says. “Together we can defeat the Shifters and we’ll prove ourselves to you.”
 
   Mr. Jackson is struggling, his words falling on deaf ears. Some of the bigger humans have shoved their way to the front, inching toward him, bearing clenched fists and threatening sneers. I can hardly blame the humans. They’ve been through so much, and I remember a time when I didn’t trust the Necros either. But now I do, with my entire soul.
 
   I push forward, shouting, “Wait! Wait!”
 
   The crowd gives way when they notice me, and fierce whispers of “The Resistor!” race along like a brushfire. 
 
   There’s no room for fear when I step between the humans and the Necros, and yet it’s still there, sucking my breath away, shaking my knees. They’ve rejected me already. 
 
   “This isn’t right,” I say. The crowd goes silent.
 
   “Raising the dead isn’t right!” Cameron shouts, and the crowd agrees with a roar. 
 
   I shake my head. “I used to believe that, too, and it’s still hard for me to understand. But the dead are gone already. Their souls aren’t with their bodies anymore, and they would want to help, even from the grave.”
 
   “That’s sick!” Cameron shouts, and the crowd adds their agreement. 
 
   “Kill them! Kill them all!” the crowd roars.
 
   The bruisers in the front move forward, some of them cradling crowbars and sticks. One of them even has a strange-looking gun, and I can tell by the purple barrel it’s one of Huckle’s magical ones. 
 
   “No!” I yell, desperation cracking my voice. “Please, listen!” No one listens, the mob charging like an angry bull.
 
   That’s when I get bailed out by the very person I’m fighting against. Cameron Hardy raises his arms and shouts, “Stop!”
 
   They stop instantly, like he’s pressed the pause button on some life-controlling remote. Like they’re the pawns on his own personal chessboard, available to be moved in whichever direction he chooses.
 
   “There has been enough death,” he says. “We have to take the higher road. We are not like them.” He says ‘them’ like it’s a dirty word, pointing a single finger at Mr. Jackson. “We invite the Resistor to join us, but we will not force him. To the rest of you I ask: Will you follow me to a better place?”
 
   The question is barely out of his mouth before every man, woman, and child, as one, answer “Yeah!” in a deafening cry surely heard throughout all of Alliance. 
 
   “We leave under the cover of night,” Cameron Hardy says. “But first we must hold a trial for our unlawfully detained brother and sister.” He steps down from his makeshift platform and walks away, the crowd following in his wake like a pack of dogs on a leash. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seventeen
 
   Hex
 
    
 
   Grogg is Grogg again. Hex smells his butt and he scampers away, ducking behind a tree. Hex moves through the tree and pounces on the mud troll, pinning him to the ground. “Why?” Hex barks. “Why’d you do it?”
 
   Grogg tilts his head at an angle. In his creaky voice, he says, “Old Master commands it. We must obey.”
 
   Hex isn’t surprised Grogg can understand him. Grogg is a magical being, after all. “Rhett is my master,” he barks. “But I only obey him if it’s the right thing to do.”
 
   Grogg scrunches up his face and some of the mud sloughs off, revealing yet another layer of mud. He looks at Hex quizzically. “How do you do this thing you speak of?” he asks.
 
   Hex licks Grogg’s face and rolls off, allowing the troll to sit up. “No matter how many masters we have, we still have a choice,” he barks. “We are the only master that truly matters.”
 
   Grogg pinches his muddy cheeks and twists his malformed ears. One of them pops off and Grogg rolls it into a ball. He pops it in his mouth, chewing slowly, as if deep in thought. A moment later, his missing ear pops out from the side of his head. Hex chuffs and chases his tail gleefully. “See,” he barks. “You did that without anyone telling you to. And it was amazing!”
 
   Grogg seems to be inspired by Hex’s encouragement, grabbing his ankles and lifting his brown, clumpy feet over his own head like a contortionist. But he doesn’t stop there. He keeps going, his knees melting into his shoulders, his feet arcing down his back, past his rear, and back into place again, his knees reappearing from somewhere south of his torso. Delighted, Hex leaps into the air, allowing butterfly wings to sprout from his back, fluttering rapidly to propel him into a hover a few feet off the ground. 
 
   Letting out a husky chuckle, Grogg springs into the air, wrapping his arms around Hex’s neck and hanging on tightly while Hex flies them over the trees, past buildings, above creeks and fields and mountains and valleys. When Hex twists around to look at his passenger, Grogg’s head is spinning like a top, taking in the scenery with unabashed excitement. 
 
   “See!” Hex barks, and he doesn’t mean just the beauty of the landscape. He means the beauty of freedom.
 
   “Yes,” Grogg grunts. “I see.
 
   “Will you help me rescue my friends?” he barks. 
 
   “I will try,” Grogg says. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eighteen
 
   Laney
 
    
 
   I’m not really hungry anymore. In fact, I don’t think I’ll ever be hungry again. Without even bothering to clean my spew from her dress, Chloe fed the rest of the slugs to Bil, who ate them happily. For someone who said “Hunger is nothing,” he had quite an appetite. 
 
   Chloe left us after that, ignoring me when I hissed, “Get us out of here!” as she walked away. 
 
   So we’re still screwed. Well, I’m screwed, I don’t think Bil cares either way. He’s been muttering something under his breath for a while now, but I can’t understand him. I gave up asking him to speak up, because he just ignored me anyway.
 
   My arms and legs ache from being held so tightly in one position for so long. I’ve got a headache from the band wrapped around my forehead, and from the knock I took on the noggin last night. And there’s an annoying drip coming from one of the stalactites that’s making me want to rip my hair out one strand at a time—but I can’t even indulge in self-abuse with my arms strapped.
 
   With nothing better to do, I close my eyes and try to sleep, but Bil’s incessant whispering makes it impossible.
 
   “Better…,” he says. There’s more, the word a part of a longer sentence, but I can’t make it out, the hissing echoes bouncing off each other and turning the words into garbled mush. 
 
   “What’s better, Bil?” I ask, running out of patience. And I might be slightly curious as to what the inner workings of a madman sound like. 
 
   His peripheral vision meets my peripheral vision. “This way,” he says. “Better this way.”
 
   That’s what he’s been muttering for two hours? God, I wish I had my Glock right now. I’d shoot him, and then shoot myself. A stab of laughter chokes me. That wouldn’t work, of course. Bil would just be able to Resist my magic bullets, and I’d end up vaporizing myself. 
 
   “There’s nothing about our situation that’s better,” I say. “So please shut the hell up, Bil Nez.”
 
   “No!” he says loudly, and for a second I think he’s responding to me. But then he says it again. “No!” Along with: “Yes.” The internal battle continues on. “No! Yes! No! Yes! Stop it stop it stop it better better better…better…this…way…” The last word trails off in defeat, and he starts sobbing. 
 
   “Bil?” I say.
 
   “Who is that?” he asks.
 
   “Take a wild guess.”
 
   “Laney?”
 
   Thank God, I think. The real Bil Nez is back. The one I dislike, but not quite enough to hate. Things are looking up. “The one and only,” I say. “Welcome back to the land of the sane.”
 
   “Where are we? Why can’t I move? What happened?”
 
   “In a cave. Magical straps. Caught by Flora.” I’m tempted to tell him about the bellyful of slugs he’s got, but that would be just plain mean, even for me.
 
   There’s silence as he takes a moment to process my snap answers. “Why aren’t we dead?” he asks next.
 
   “I think Flora is collecting Resistors, so you get a free pass for now. Me, I’m bait for her to complete her Resistor collection.”
 
   “Rhett.”
 
   I say nothing.
 
   “She thinks no one will be able to stop her once she has all the Resistors,” Bil says, getting up to speed in a hurry. 
 
   “Pretty much,” I say.
 
   “But she won’t be able to force us to use our Resistance to help her,” Bil says. “I’ll just go to my other place if she tries to torture me. And Rhett would die before he’d let himself be used by Flora again.”
 
   “Doesn’t matter. She’s already got one Resistor who is willing to help her. Keeping you and Rhett squirrelled away is enough for her, then at least no one else can use you against her.”
 
   “We’ve got to get out of here,” Bil says.
 
   “You think? I’ve got a plan, but it involves breaking most of our bones to escape these straps, so if you’ve got anything better…”
 
   Instead of answering, Bil says, “What did I do while I was…gone?”
 
   “Nothing much,” I say. “Provided dozens of nuggets of wisdom, spoke in tongues, ate slugs, the usual.”
 
   “Very funny,” he says, but on the edge of my vision I can see the corner of his lips quirk up. Sometimes the truth is the hardest to believe.
 
   “Flora seems to like you,” I add. “I think she’ll like the other you better than this you.”
 
   “At least someone does,” he mutters.
 
   “Hey, the other you was kind of growing on me, too,” I say, keeping my voice steady.
 
   “Really?”
 
   “No, not really.”
 
   “Oh.” I can’t miss the misery in his voice.
 
   “Sorry,” I say. “I just—I deal with things by making jokes.”
 
   “At the expense of others,” Bil says.
 
   Uh. Yeah. I guess he’s right. I don’t really mock myself nearly as much as I probably should. I try to think of a good one. “Uh, I’m so fat that I don’t care that the internet is broken because I’m already worldwide.”
 
   Silence. I guess I shouldn’t choose standup comedy as a viable career path. 
 
   Bil says, “But you’re not fat.”
 
   “It’s just a joke.”
 
   “But it makes no sense unless you’re fat.”
 
   I sigh. He’s right. I suck at making fun of myself. “I invite you to do better,” I say.
 
   “You’re encouraging me to make fun of you?”
 
   I probably have it coming. “Yeah.”
 
   “Your voice is so husky you could be a coconut,” Bil says.
 
   I laugh because it’s so stupid it’s funny. “Nice.”
 
   “No wait, I got one. Your voice is so husky you could be a man pretending to be a girl for Halloween.”
 
   Less funny. “Is my voice really that bad?”
 
   Bil grins. “Nah. I’m just making a point. Not so much fun when you’re on the receiving end, is it?”
 
   “Guess not,” I say. “Sorry. If you can stop doing stupid stuff and saying stupid things, it would really help me to tone down the jokes.”
 
   “You’re hopeless,” Bil says, which makes me realize I’ve insulted him even as I’ve apologized for insulting him. Damn, this is going to be harder than I thought. 
 
   Footsteps urge us into silence. They’re louder than Flora’s silky footfalls and more certain and confident than Chloe’s timid ones. Whoever it is stops between us, and I can barely make out an obsidian outline of a person. 
 
   I can hear breathing.
 
   “What do you want?” I snap, tired of whatever game is being played.
 
   “You’re the girlfriend of the last Resistor,” a female voice says. “I remember you. You tried to kill me and my Master with your pathetically inadequate toy gun.”
 
   Oh gosh. It’s the other Resistor. No, not just some random Resistor, I remember. The sister Rhett never knew he had. Rain Carter. From the sounds of it, she doesn’t even know Rhett’s her brother. Do I tell her? Will it help or make things worse? “You can’t protect that retractable-clawed witch forever,” I say. “If I don’t kill her, someone else will.”
 
   “Maybe. Maybe not,” she says. “But I will go on.” Her voice sounds strange. Almost tinny, like it’s echoing in her mouth even before it echoes in the cave. This girl has some serious issues. 
 
   “Why did you come? Has this become some kind of human zoo so you and your Shifter buddies can come by and gawk at us? Want me to grunt like a monkey or something?”
 
   “I came to speak to Bil Nez,” she says.
 
   “Why hello there,” Bil says in his deepest voice. Gag. If we’re pinning our hopes on Bil’s ability to seduce Rhett’s sister, then we might as well season our slugs with cyanide and call it a day.
 
   “We need your help,” Rain says. 
 
   “I bet you do,” Bil says. Although I have nothing in my stomach, I almost dry-heave.
 
   “To win this war,” she clarifies.
 
   “Screw you,” Bil says, and I want to cheer. I feel a swell of pride. 
 
   “The humans won’t accept you,” Rain says. “You’re not like them. Your parents are magic-born, and although you didn’t get the same gifts as them, you got different gifts. Special gifts.”
 
   “I’m not five years old,” Bil says. “I don’t believe in the Tooth Fairy or Easter Bunny anymore.”
 
   “What about Santa Claus?” I ask, jumping in.
 
   “A fat, jolly man who traverses the whole of the earth in a single night, all the while keeping track of the good versus bad kids? C’mon, try your fairy tale on someone with a little less experience,” Bil says. 
 
   I laugh at that. He almost sounds…like me. 
 
   “What the hell are you even talking about?” Rain says, stepping forward where I can see her better. Even from the corner of my eye, the resemblance to Rhett is striking. She’s a big girl, not someone you’d want to get into a fight with. She wouldn’t be slapping, she’d be hammering. She’s tall, close to six feet, with broad shoulders and wide hips. Her lips are full, dark around the edges and pink where they meet, pouting out slightly on the bottom. Her eyes are a darker brown than Rhett’s, closer to Martin Carter’s color, almost black, but bigger. If her stare wasn’t so sharp, she could almost be considered doe-eyed. If she didn’t look so angry, she could almost be pretty, in an I-want-to-devour-you-for-breakfast kind of way. 
 
   I don’t respond and Bil doesn’t either; apparently he’s taking her in as well. I wonder if her resemblance to Rhett will make him more or less inclined to pursue her affections. I’m really hoping for less.
 
   Standing between us, she seems uncertain, rocking from one foot to the other. As if she’s waiting for something. Finally, she says, “I don’t know—I want to—Fine. You’ve made your choice.”
 
   “Wait,” I say, but she’s already spun around and out of sight, the echoes of her footsteps making her exit sound like a stampede rather than the retreat of a single individual. 
 
   “That was odd,” Bil says, and coming from him, that says a whole lot. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   We’ve discussed it to death and agreed on nothing. Bil wants to play along, to pretend to switch sides, and then later try to sabotage the Shifters. I’d rather wait and see how it plays out, at least for now. I don’t say it, but I don’t exactly trust that the real Bil will stick around long enough to carry out his proposed plan. And who knows what the other Bil will do when pressed by Rain again. He might even help them, which could be disastrous on so many levels. 
 
   We’re still arguing when Bil suddenly groans. I can barely make out that he’s closed his eyes and opened his mouth wide. As if he’s in pai—
 
   “It hurts!” he howls.
 
   “What?” I say, helplessly watching my fellow schemer’s body strain against his bindings, clearly in serious agony.
 
   “He…wants…to…get…inside…me! Argh!”
 
   I’m more than freaked out, but there’s nothing I can do except to provide verbal encouragement for Bil’s fight against some invisible foe. “Fight back! Keep him out! You can do it!” If I had a boom box I’d press play and the Rocky theme song would erupt from the speakers. 
 
   “Can’t! Too strong!”
 
   “You can!” I say. “You are stronger!” A skeptical thought shoots through my mind, but if this is some kind of an elaborate joke, I will get my revenge later. At least, if I’m not eaten by a panther first. 
 
   And then, as quickly as whatever force came to assault him, it’s gone, leaving Bil panting and breathless. “Oh gosh”—huff huff huff—“oh man”—more breathing—“it’s over. I think it’s over.”
 
   “What was that?”
 
   “I—I think it was a wizard,” Bil says. 
 
   And then he passes out. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nineteen
 
   Rhett
 
    
 
   Although both Xave and Mr. Jackson counseled that there was nothing we could’ve done differently, that the minds of the humans were already made up, I still feel like a big fat loser. A week ago I’d convinced myself that my purpose was greater than the vengeful path I was on. I thought I could make a difference, that I could help bring about peace in a world that so desperately needs a break from the killing. 
 
   But now I feel like a fool for thinking I was more important than anyone else. Because I’m not. I’m just a lost teen with an uncanny ability to Resist magic. All it took was a single silver-tongued, well-dressed dude to pull everyone away from me, like the Pied Piper skipping along playing his damn flute. 
 
   “Maybe you should denounce your alliance with the magic-born and kick us out,” Xave says as we walk side by side toward the ruins of the White House. 
 
   My head snaps toward him. “Are you serious?” I say. “I could never do that.”
 
   “I mean you could pretend. Gain their trust again. Give us time to prove ourselves to them.”
 
   I shake my head. “That’s not the way it should work. You helped save them the last time. You’ve already proven yourselves.”
 
   “I know,” Xave says. “I just wish there was another way. They won’t last ten minutes out there.”
 
   He’s right, which is what scares me. Not because we’re just guessing, but because I’ve Seen it. It was Trish’s final gift to me before she gave her life to save Laney. A vision of a dark future, in which thousands of humans were destroyed by the magic-born. But before I decide anything, I have to know exactly what the vision means.
 
   Tara rises from where she’s sitting and glides across the lawn to meet us. “Rhett Carter,” she says. “Xavier Jackson. I’ve been expecting you both.”
 
   Of course she is. They don’t call them Clairvoyants for nothing. 
 
   “Then you already know why we’re here,” I say. 
 
   “The vision Mother gave you,” she says. Considering I only knew Trish as a nine-year-old girl, it still freaks me out the way the Claires refer to her as their mother. I try not to think about it too much in case my brain explodes. 
 
   “Do you know what I saw?” I ask. 
 
   “We all saw it,” she says. I shouldn’t be surprised, but I am. The vision felt so personal, like it was a gift from Trish to me, a secret shared between two confidants. My face must give away my astonishment, or she just read my mind, because she says, “There is nothing personal about our magic. What one of us does, the others feel. Our visions are shared, as is our pain. We saw what she showed you, and we wept. We felt our Mother’s agony as she ripped herself apart to save her sister, and we cried tears of joy and sorrow for her sacrifice and death.”
 
   I’ve always thought of the Claires as being so strong and untouchable. The idea of them mourning for both their mother and humanity with the same tears sends a shiver of emotion through me. “I think I understand,” I say. “But I need to know: Is there more? In the vision I was powerless. The end was coming and people were dying and there was no one to help them. They were lost souls.”
 
   “There is no more,” she says, and my heart sinks into a morass of despair. 
 
   “Then there is no hope,” I say.
 
   “I wasn’t finished,” she says, gently chiding my interruption like a patient schoolteacher to an unruly student. “Hope isn’t a single act, or a vision of the future, or even a rope that magically appears so you can grab onto it. No, hope is created from within yourself, by sheer strength of will alone. Hope cannot be given, nor taken away. Hope dies a thousand deaths under the weakness of humans and magic-born alike, and hope lives forever in those who promise to nurture it.” She extends her hand and touches my face, her skin so soft I could close my eyes and imagine rose petals brushing my cheek. “You are hope,” she says. Next she cups Xave’s chin and he can’t hold back his smile. “And you. A human and a magic-born, not mired in fear and hate, but connected by love and friendship and…” Her eyes twinkle like blue diamonds. 
 
   “Hope?” I say.
 
   She doesn’t confirm my answer as correct, because we all know it is. “It’s not because there’s no hope that there’s not more to the vision,” she counsels. “It’s because there is hope that the ending can be changed.”
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   There’s still an hour before the time designated by Cameron Hardy for the trial. I was hoping to delay things, thus ensuring I wouldn’t have to deal with those crazies anytime soon, but Cameron insisted. “All American humans have the right to a fair and speedy trial,” he said, as if quoting some law book. I noticed how he emphasized the word ‘humans,’ making it sound as if criminal magic-born would be either shot on sight or left to rot in prison without trial. 
 
   With hundreds of eyes staring at me, I had no choice but to agree to his terms, the trial time set for noon. Just another unnecessary distraction when we should be planning for the battle with the Shifters. 
 
   Since the allegiances of the humans are drifting further and further away from where I’d hoped they would be, I’ll have to depend more and more on the magic-born. We’ll need the help of every willing and able witch and warlock if we’re going to have any chance. 
 
   Every witch, I remind myself as I step inside the large tent set up for Mags, the Medium we met after our last mission. She sits cross-legged in the center of the tent with her eyes closed, as if asleep, or perhaps deep in meditation. On each side is a heavily armed witch hunter, both of whom are probably itching for her to make a run for it so they can pull the trigger. They hesitate when I say, “Leave us,” but then shuffle out, eyeing the Medium warily the whole way. 
 
   “Rhett Carter,” the witch says without opening her eyes. 
 
   “You said you’d help us,” I say.
 
   She says nothing.
 
   “Does your power diminish with time?” I ask. “Or strengthen with experience?”
 
   Her eyes flash open to reveal abnormally cloudy whites surrounding irises so dark they appear to be extensions of her pupils. With trembling hands, she grasps a few locks of her long, stringy, gray hair and begins to braid them together. “You’re asking whether the reason I didn’t fight back when you found me was because I was simply too weak, or because I truly didn’t want to harm you.”
 
   Pretty much. “Yes.”
 
   “My body is weak but my mind is strong,” she says in response. 
 
   “Prove it,” I say.
 
   Her wrinkly skin seems to twitch in delight. “Hold on to your hat,” she says, although my head is bare.
 
   She extends her arms, closes her eyes, and starts murmuring under her breath. I notice a slight breeze caressing the outside of the tent, as if searching for a way in, but other than that, nothing happens for a long minute.
 
   I’ve been duped by a fraud. This woman can’t conjure the soul of a mouse, much less a full-fledged furious human poltergeist. I shake my head, taking the first step to leave her, when the first chunk of her hair drops from her head. 
 
   It’s the one she was working with her fingers, already half-braided. But instead of hanging from her scalp, it’s now resting in her lap, as if pulled up by the roots. There’s an embarrassing bald patch on her head, as if she had a particularly bad haircut. I frown, wondering whether her body is failing her, the final throes of death taking her hair first, then her heart. 
 
   More hair drops, blanketing the floor like feathers from a molting bird. But no, it’s not just her hair falling out. For, littered amongst the gray locks are fingernails, having torn themselves free of her fingers, tumbling around her crossed legs. 
 
   It’s like she’s coming apart before my very eyes. I stare on, horrified, as she continues to whisper, her lips barely moving. Soon she’s fingernail-less and fully bald, her scalp wrinkly and pocked with sun spots.
 
   If she’s aware of her baldness and lack of fingernails, she doesn’t show it. The breeze picks up until it’s a stiff wind, shaking the tent like a sail whipped across the open waters of the ocean. Someone shouts something from outside the tent, one of the witch hunters perhaps, and a sudden gust bursts through the entrance, slapping my face and ripping at the tent poles. 
 
   My breath leaves me as the tent is thrust upward, as if sucked into a massive vacuum, rocketing overhead like a kite in a hurricane. Fighting to stay on my feet while the wind buffets me from all sides, I stare at Mags, who is no longer bald. It’s not hair, but fingernails that grow from her scalp, lengthening by the second and then bending, folding down around her dome, like grotesque dreadlocks. 
 
   From her bare fingertips issue strands of greasy, ash-colored hair, drooping all the way to the ground, like some nightmare version of Rapunzel’s princely rescue. 
 
   I want to hurl, remembering the other two magic-using Mediums I’d encountered previously—the way their bodies did strange things as they cast their spells. Wrenching my gaze from Mags, I look to the sky, which is suddenly full of shadows. 
 
   There are more screams all around me, from witch hunters and Necros alike, bandying together, preparing for yet another battle, this one on our own turf. This was a stupid idea, I realize. I brought the Medium back to our home, and then invited her to attack. I’m a genius sometimes. 
 
   The shadows descend, whirling around us like a phantom army, picking up tents and logs and cooking utensils, showering them down upon us. I narrowly avoid getting clocked in the head by a skillet, and dodge a pair of metal tines just before they impale my leg. The hellish ghouls cackle from above, relishing the closest thing to freedom they’ll ever get, enjoying the chaos they’ve managed to render. 
 
   And the only way to stop them is to—
 
   “Stop!” I shout, as I spy a witch hunter creeping up behind Mags, a crossbow aimed at her head. The bolt is pulled back and locked, ready to shoot. Its purple shaft leaves no doubt that it’s been magged up. The witch hunter gives me a sideways glance then ignores me, firing his weapon. 
 
   I push my every thought toward that bolt, willing it to miss, to disintegrate, to disappear entirely. Anything that will stop it from hitting its mark. 
 
   It snaps in half, the two pieces clunking to the ground. 
 
   I exhale deeply and shout, “Mags! Enough! I believe you!”
 
   The moment the words leave my mouth, the wind slackens. With a final, hooting burst of laughter, the shadowy poltergeists fade away and anything tangible left in the air plummets to the earth like dead weight. 
 
   Mags opens her eyes and smiles devilishly. 
 
   Once more, her hair hangs from her head and her nails poke from her fingertips. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   “I can’t believe you asked her for a demonstration and not me,” Xave says, hurrying along beside me to keep up.
 
   I cringe. Why won’t Xave let it go? The thought of seeing him do…whatever it is that he does to reanimate corpses—dark things I expect—makes me shudder. “I already know you’re able to do what you do,” I explain. “Mags was a question mark. I needed to know she could perform in battle.”
 
   “You’re still disgusted by me,” Xave says. “Great.”
 
   Well, at least one thing hasn’t changed. Drama follows Xave around like a shadow. “I’m not,” I say. “Not by you.”
 
   He reads between the lines. “By what I can do.”
 
   “Can you blame me?” I say, stopping suddenly. “I’ve seen the end results and it’s not pretty.” Images of malformed faces, clawed hands, and fanged mouths whirl through my mind. Sewn-shut eyes. A rattling voice. Rhett-t-t-t-t. I bite down hard and will away my final memories of Beth’s reanimated corpse. 
 
   Xave stops, too, looking stunned, like I’ve slapped him. “I was screwed up,” he says, his voice pleading now. “I thought I could save Beth, that I could do better with her, bring her back for real. I should’ve left her in peace—I know that now. But I’ve come a long way since then. I’ve honed my skills. They’re not what you think.”
 
   I don’t need this right now. We’re heading to the murder trial, something that could be a critical moment in history, and we’re arguing about magical demonstrations? “Okay,” I say, just to shut him up. “You can show me later. I promise.”
 
   The smile that lights up his eyes immediately makes me regret my promise.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The judge for the trial is Floss, as agreed by both Cameron Hardy, Mr. Jackson, and me. I’m hoping I don’t regret that decision later. The jury is randomly selected from the crowd, an even split of humans and magic-born, five and five. Although I urge them to sit together as a united body, they refuse, moving swiftly to opposite sides.
 
   I’m just a spectator, having not witnessed the actual events, only arriving in time to clean up the aftermath and prevent any further crimes from being committed. Tillman Huckle sits next to me, his long legs spread out in front of him. “This is better than watching Law and Order,” he says. He’s chomping handful after handful of microwave popcorn, seemingly oblivious to the fact that half of it is missing his mouth, fluffy buttery crumbs tumbling into his lap. He even crunches the leftover, unpopped kernels. 
 
   “I’m surprised you managed to tear yourself away from your video games,” I say, watching with barely disguised disgust as he licks his fingers and then smears his greasy hand on his shirt.
 
   “You can only kill so many alien demons in one day,” he says. “Besides, I’ve always been interested in the law.”
 
   Subconsciously, my head cocks to the side. Although I’ve asked about Tillman’s past plenty of times before, he’s never been particularly forthcoming. I don’t even know how old he is. I’m almost afraid that if I prod too hard, he’ll clam up like he usually does. So instead I simply murmur, “Mm-hmm.”
 
   “Yeah,” he says. “I was in law school before all of this.”
 
   He could’ve admitted he was really a dark and powerful sorcerer and I wouldn’t be any more stunned. Somehow I can’t imagine Huckle opening a book, much less reading it. He never seemed like the studious type. And law school is supposed to be wickedly hard, right? “Wow,” I say, which pretty much sums up my thoughts.
 
   “I was killing it, too,” he says. “Straight A’s through three semesters.”
 
   I shake my head, not because I don’t believe him, but because Tillman Huckle doesn’t lie. Sometimes the truth is way crazier than even the most vivid imaginations. “I’m sorry,” I say.
 
   “For what?”
 
   “That your life got interrupted.” He should be more than halfway through law school, preparing to take the Bar Exam and start his new life in the legal world, not selling magical weapons to a bunch of desperate humans fighting a war they have little chance of winning.
 
   He laughs, half-choking on a popcorn flower that pops—no pun intended—from his mouth. “I wouldn’t go back to that endless boredom for all the money in the universe,” he says. “I’ll take a world where every day could be my last, over a world where people sue the crap out of each other just because the law will allow it.”
 
   Like I said, Huckle surprises me every time I see him. I never would’ve expected him to have such strong opinions on…well, on anything. 
 
   I turn away, because it appears the trial is about ready to start. We’re in a patch of empty ground between the other spectators; of course, the humans and magic-born are sitting on opposing sides. The empty space beside me seems to darken; it would typically be filled by Laney, Hex, and Bil Nez. Can’t think about them now, I tell myself. 
 
   Xave sits toward the front, on the Necros’ side, as one of the witnesses to the crime. Mr. Jackson will represent the victim, while Cameron Hardy sits with the accused. I spoke with both of them before the trial and we agreed the basics: a short trial, three witnesses each, questioned by both “lawyers,” followed by questioning of each of the accused. The woman, whose name is Lindy Jones, will be tried for second-degree murder, an unpremeditated crime of anger, while her husband, Arnold Jones, is accused of being an accomplice and accessory to the homicide, apparently having egged her on and handed her the knife that later became the murder weapon. 
 
   As the first three witnesses for the prosecution—all Necros—answer questions posed by the lawyers, it becomes clear that neither side is going to agree on the facts of the case. Although everyone says there was an accidental bump when the now-deceased Necro ran into Lindy Jones while heading toward the cook fire for breakfast, how exactly it occurred is a great cause of strife amongst the witnesses. The Necro witnesses opine that Lindy had ample time to avoid the collision, but seemed to lean into it, as if welcoming the altercation. The human witnesses refute those “filthy magic-born liars,” going so far as to say the Necro went out of his way to barge Lindy with his shoulder. 
 
   That’s the beginning of outburst number one, and it takes Floss more than ten minutes to resume order. 
 
   Outburst number two comes during a heated discussion about whether the Necro said he’d enjoy reanimating Lindy and Arnold’s unborn children after they died, or whether he said he’d kill them just so he could reanimate them. Either way, it wasn’t a very smart thing for the Necro to say, a fact that seems lost during the shouting match that ensues. Floss eventually shoots a shotgun into the air to maintain order. I guess that’s the witch apocalypse version of a gavel. 
 
   The final fact to argue about is the manner of the killing. Both defendants admit their hand in the murder:
 
   According to Arnold: “I handed my Lindy that dagger so she could teach that no-good magic-born sumbitch a lesson in manners.”
 
   According to Lindy: “I woulda stabbed that filthy mongrel ten times if they hadn’ta pulled me offa him.”
 
   At that point, most of the Necros stand and stare at the humans with undisguised contempt and barely restrained violence. Which, of course, causes outburst number three as most of the humans draw magged up weapons. 
 
   Instead of inviting everyone to a trial, it seems I’ve created a battleground. 
 
   I stand between them while Huckle lopes awkwardly out of the line of fire. 
 
   I feel like screaming and throwing things, but I’m pretty sure that won’t help. Instead I say, “Please. This is almost over. Let’s just finish and go back to trying not to die.”
 
   Although tensions are high, for some reason they listen, lowering themselves to the ground. Perhaps they’re as exhausted of the fighting as I am. Floss gives me a tired, but thankful look and resumes control of the proceedings. Huckle doesn’t come back to sit with me, choosing to remain in the back, away from the action. I’m tempted to join him.
 
   The final argument is over whether the Necro attacked first, Cameron Hardy using a classic self-defense plea as his rationale for the killing. “You see, ladies and gentlemen of the jury,” he says in closing, “these two upstanding citizens were clearly just protecting themselves from imminent harm.”
 
   Mr. Jackson, having thrown his dark hood back in what I expect is an attempt to humanize himself to the human jurors, closes with, “The facts of the case clearly point to murder. The victim was stabbed in the back, as evidenced by the puncture wound you’ve all seen on the body. The two so-called defendants suffered no bodily harm and there was no evidence of self-defense, other than the made-up stories of the witnesses and their lawyer. I ask the jury to seek justice for the victim and I ask the court to punish the accused accordingly. Thank you.”
 
   Floss quickly cuts off any further arguments from either side with another blast from her gavel-shotgun. “Uh. What now?” she says, finding me in the crowd. 
 
   “The jury,” I mouth to her.
 
   “Yes, of course. Now the jury will, uh, get together and…discuss things.” Her fingers twitch at the air. “I mean, deliberate. Yeah, the jury has to deliberate.”
 
   Although all ten jurors are sent off to a semi-private area walled off for them, I suspect they won’t do much deliberating outside of their magic-born/human groups. Which means we’ll end up with a hung jury, rendering the entire exercise in American justice pointless.
 
   After ten minutes, Floss checks with the jurors and comes back almost immediately with the jurors in tow. She returns to her spot in the middle, holding her shotgun threateningly with both hands, as if daring anyone to step out of line. The jurors return to opposite sides. I try to read their faces, but none of them give anything away with their expressions. 
 
   Floss says, “Have you reached a verdict?”
 
   She looks to the Necros first. One of them steps forward and says, “We have.”
 
   She swivels to look toward the humans. A woman with a squeaky voice says, “Yes, Your Honor,” which makes Floss smirk. 
 
   “Good, hit me with it,” she says.
 
   The Necro spokesman gestures toward the human woman, inviting her to speak. She says, “We find the first defendant, Arnold Jones, not guilty of accessory to murder.”
 
   While a cheer goes up from the humans, there’s a rumble amongst the Necros. A few of them stand, shaking their heads, preparing to leave this farce of a trial. Lindy and Arnold are all smiles, hugging each other. 
 
   The hubbub dies down when Floss threatens to murder them all if they don’t shut up. No one seems to believe it’s an empty threat. 
 
   The woman clears her throat, adding unnecessary suspense to a verdict that’s not in doubt in the least. “We find the second defendant, Lindy Jones, guilty of murder in the second-degree.”
 
   A hush falls over the audience, the verdict silencing both sides. Lindy is all smiles, attempting to hug her husband in celebration. She heard what she wanted to hear—what she expected to hear. Not guilty. As Arnold pushes her away, his eyes wide with shock, she realizes the truth and her mouth opens in a snarl. “What?!” she shrieks. “I demand a retrial!” She glares at the human jurors. “You traitors. You’re an embarrassment to your own kind.” With a quickness that surprises me, she leaps past Cameron Hardy, trying to get to the jury. A couple of Floss’s witch hunter thugs manage to cut her off, holding her back. “You pigs! You filthy mongrels! I’ll kill you all for this!”
 
   They hold her down as Floss issues the punishment. “Lindy Jones, you have been found guilty by a jury of your peers.” She looks up at me for approval and I nod. “For your crime you are sentenced to life in confinement.”
 
   “No!” she screams. “Get offa me, you bastards! You can’t do this. The filthy warlock deserved what he got. I did you all a favor.” She continues screaming similar pleas and threats as they drag her away. 
 
   On the Necro side there are handshakes and smiles. They’ve lost a brother, but justice was served. And all without me getting involved in the actual trial, other than helping to prevent the two sides from killing each other before it was over. Maybe things are turning around. Maybe the humans are coming to their senses, realizing that the Necros aren’t the enemy—that evil in general is the enemy. Maybe they won’t leave tonight, like Cameron Hardy said. 
 
   Or maybe not. When I turn my head, the humans—with the exception of Arnold Jones, who’s slumped over, his head hanging between his knees—are all smiles too. Cameron Hardy is shaking each juror’s hand, as if personally thanking them for their verdict. The other humans are patting each other on the back, as if they’ve just achieved a great victory. 
 
   Something’s not right. 
 
   Cameron Hardy notices me watching him, and leaves his people to meet me. “Well done,” he says. “You’ve helped establish a little order in a place of great chaos.”
 
   I eye him narrowly, skeptical as to the genuineness of his congratulations. “I don’t get it,” I say.
 
   He laughs and puts a hand on my shoulder, like we’re old friends. If there were still cameras and paparazzi, they’d capture this moment and spin it as a well-spirited reunion between rivals. I get the feeling that despite Cameron’s body language, it’s the opposite. 
 
   “If I’m to lead them to a better place, we’ll need rules. We’ll need a justice system. Riffraff like Lindy Jones have no place in the new world I want to create,” he says. “When we leave tonight, our burdens will be lighter with her left behind under your watchful care.”
 
   It clicks. This was no trial. Although it feels like the Necros received justice, it was the exact opposite. Everything was planned well before the first witness was questioned. The jurors were always going to find Arnold not guilty and Lindy guilty, because that’s what Cameron Hardy wanted. A victory with a loss. “They hated Lindy, didn’t they?” I say.
 
   Cameron smiles a dazzling smile. “She was not well-liked,” he admits. “In most people’s opinion she was bat-crazy with more screws loose than a hardware store run by monkeys.” Although I’m impressed by the accuracy of the comparison, I say nothing, still too angry for words. “We’ll keep her in custody until we go, then it will be up to the magic-born to carry out the sentence, although I suspect those savages will just kill her and be done with it. Anyway, the offer is still open if you’d like to join us tonight. Unfortunately we’re not willing to take any of the magic-born. They can kill each other off for all I care.”
 
   “This is wrong,” I say. “The Claires have Seen it. They’ve shown me. You’re all going to die out there.”
 
   Cameron laughs. “I appreciate your concern, but forgive me if I don’t believe the predictions of the magic-born,” he says, turning on his heel and walking away. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty
 
   Hex
 
    
 
   Hex wants to trust Grogg. He wants to believe the mud troll is himself again, the delightful, entertaining, useful creature that he’s been in the past.
 
   But what Grogg is muttering under his breath isn’t helping. To Hex, it sounds like he’s arguing with himself, carrying out both sides of a strange conversation.
 
   “Master wants us to go away, far far away. We must listen. We must obey,” he croaks, his voice crackling with sternness.
 
   His voice changes, and it’s higher, almost falsetto, cracking with teenage-boy pubescence at the end of each word. “No. No. Grogg doesn’t listen to Master anymore. Grogg is his own troll now.” 
 
   “Master created us. We were just mud and muck before Master came along. We owe her.”
 
   “She is mean to Grogg. She makes us do bad things. Furry creature says we don’t have to listen.”
 
   “Furry creature likes to sniff butts and chase us. What does furry creature know?”
 
   Hex almost interrupts at that point to say it’s not his fault Grogg smells so good, but the mud troll is already responding to himself.
 
   “Hex is our friend now. Our only friend. The panther will kill us. She will pull off our arms and legs and stuff them in our mouth. It might taste good at first, but then it will strangle us and we will return to the earth.” Something has changed on this side of the argument. The voice is stronger, more confident, and Grogg is no longer referring to Flora as ‘Master,’ only as ‘she’ or ‘the panther.’
 
   Hex’s butterfly wings carry them closer to the mountainous area Grogg pointed out earlier. 
 
   “Master can see us!” Grogg screams, fear in his voice.
 
   “Then stop her!” Hex barks. Why is it so hard for everyone to understand that if you want something, all you have to do is make it happen? he wonders.
 
   “Can’t! Grogg can’t! Grogg hurts. Master squeezes. Master burns.” His words mix with a scream of pain.
 
   “Fight her!” Hex barks, swooping back toward the ground at the foot of the hills. 
 
   “Grogg tries! Leave. Us. Alone!” he roars, and Hex feels the entire meager weight of the mud troll flop lifelessly on his back. 
 
   “Is Grogg okay?” Hex barks, setting his paws lightly on the ground. He doesn’t need his wings anymore, so they’re not there anymore. He feels Grogg slide off his back and he spins to see him, trying hard to ignore the way his tail taunts him by flicking just out of sight. 
 
   Grogg isn’t moving. He isn’t breathing either, but he doesn’t always breathe. Just when he feels like it. At least his legs and arms aren’t ripped off and stuffed down his throat, like Grogg was worried would happen.
 
   Hex paws at him and barks a regular bark that just means, “Hey!”
 
   Grogg’s strange eyeballs flutter. “Grogg is dead?” he asks.
 
   “Yes,” Hex barks. “The old Grogg is dead. Say hey to the new Grogg. The free Grogg!”
 
   “Hey, new Grogg,” Grogg says. He cocks his head to the side, as if expecting something to happen. As if waiting for something. Then he says, “Huh. No Master?”
 
   Hex barks, “The Master is you now. Now let’s go chase something.”
 
   “No,” Grogg says, and Hex chuffs. He’s never heard Grogg say ‘no’ like that, with such confidence and swagger. Like he means it. 
 
   “What do you want to do?” he barks.
 
   Grogg says, “Let’s find your friends.”
 
   Hex licks Grogg’s face and the mud troll doesn’t even seem to mind. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-One
 
   Laney
 
    
 
   I don’t eat lunch because it’s slugs again. I let Chloe spoon them into my mouth and then I spit them back out. I wonder what Rhett’s eating, probably something hot and rich that Gertie whipped up. I’d kill for a single spoonful of her famous squirrel stew. Weird how your perspective can change so quickly.
 
   “Not eating this time?” I say to Bil—who, after fainting, woke up when Chloe pinched his nose and tried to shove a slug down his throat. He spits it out at Chloe’s feet. 
 
   “My stomach already hurts from the first batch,” he says.
 
   “If you don’t eat, she’ll hurt me,” Chloe says, pleading. 
 
   Although I feel bad for the girl, I’m pretty sure us eating slugs isn’t going to help her any. “Then just tell her we ate them,” I say. “Or you can eat them if you’re so keen for someone to eat them.”
 
   “She’ll know,” she says, hot pools filling her eyes. “She always knows.”
 
   I snap the thread of compassion I feel, and say, “You won’t help us, so why should we help you?”
 
   “I—” The girl stops, as if unsure of how to respond. “Because I’m just a little kid?” she says unsurely.
 
   “No you’re not,” I say. 
 
   Surprised, she sits down in front of me, resting the pot o’ slugs between her legs. “I’m not?”
 
   “Nuh-uh,” I say. “When the witches attacked, we all grew up in that instant. We all became adults. We all became survivors. You’re a survivor. And surviving isn’t worth a rusty old hubcap if you’re not fighting.”
 
   She seems to absorb every word, her eyes never leaving mine. “But if I grew up when the witches attacked, why am I still so small?”
 
   I groan. Kids and their endless questions. “Are you taller than you were before all this started?” I ask.
 
   “Yes, but—”
 
   “There you go. You grew up.”
 
   She eyes me with the skepticism of a child questioning the existence of Santa Claus when the cookies and milk are gone and her father has a milk mustache and chocolate smile. “But why don’t I have”—she points to my chest and then makes a gesture like round bumps forming—“those. My sister was only fourteen and even she had them.”
 
   I’d be more frustrated if I didn’t notice the way she said her sister was only fourteen. I don’t ask her what happened to her sister. I don’t want to know, and I doubt it will help her to dredge up the memory. “Chloe,” I say, my voice low and soothing. “I don’t mean you’ve got the body of an adult. I mean you became an adult up here.” I try to lift my hand to tap my head, but remember that I’m strapped to this godforsaken stalagmite. “In your head,” I explain instead.
 
   “So I’m as smart as an adult?” Chloe says, her lips curling partway up.
 
   I think of all the ridiculously stupid adults I know. “Most definitely,” I say, which pushes Chloe’s lips into a full smile, the first real one I’ve seen on her freckly face. “And as a very wise adult, I know you can help us,” I add, holding my breath.
 
   She chews the side of her mouth, seeming to consider. I don’t exhale until she speaks.
 
   “What do you want me to do?” she asks.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   “I’m surprised you’re so good with kids,” Bil says after Chloe is gone.
 
   “Why?” I say, only realizing after the question escapes my lips that I’m probably setting myself up.
 
   “Because you suck so much with everyone else,” he says, chuckling at his own joke.
 
   “You got me, Bil,” I say. “So freaking funny. I had a nine-year-old sister, remember?”
 
   “Yeah, a nine-year-old going on two-thousand,” he says. 
 
   Good point. “Do you think she’ll be able to pull it off?” I ask.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Your optimism is overwhelming.”
 
   “What exactly do I have to be optimistic about? We’re strung up like fresh meat, just waiting for some sadistic panther to chew our toes off one by one; the Shifters are about to annihilate the only friends we have left; and they won’t give us anything to eat except slugs.”
 
   I start to speak, but he’s not finished. “Oh, and not to mention I just found out that my mom had my dad killed, and oh yeah, she was a crazy power-hungry human-hater who was killed by my friend, the one and only Rhett Carter.”
 
   “And you’ve lost your marbles,” I add, unable to help myself.
 
   “There’s that too,” Bil says. “Thanks for reminding me.”
 
   “Chloe’s going to come through,” I say confidently.
 
   “No, she’s not,” Bil says. “You’ve sentenced her to death.”
 
   My head gets very hot. “She’s already dead,” I say. “We all are if we don’t do something.”
 
   “Well congratulations,” Bil says,” you’ve done something. You’ve sent a child to try to escape from a fortress guarded by the most dangerous beasts in the world, just so she can wander off to who knows where to try to find help for us.”
 
   “Says the guy who got us into this stinking mess in the first place!” I fire back, straining against the magical bands, wishing I could do more talking with my fists and less with my tongue. 
 
   Silence. Bil breathes; I seethe. Bil swallows loudly; I spit—I can still taste the sliminess of the slugs in my mouth.
 
   Finally, Bil says, “Look, I don’t want to argue anymore.”
 
   “Good,” I say, “Because I was about to say I bet my dead magic-born parents could kick your dead magic-born parents’ asses.”
 
   Bil snorts and it seems to break the tension. “Sorry. I forgot that you haven’t exactly had the sweetest ride since Salem’s Revenge either.”
 
   My joints are on fire, having not moved for hours. I desperately wish I could shift positions even the smallest amount, but that’s not a possibility, so I try to ignore the aches. “Who has?”
 
   Bil chuckles. “Did you mean it when you said we’re all dead already?”
 
   I’m about to say “Hell yeah,” but then I take a deep breath and really consider his question. “No,” I say. “But I do know we have to expect more from each other. Chloe might be a little girl, but she’s survived this long, which makes her something special.”
 
   Bil sighs. Says, “Okay.”
 
   “Hey,” I say, transitioning to a different subject. “What happened earlier? I’ve been itching to ask you.”
 
   “I—I’m not sure,” Bil says.
 
   “You said something about a wizard before you decided to take a snooze. You said he was trying to get inside you.”
 
   Bil doesn’t say anything for a long while, and I’m beginning to wonder whether he’s fallen asleep when he says, “I’ve felt it before, when I had the run-in with the Siren.”
 
   “Ellie,” I remember. “She tricked you and made you her slave.”
 
   “Yeah,” Bil says. “But this was the exact opposite to that. The Siren used words filled with syrup and sugar, subtly slipping past my defenses and controlling my mind. I wasn’t ready for her. Hell, I didn’t even know I was a Resistor back then. Whoever this wizard is, he’s very powerful. It felt like a sledgehammer smashing up again my brain, trying to break through my Resistance. It took the last of my strength to keep my walls from breaking.”
 
   I frown. “What do you think he was trying to do?” I ask.
 
   “That’s why I compared it to the Siren,” he says. “Their methods were different, but the aim was the same.”
 
   “He wanted to make you his sex slave?” I joke.
 
   “Ha ha. You wouldn’t be cracking jokes if you’d had this wizard’s fingers in your skull. He wanted to control me.”
 
   All thoughts of humor slink away with their tails between their legs, while a slash of iciness takes their place. The dark wizard, whoever he is, wants to use the Resistor against the Alliance. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   At some point, exhaustion and lack of further conversation thrusts us both to sleep again. I suspect Bil has nightmares of poorly manicured fingers probing through his mind, poking and prodding and squeezing his gray brain matter. Me, I dream of Chloe trying to sneak from the caves, only to be grabbed by razor sharp claws. I wake up to a racing heart and heaving lungs as I try to erase the images of Flora biting off her last few fingers, crunching them like celery sticks. 
 
   As my mind catches up to reality and my eyes try to adjust to the hazy darkness, a voice says, “Time to play a little game.” 
 
   I practically jump out of my own skin, which only causes the magical bands to cut into my skin, leaving my nerves screaming for relief. I grit my teeth and say, “What? Parcheesi? Sorry, I’m more of a Texas Hold’em girl.”
 
   Flora chuckles deep in her throat. Her gleaming yellow eyes move closer, until I can make out a bowtie of whiskers and a mischievous grin surrounding knife-like fangs.
 
   Bil Nez says, “What the—”
 
   “Ahh, good. Yow’re both awake. We do need three players for this game.”
 
   A shiver of dread runs up my spine, sending the hairs on the back of my neck into a tense salute. Somehow I get the feeling we’re not going to like this game. “You know, Flora, I’m still feeling awfully tired.” I force out an overly dramatic yawn. “A slug-heavy diet must make you sleepy.”
 
   “Liar liar,” Flora says.
 
   “No, really,” I say. “It’s like eating turkey on Thanksgiving. Or like eucalyptus. Have you ever seen a koala after it eats a eucalyptus salad? Those little buggers’ll sleep for ten hours straight.”
 
   “Yowr mouth is big,” Flora says.
 
   “Sticks and stones,” I say. “But anyway, I might be up for a game after my nap…”
 
   A swell of dizziness rolls through me as the ground seems to rise up toward me. I get the distinct thrill of falling and I pitch forward, the magical bands having disappeared in an instant. Unprepared to protect myself, I bash my shoulder on the unforgiving rock floor and groan. Nearby, Bil lets out a similar cry of pain. 
 
   And yet the first thought that races through my head has nothing to do with my bruised shoulder: We’re free! my inner voice screams. Perhaps Chloe came through for us and brought Rhett, who’s just used his sword to slash through our tethers. Or maybe there’s a traitor in Flora’s inner circle, who finally decided to come to our rescue.
 
   Or not.
 
   “Game on,” Flora growls. “Yow have two minutes. Make them count.”
 
   For a long second I don’t understand what she means, and then it clicks. We’re the game. Bil and me, running for our lives while she gives chase. 
 
   “Run, Bil!” I shout, but even as I try to obey my own command and push to my feet, my arms and legs seem to betray me, collapsing under my weight. The hours of immobility have turned them into mush. And then Bil’s there, pulling me to my feet, supporting me as we hobble toward the line of light that must be a way out. Although I know this isn’t the time or the place, all I can think about is how Bil’s never going to let me live this moment down—assuming either of us live at all.
 
   Behind us, Flora’s counting down—“One minute!”—which seems to give strength to my muscles and bones as adrenaline shoots through me. I tear away from Bil, hissing “I’m okay now,” and rushing into the light, which grows with each step. Two more long strides and we’re—
 
   Not out. 
 
   It’s a trick. We’re in another part of the caves, much broader and longer and full of boulders and stalagmites rising up like the giant molars and incisors inside the maw of a monstrous beast whose mouth we’ve unfortunately stumbled into. The light comes from slits in the high, smooth, obsidian ceiling, allowing individual thrill-seeking solar rays to bungee jump into the caves. 
 
   “Thirty seconds!” Flora growls, and I utter a curse and Bil Nez says, “We’re meat.” He’s back to his pessimistic self. 
 
   “Run,” I breathe, and we do, half-sprinting, half-hobbling, skidding on the floor, which is exceptionally smooth like everything in this hellish cave, doing our own version of a three-legged race even without being tied together. Because the light paints a glowing path down the center of the wide corridor, we head to the right for the shadowy cover of the boulders. Rounding one, we come face to face with a black hole in the wall, as if one step inside will transport us to another dimension.
 
   “A tunnel,” Bil whispers, which, of course, is exactly right.
 
   “Zero,” Flora shrieks. “Come out, come out, wherever yow are!”
 
   We don’t have time to discuss the pros and cons of throwing ourselves down an unlit tunnel that might lead to the bowels of hell for all we know. “Inside,” I hiss, extending my arms like a battering ram and pushing into the tunnel. 
 
   The impact is like a swarm of wintry sleet raking across my cheek, but with strength behind it. I’m rocked back into Bil’s arms, which, weakened, are unable to handle my weight, collapsing beneath me. We tumble out of the tunnel and skid into the boulder. Bil grunts and I raise a hand to my cheek, my palm coming away streaked with blood. 
 
   As I roll off of Bil, a form materializes from the darkness. A leopard, its eyes full of hunger, stalks toward us. We should’ve known that although only three were playing Flora’s deadly game, there would be others involved. The Shifter stops a few feet away and seems to smile. “Good luck,” the leopard says in a surprisingly light and airy female voice. 
 
   Using the slick rock as leverage, I pull to my feet and help Bil up after me. Single file, we hustle along the edge of the boulders, half-expecting Flora to tackle me at any moment. More black hole tunnels appear on our right, but we ignore them, confident that they promise more pain than safety. Anyway, darkness isn’t our friend, not when Flora’s heightened feline senses include night vision. 
 
   When we round the last boulder in the sequence, I slam on the brakes and Bil smashes into my back, nearly bowling me over. As it is, he sort of clings to me and I to him in an embrace that’s much more intimate than I ever thought I’d get with him. Than I ever wanted to get. But embarrassing body positions are the last things on my mind right now. Not when there’s a massive chest-beating gorilla blocking the path forward. The Shifter makes me think of what the gorillas in Planet of the Apes would look like if they weren’t computer-generated. Real and deadly and like he could squash our heads into jelly between his enormous opposable-thumb-wielding hands. Sometimes evolution catches up to you in a hurry. 
 
   Squirming away from Bil, I spin around to find the leopard stalking toward us with silky strides. 
 
   We’re trapped.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Two
 
   Rhett
 
    
 
   Nothing is going right. 
 
   We somehow manage to win the fight of our lives and defeat the Head of the Witch Council, and yet we still can’t get the humans and the magic-born to agree on a damn thing. So now the humans are packing up and getting ready for a one way trip to the afterlife, courtesy of the Shifters and their allies. 
 
   And to top it all off, the witch hunters are joining them.
 
   “We’re not going to abandon them,” Floss says, fiddling with one of the dozen piercings running up the side of her ear. “They’re our people.”
 
   I swear we’ve been over this ten times, but I take a deep breath and try again. “I’m not saying to abandon them. I’m saying that if we’re leaving Alliance on some ridiculous journey, we need to be smart about security. We can’t just all charge out into the open and expect to survive against an enemy that’s built to hunt us.”
 
   “There’s no ‘we,’” Floss says. “This isn’t working. The humans aren’t interested in having the magic-born around anymore. That’s the whole point. I’m sorry, Rhett, I really am. If it was up to you and me, we’d all stay in Alliance and defend it to the death. But that’s not in the cards this time. I want you to come with us, but you’ll have to leave your friends. I’m sorry.”
 
   A wave of loneliness surges through me as I watch her walk away, joining the other witch hunters, who are checking and rechecking their weapons, filling their packs with canteens and food. 
 
   Getting ready to leave.
 
   I close my eyes, defeated, but almost immediately snap them open when I feel pressure on my shoulder. Turning my head, I see a dark hand. The same hand that used to beat the crap out of me in Witch Hunter Training 101. 
 
   “This is so screwed,” I say. “They’re all going to die for nothing.”
 
   “Not necessarily,” he says, giving me pause.
 
   Mr. Jackson doesn’t make bold predictions and he’s not an optimist by nature. But this time he’s wrong. Dead wrong. “We barely had a chance even in Alliance,” I say. “Out there, they’ll be sitting ducks, fighting on the Shifters’ home turf.”
 
   “They won’t die for nothing,” Mr. Jackson says, and I finally understand why he seemed so confident in his previous statement. He’s not saying they’re not going to die, just that it won’t be for nothing. Oh great. This is the unfeeling Mr. Jackson I know and despise. 
 
   “Yeah, I guess the Necros will have plenty of raw materials for their magic after the Shifters are finished with them. Your army will be huge. The Necros will pretty much take over things, I guess. Maybe the humans are right to leave.” 
 
   I turn away from him, glaring at the sun, which is already well past its peak. I stare at it, willing it to stop, to turn back, to end this madness. If anything, it seems to fall further toward the horizon, laughing the whole way. It’s as if the entire world is laughing at me. 
 
   “You know,” Mr. Jackson says, “Xave is trying to convince me to follow the humans.”
 
   I don’t move. Don’t react. “Why would he do that?” I ask, my tone even. Disinterested. 
 
   “Because he cares. Because he believes in you. Because he thinks peace isn’t a lost cause.”
 
   “Then he’s a fool,” I say. “I’ll talk to him. I’ll try to persuade him to help me find Laney, Hex, and Bil, and then get as far away from here as we can. We can find a safe place and be happy. Forget about you and Salem’s Revenge. Forget the last year of our lives ever happened.” At some point my hands tighten into fists, as if supporting my words with a show of strength.
 
   “You don’t mean that,” Mr. Jackson says, and I hate him because he’s right. 
 
   I don’t say anything, just bore holes into the witch hunters with my eyes. 
 
   “I’m considering Xave’s advice,” Mr. Jackson says.
 
   What does that even mean? Xave wants the Necros to go with the humans, but the humans don’t want the magic-born anywhere near them. They hate them. Loathe them. Want them dead. Deader than dead—burnt to ash, just like when the government was authorizing the burning of witches during Salem’s Return. If not for the stupidity of humans in the first place, none of this would’ve happened. The magic-born would’ve never fought back.
 
   “They won’t even know we’re protecting them,” Mr. Jackson says. 
 
   I say nothing. He’s giving me hope, just before stripping it away. It’s what he does. What he’s always done. I won’t fall for it again.
 
   “The other Necros will follow me anywhere,” he adds, without arrogance, as if simply stating the facts. 
 
   “Sheep,” I say. 
 
   “Our army is substantial.”
 
   The Reaper has been extremely secretive about the location and quantity of his undead army, so his statement piques my interest. “How substantial?”
 
   “Twelve,” he says. 
 
   “Twelve hundred?” The size of the number surprises me, but it likely won’t be nearly enough. According to the Claires’ estimates, the number of Shifters and their allies, including their army of mud, could stretch to as many as ten thousand. 
 
   Mr. Jackson chuckles. “A good guess before Xavier. But my son has changed everything. His magic makes mine look like a child’s beginner chemistry set. What he can do…it’s beautiful.”
 
   I’m dumbstruck on so many levels. If my guess is wrong, then he must mean, “Twelve thousand,” I say, the words coming out a whisper, as if I’ve spoken them aloud accidentally. My mind is still fighting between the sheer magnitude of the number and the fact that he’s lifted Xave onto such a high pedestal. 
 
   “Yes,” Mr. Jackson says, and I turn, my eyes meeting his. “Twelve thousand Reanimates will be defending Mr. Cameron Hardy and his foolish followers. The Claires have agreed to accompany us, too, as has your friend, the Medium.”
 
   “Mags,” I say, in disbelief.
 
   “I prefer to think of her as Ye Old Hag, but you can call her what you want.” A smile plays on the edges of Mr. Jackson’s lips. 
 
   “Why are you doing this?” I say, my eyes narrowing. There must be an ulterior motive, some endgame that will serve the Necros above all.
 
   The dark seriousness in his eyes is enough to confirm the truth of his words before he speaks them. “Because I always wanted peace, from the very beginning. My methods were crude and hard for a human to understand, but they were all I had. Until Xave showed me another way.”
 
   Beautiful. The Reaper called his son’s methods beautiful. I’m not sure what that means, but from my standpoint there’s nothing aesthetically pleasing about corpses lurching to life, growing claws and fangs that scratch and bite. But still, the guy who was my first and best friend, the guy who’s stood up for me my entire life, has shown his own father, the Reaper, master of the dead, “another way.” 
 
   I can’t hold the smile from my face, because that’s who Xavier Jackson’s always been. A Changer of Perspectives. A Defender of the Weak. For the first time since I discovered he was a warlock, I truly see him again as the boy he was, unchanged in the one place it counts the most: his heart.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   I’m preparing to leave—not with the humans, but with the Necros—when the Claire finds me. You have many decisions to make, Tara says in my head. 
 
   “Not really,” I say, tightening a belt lined with six cursed throwing stars, two magged-up knives, and the triple-bladed sword that Tillman Huckle sold me just over a week ago. 
 
   Light seems to pulse from her white dress, as if she’s laughing. Her face, however, remains impassive, a mask of unamused beauty. You have committed yourself to one cause? she says. 
 
   My mouth and throat suddenly feel so dry I wish I could speak directly into her head. “There is only one cause,” I manage to scratch out, pushing away the dark thoughts that threaten to cloud my judgment. Hex. Laney. My father. Bil Nez. Am I seriously ranking the friends in my life? If so, I vow never to tell Laney that I subconsciously placed my dog at the front of the line. 
 
   I once told you there was another way to remove your father’s curse, Tara says.
 
   Although I can feel her presence calming me from the inside out, a bolt of anger rises up, burning my dry throat. “Yeah, and then you said I’d only know what it was when the time was right. Well, the time is not right. That ship has sailed. I can’t think about my father, or anyone, right now. I have to focus. I have to not be selfish for one damn day.”
 
   If she’s surprised at my outburst, Tara doesn’t show it in her expression, which remains stoic and wise. The curse can be transferred from your father to another, she says. But only to someone who truly loves you, as he does.
 
   Before I can even begin to process her revelation, her dress whirls and she glides away.
 
   I punch the dirt and bury my head in my hands. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Three
 
   Hex
 
    
 
   There’s a winged beast guarding one of the entrances to the caves. To Hex, it looks like an oversized pigeon, which makes him want to dash into the open, barking and leaping and trying to rip it from the air. 
 
   Not to hurt it. Just to play with it. For fun.
 
   But he knows this is not the time for fun, which seems counterintuitive to every instinct he has. It should always be the time for fun. It’s these bad witches and warlocks that make things not fun. They are the fun ruiners, and they have Laney and Bil Nez in those caves somewhere. He could go and get Rhett, show him where to go, but then Rhett might die, too. And Hex can’t have that. He cannot imagine a world without Rhett or Laney or Bil Nez. Or even Grogg. 
 
   Grogg says, “We can’t get inside with flappy flapper watching.”
 
   Hex knows his friend is right. Flappy flapper sees everything with her beady eyes, and despite his earlier thoughts, he’s pretty sure she’s a lot more dangerous than an old pigeon. 
 
   “We have to kill it,” Grogg says, and Hex can’t tell if he means the both of them or simply himself. “Grogg be bait. Woofy woof do rest.” The mud troll has never called him that before, but he smiles appreciatively at the nickname, his tongue dripping into a puddle at Grogg’s feet. 
 
   Grogg splashes a few times in the drool, saying “Ahhhh!” and then scurries out from hiding, shrieking, “Ooga ooga ooga what?”
 
   Hex doesn’t have time to wonder what Grogg means by his exclamation, if anything, because the Shifter is already diving for the ground, zeroing in on the mud-creature like he’s nothing more than a lunchtime surprise waiting to be scooped up in his long curved beak, which is wide open and ready for business. 
 
   Grogg stops and stares upward, making exaggerated gestures with his arms, almost taunting the massive bird. Hex is about to dive from cover, but Grogg shouts, “Wait for us!” and begins scurrying back toward him. 
 
   The bird swoops in and Hex does his best to calm his muscles, which are urging him to “Get the bird, Hex! Get it!” Grogg looks back and then dives, squishing himself flat, as if becoming one with the dirt, returning to the earth that helped create him. Time seems to stop as the bird shrieks, and Hex sees that his earlier comparison to a pigeon couldn’t be further from reality. With the gnarled head of a vulture, a long reptilian neck, a body like a torpedo, and bone-hard legs ending in curving, scythe-like talons, the beast is a deadly foe that would strike fear into the hearts of the bravest of men.
 
   But Hex is no man. He’s not sure if he’s still fully canine either, what with all the strange potions he was forced to ingest by his previous captor. Noxious brews that are surely still running through his veins, mixing with his blood, becoming one with him. 
 
   Regardless of what he is, he’s not scared, and as the creepy bird scrapes the ground with her claws, he leaps from hiding, growing in size, not changing into a lion this time, but remaining a dog, albeit a much, much bigger one. 
 
   The bird squawk-screams and shouts, “You!” before Hex lands atop her, planting his paws heavily on her back, crushing her to the ground. He hates the bloodlust that roars through him, hates how powerful it makes him feel, hates how out of control he’s become—but he gives into it for the sake of his friends, letting ancient survival instincts guide him as he twists around and sinks his teeth into the bird’s neck, wrenching her flesh from side to side like she’s nothing more than one of the chew toys he used to love so much. 
 
   The blood is tangy and warm on his tongue. Tasteable enough that he licks his lips, before remembering himself. What he did. The act of savagery that he already wishes he could forget. 
 
   Grogg says, “Dead,” two of his muddy fingers resting on the Shifter’s throat. “Good doggy.”
 
   Hex doesn’t feel good at the moment—he feels ill. His tail isn’t even wagging, and he wants to curl in a ball and sleep. Killing is the worst thing in the world to him, even if it’s necessary. 
 
   And when Grogg places a hand on the bird’s head and says, “The blood of three children Shifted this witch,” Hex knows without a doubt that killing this monster was necessary. 
 
   Hex closes his eyes and tries to remember the faces of the ones he loves. They spiral through his mind, filling him with warm feelings of belly rubs and wet, slobbery kisses. He relishes the moment, feeling the sun on his fur, his mouth open to catch the breeze. He remains like that until Grogg says, “There’s a girl. Grogg knows her.”
 
   Hex’s eyes blink open and he sees her running toward them, cascading down from the cave entrance like the first sparkling drops of a waterfall, her red hair flashing in the sun. She stops in front of them and says, “You killed it. I couldn’t leave until you killed it.”
 
   Grogg peeks around Hex’s side and says, “Chloe is escaping?”
 
   The girl who must be named Chloe, says, “Grogg. You’re different. You’ve changed.”
 
   Grogg says, “We are our master now. Master is not master. Master is enemy.”
 
   And Chloe says, “Then I need your help.”
 
   “Help with what?” Hex barks.
 
   The little girl screws up her face in confusion. “What are you trying to say, boy? You’re not a normal doggy, are you?” she says.
 
   Grogg says, “Hex is our friend. And you can be, too. We’re looking for someone. Two someones. Laney and Bil. Can you help us?”
 
   “Yes,” Chloe says, and Hex’s tail starts wagging again. “I can take you right to them.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Four
 
   Laney
 
    
 
   Bil says, “I’ll let them eat me first. I’d rather not watch you get eaten and then get eaten anyway.”
 
   “How chivalrous,” I mutter, my eyes flicking between the advancing gorilla and leopard. What happened to Flora’s master plan to use Bil’s Resistance powers during the battle and me to lure Rhett out of hiding? How did we go from prized prisoners to the first option on today’s lunch menu?
 
   The gorilla lumbers forward, using all four limbs in a loping gallop. The leopard charges, faster than a blur. Bil screams like a girl.
 
   I grab Bil and haul him toward the wall that splits the space between the two Shifters. Only it’s not a wall; it’s empty and black, leading into a fathomless abyss, likely the home of an even scarier beast, like a bear or the freaking boogey monster. Great plan, I think sarcastically, as I push Bil headlong into the inky blackness, throwing myself after him. 
 
   The leopard’s cry and the gorilla’s bellow fade quickly into the background as the ground disappears beneath our feet, replaced by nothing but blind, empty air, leaving the silence broken only by Bil’s long, echoing scream and my own gasp, which punches from my lungs like a heavyweight boxer’s knockout blow. 
 
   My arms windmill and I force my tired legs to bend, preparing for an impact that will surely shatter bones and tear tendons. An impact that will likely kill us both in a manner that’s only slightly better than being eaten alive by witches turned into beasts. 
 
   Time suspends itself in an invisible net of gloom, and then torpedoes forward with a vicious SLAP! that seems to hit my entire body at once, sending a shockwave of fresh pain through my every nerve, all the way to my extremities. But I don’t stop like I expect, my fall continues, much slower, as if I’ve hit so hard I’ve sunk into the ground itself, which gobbles me up, trying to swallow me in a cold, wet bath. 
 
   The sudden cold seems to reawaken my mind, and I realize how far off course I’ve let my thoughts run. Water. I’m in water. And although my ankle is throbbing so badly I think it might be sprained, overall I’m doing okay. And by okay I mean not dead. Except for the fact that I can’t breathe because I’m blindly sinking into an underground pool that may or may not have a bottom. 
 
   I thrust hard with my uninjured leg, an awkward half-frog kick that somehow manages to stop my descent. A few decent paddles with my arms and more frantic kicking and my head splutters out of the water. Nearby, Bil Nez coughs wetly. At least I hope it’s him and not some cave-dwelling demon with a bad cold whose skinny-dipping session we’ve disturbed with our unplanned cannonballs. 
 
   “Bil?” I say.
 
   More coughing.
 
   “You okay?”
 
   “Swallowed too much water,” he coughs. 
 
   “I held my breath,” I say. 
 
   “Must’ve slipped my mind,” he grumbles. 
 
   Sounds echo down from above. “Yow ruined our game,” Flora yowls, like we’re a couple of sore loser children who just turned over a Monopoly game board and stomped off. 
 
   “Sorry,” I say, “self-preservation and all that.”
 
   “How are we going to get yow out of there?” Flora says, almost to herself. 
 
   Bil whispers something smart, which is unusual for him. “The water has to come in somehow. And it probably leaves another way.” Which is obvious, although I have to admit the thought hadn’t yet crossed my mind. 
 
   I shout, “Wait just a minute and we’ll climb out. We can even climb right into your mouths if it’ll save us all a lot of trouble.” Under my breath, I hiss, “An underground stream, a…” I finally notice the way it seems to be pulling me in one direction, like there’s a— “…current.”
 
   “Yeah,” Bil says. “Let it take us. It’s our only chance.”
 
   “I’m sending Opie down,” Flora says. “He’s the best climber.” I’m pretty sure I don’t want to meet Opie, who I presume is the bone-crushing gorilla.
 
   “We’ll have a bunch of bananas waiting for him,” I shout back, feeling Bil’s bobbing form bounce against me. 
 
   “Hang on,” Bil says, offering his arm. 
 
   Why oh why does every aspect of our escape seem to involve Bil Nez invading my personal space? I grab his arm and say, “Don’t try anything funny.”
 
   He scoffs. “What kind of guy do you think I am?”
 
   “The kind that likes to try funny stuff,” I say.
 
   “It’s like you’re inside my head,” Bil jokes, just before muttering a curse. “End of the road.” I release his arm and feel around. A wall, whisper smooth, blocks our path. Which means the current is trying to suck us below the surface, into some kind of a natural, fully submerged pipe. 
 
   There’s a scraping sound from somewhere above us and then a hailstorm of rocks splash around us. One of them glances fiercely off my cheek. Freaking disrespecting gorilla! 
 
   “Like you said, Nez, we’ve got no choice,” I say. I am not hanging around for ape-man to pluck us out of the water in some nightmare version of bobbing for apples.
 
   “Hyperventilate,” he says. 
 
   “Bil, we don’t have time to talk about how you’re feeling,” I say. 
 
   “No,” he says. “We have to hyperventilate ourselves if we’re going to make it. We used to do it when we were kids. Not the smartest thing to do, but we were stupid, always trying to see who could hold their breath the longest. If you breathe really fast and hard—short, sharp breaths—you’ll be able to hold your breath longer.”
 
   He’s right—I’ve heard something similar before. “Okay,” I say. “Go.”
 
   I try to ignore the sound of the gorilla climbing down as I focus on my breathing. In out. In out. In out. Inoutinoutinoutinoutinout! 
 
   And then Bil’s pulling me under and together we’re kicking hard, scooping the water aside with our hands, feeling along the polished rock wall, which goes deeper and deeper until it vanishes before us. 
 
   The water seems to grab me and pull me into the tunnel, propelling me along faster and faster as I help with a steady kick that sends fireworks exploding through my injured ankle. I don’t know if my eyes are closed or open because I can’t see anything either way. The only thing to do is kick and pray our oxygen doesn’t run out. 
 
   Bil was right about the hyperventilating thing. Although instinctually I know I need to get to the surface as soon as possible and release my breath, my lungs are calm and serene, just existing, not screaming for breath like they normally do after twenty to thirty seconds underwater. 
 
   Unfortunately the trip is longer than half a minute, although I don’t know how much longer, as every second that passes could be ten seconds or even twenty; I wonder if this is how it would feel to be cast off from Earth, sentenced to float through the vast gravity-less vacuum of space until your oxygen runs out or you’re hit by a passing meteorite, whichever comes first. 
 
   Panic sets in even before my lungs start to burn. I kick harder and more frantically, and I feel as if I’m writhing rather than swimming, moving backward rather than forward. But I don’t stop trying, fighting through the water like it’s my archenemy, even when my lungs start to rebel. I’ve had friends who were swimmers tell me that when they’re in the water it’s like they’re at home, and they become one with the swimming pool. 
 
   This is nothing like that. This is not home and I feel like the water hates me as much as I hate it. My lungs spasm and I have to clamp my lips shut with all my force to keep them from opening and drinking a soggy breath. 
 
   I kick again and again and again as my chest heaves, bubbles slipping from my lips in short succession. 
 
   Done. I’m done.
 
   In a last-ditch effort I change the trajectory of my thrusts and kick upwards, hoping to find a sliver of breathing space between the water and the silky tunnel ceiling. 
 
   Instead, my head bursts from the water, my stale held breath exploding from my lungs with a heaving gasp that seems to rip the very cells from my throat. My lungs burn and my head spins and I breathe and breathe and breathe air that should be dank and old and unsatisfying, but which instead tastes as sweet as sugar on my tongue. I could breathe it forever, and then a few more minutes after that. 
 
   Bil says, “You made that harder than it had to be.” It’s still too dark to see him, but it’s actually great to hear his voice, despite the fact that I was so focused on the simple act of breathing that I’d temporarily forgotten about him. 
 
   I keep breathing, treading water, wondering what he means.
 
   “The tunnel ended a ways back,” he says. “Weren’t you feeling for the roof?”
 
   God, I’m an idiot. This whole prisoner experience is turning into an episode of Why Laney Is Lucky to Be Alive, the new reality show that everyone will surely be talking about in the school cafeteria—once the witch apocalypse is over and there is a school to have a cafeteria in, of course. 
 
   I don’t respond, which seems to be the course of least humiliation at this point.
 
   “Do you think the Shifter gorilla can swim?” Bil asks, thankfully changing the subject to one that doesn’t involve dwelling on my stupidity.
 
   “I’m not sticking around to find out,” I say, inching forward in the water, feeling for something I can climb up onto. The cold is seeping into my bones and I can’t spend much longer in the water. “You got a light?”
 
   “Yeah,” Bil says, “you can help me retrieve it.”
 
   I don’t have the slightest clue what he’s talking about, and given he’s already sniggering, I’m pretty sure I don’t want to find out.
 
   Still laughing and barely able to get the words out, he says, “I shoved it up my butt and they must’ve missed it during the anal probe.”
 
   I roll my eyes in the dark, which really kills the effect. “Hi-freakin’-larious,” I say.
 
   “I thought so,” Bil says. “No light, sorry.”
 
   “Try to find the edge,” I say.
 
   “You’re the only one in the water,” Bil says, snorting.
 
   I take a deep breath and resist the urge to find a rock to throw at him. “You could have told me earlier,” I say, making my way toward his voice. My feet scrape the bottom but find purchase, and I slog my way through knee-deep water to a rounded lip. 
 
   “Here,” Bil says, and I feel a hand brush against my arm. I grab it, and Bil hauls me onto shore like he’s landing a giant fish. 
 
   “Thanks,” I say. I collapse in a heap, my saturated clothes feeling like a sagging second skin. It feels even colder out of the water. 
 
   “No problem,” he says, and he almost sounds like a normal guy. “Of course now you owe me about three kisses.” Or not.
 
   “Has hell frozen over?” I ask innocently.
 
   “It’s only fair,” Bil says. “I’ve helped you at least three times today, so I deserve a reward.”
 
   “One, I’ve helped you just as many times…”
 
   “Yeah, you pushed me off a cliff into freezing cold water,” Bil interjects. “Thanks for that.”
 
   “It worked, didn’t it? Would you rather have played the What’s For Dinner? game with Flora and her collection of Furries?”
 
   “What’s a Furry?” Bil asks.
 
   I punch his hand—hard—when it scurries like a tarantula onto my leg. He says “Ow!” and I say, “You haven’t heard of them? They’re humans who would rather be animals. They dress up like them and go to conventions and stuff. It’s pretty funny.”
 
   “Not so funny when the Furries try to eat you alive,” Bil comments. “What’s number two?”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “You said ‘one’ earlier and then I interrupted you. What’s two?”
 
   Right. The three kisses thing. “Right. Two, why would you want me to kiss you? You don’t even like me and I like you even less.”
 
   Bil laughs. “No one would ever accuse you of being a liar,” he says. “I mostly just say stuff like that because I know I’ll get a reaction from you. I would never really try anything, because I know Rhett would beat the crap out of me.”
 
   “Wrong,” I say. “First I would beat the crap out of you, and then Rhett would. A double whammy.”
 
   Bil chuckles and silence falls for a moment, but then he says the last thing I could’ve possibly expected. “Is there ever a chance we could be friends?” 
 
   It’s my turn to laugh. Not because it’s impossible, but because, at this particular second, it almost feels like we are friends. But I’m not about to tell him that. Instead I say, “Crazier things have happened.”
 
   I can sense his smile in the dark, because I’m smiling, too. A shiver runs through me and I cross off Having A Moment With Bil Nez While Soaked To The Skin In The Shifters’ Lair from my list of Weirdest Things I’d Rather Not Do.
 
   As we sit, dripping and shivering in the dark, Bil says, “How are we going to get out of here?”
 
   I push to my feet and say, “By taking one squishy footstep at a time.” Of course, I can barely feel my toes, but I’m hoping a little movement will get the blood flowing again. “Here.” Bil takes my offered hand and I drag him to his feet. 
 
   When I try to pull away, he holds on tight. “We’ll have to hold hands so one of us doesn’t fall down a cliff,” Bil says. When I try to pull away again, he adds, “Seriously. I’m not just messing around this time. Hold my hand, I promise not to make a big thing out of it.”
 
   I know he’s right, and although a few weeks ago holding his hand would’ve repulsed me, it’s not so bad now. It’s comforting, in a way. Not in a romantic way—I’d rather kiss Hex than Bil Nez—but in a brotherly way. As if all our fighting has been because we’re more alike than we might think or want to admit. 
 
   Pulling him behind me and feeling ahead with my free hand, I lead him carefully across a gentle rise, the unnaturally slick terrain climbing steeply before levelling off. When my fingers brush against a barrier, I stop. “A wall,” I whisper. “I’ll try to find a way out.” I head left, feeling along the wall, squishing far too loudly for comfort with each step. If there’s a Shifter anywhere nearby, surely their super hearing will pick up our movements and our great escape will be stopped before it ever really gets started. 
 
   For several suction-cup steps, my fingers run along the wall, but then it disappears, my hand batting at open air. “This way,” I say, squeezing into a tight crease in the wall, which I hope will lead us somewhere useful and Shifter-less, preferably to a way out of the caves. What I wouldn’t give to see real daylight again, not the imitation stuff filtered in through the cracks in the cave ceiling. 
 
   My wish fades as the tight nook dead ends. “Back,” I hiss. “Nowhere to go.”
 
   Bil starts to jimmy his way out, sliding against the rock walls, but then he freezes when a voice rings out clearly. “Flora and her stupid games,” the she-leopard says, her high-pitched voice as shrill as a blown whistle. Crap. There must be another entrance—and therefore another exit. Somehow we missed it when I went left instead of right, although the inadvertent error might’ve just saved our lives, as long as our sogginess is enough to mask our smell from the animals prowling through the caves. 
 
   “Shut yer trap,” a gruff voice retorts, trailing off into a series of apish grunts. Awesome. Today just gets better and better. The gorilla and the leopard are searching for us. Every heartbeat sounds like a boxer hitting a punching bag in my chest, and I swear the Shifters will be able to hear it from a mile away. My lungs tighten as I try to breathe as quietly as possible. 
 
   “Oh, I see. I didn’t realize you were Master’s little pet monkey,” the leopard says. “Do you do tricks for her? Let me see one and I’ll give you a banana.”
 
   The gorilla’s answering snarl is every bit as terrifying as the leopard’s growl. For a second I think we might get lucky and they’ll kill each other, leaving the exit wide open, but then the gorilla says, “Save it for the humans, kitten. Once we’re finished with them, I’ll gladly crush your spine.”
 
   Lovely. Of all the magic-born gangs I’ve come across over the last six months, the Shifters are the ones who can’t even seem to get along amongst their own kind, much less with anyone else. In some ways I think that only makes them all the more volatile and deadly. 
 
   “I’ll be waiting,” the leopard croons. “The humans aren’t here. We have to split up.”
 
   “Gladly,” the gorilla responds, and their voices trail off again, disappearing into the dark.
 
   Once more, we’re safe, although I’ve got a feeling that’s not going to last. We can’t hide in this nook forever. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Five
 
   Rhett
 
    
 
   All I want to do is sit here in misery, dwelling on Tara’s great and mysterious revelation about my father’s curse, but I can’t even get five minutes to feel sorry for myself any more.
 
   “Does the great and powerful witch hunter need a tissue?” Angelique says, startling me from behind. 
 
   I don’t look up. Maybe if I pretend not to hear her, she’ll go away. Fat chance. 
 
   “Why so sad, Rhett Carter?” she says, sitting across from me, her second-skin red dress somehow managing not to burst at the seams. Evidently she’s not in mourning for her sisters anymore. 
 
   “Yeah, life sucks sometimes,” she says, although I don’t say anything to prompt it. “Get over it.”
 
   I finally look up and take in her angry, but beautiful expression, which only infuriates me more. “Like you did?” I scoff. “Should I shove a dagger into my stomach and hope a Claire comes along to patch me back up? Or maybe I should just sacrifice myself so the Necros have another foot soldier for their army. So many options, I just can’t decide which one to take.”
 
   Angelique raises her perfectly plucked eyebrows, which seem to pull the corners of her delicate lips into a hint of a smile. Great, even when I’m trying to insult her, I’ve amused her. 
 
   “No,” she says. “You should be angry. Anger is better than sadness every time. At least anger will get you off your ass so you can do something. I let my misery guide that blade into my skin. But now I’m angry. Now I’m ready to collect on the deaths of my sister-witches. Someone will pay.”
 
   “Newsflash, President Washington is already dead. We killed all those loyal to her, too. There’s no one left to punish.” My words come out scathing, like hot coals, but Angelique doesn’t react at all, as if she’s become completely immune to the power of words. 
 
   “There’s always someone to punish,” she says. 
 
   I’m about to respond, but a commotion in the distance stops me, turns my head. “What?” I murmur, my errant thought drifting through my lips.
 
   There are a handful of Necros walking solemnly toward camp, their faces shrouded. But they’re not what draws my eyebrows into a tight, narrow V. It’s the hundreds of others marching behind them. The others are clearly not Necros, but they’re also not human. I scan the crowd, connecting what I see with what Mr. Jackson taught me all those months ago and what I’ve experienced in the days since.
 
   A handful of Spellcasters carry thin, reed-like wands at their sides, staring straight ahead.
 
   Dozens of Brewers haul strange-looking packs jangling with glass baubles and test tubes.
 
   A trio of model-perfect Sirens—two warlocks and a witch—approach with perfect posture, pretending not to notice anyone around them. 
 
   There are also Conjurers and Pyros and Volts and Destroyers and even two Slammers, their monstrous feet thundering with each step. My mouth gapes open, but what causes my jaw to break loose and drop into my lap is the wizard who brings up the rear, at least a head taller than everyone else save for the giant-like Slammers. He carries a long black staff and has his impressive white beard braided into three distinct vines that swing from his chin. 
 
   “Well, it seems we have company,” Angelique says. “Just in time to bid the humans a not-so-fond farewell.”
 
   I rub the scruff on my chin, trying to decide whether to greet the newcomers with a smile or a sword. When I spot Xave, he waves and approaches cheerfully. When compared to the somber darkness that seems to surround the other Necros, he shines brighter than the sun.
 
   “What do you think?” he says. 
 
   There are so many things I want—I need—to say to him, but I can’t seem to get any of them out, because I’m so confused by the situation. “How?” is the only word I’m able to form.
 
   Xave laughs that contagious laugh of his. “My father,” he explains. “Did you think he was idle while you were dealing with all the crap around camp?”
 
   Well, uh, yes, I sort of did. I certainly felt like everything was falling on my completely inadequate shoulders. I shrug. 
 
   “He wasn’t,” Xave says. “Just after we formed the Alliance, he sent out scouts to find other magic-born who might be sympathetic to the human plight.” His eyes darken. “Some of them didn’t return. They were likely killed by those who disagreed with their…politics.”
 
   “And the others?” I ask.
 
   “You’re looking at them,” Xave says, waving a hand at the carnival-like atmosphere behind him. A Conjurer flicks her hand and a red-scaled demon scurries out from behind a barrel, grabbing one of the Siren’s feet with long clawed fingers. At first the Siren squeals in disgust, but then she seems to concentrate, grabbing the demon by the scruff of his neck like a naughty kitten. A minute later the demon is cradled in her arms, looking at her with huge red eyes and cooing like a baby. 
 
   “They’re here to help us?” I say in disbelief. My brain seems to be taking forever to catch up to a reality where not everyone wants to kill the humans. 
 
   “Of course,” Xave says matter-of-factly. “That’s what my dad and I have been trying to tell you from the start. Not all magic-born wanted Salem’s Revenge. Amongst us there are those who support it, and those who don’t. Our politics and agendas and people are no different than humans. There’s black, white and gray in all parts of life.”
 
   Shaking the cobwebs from my head, I scan the crowd, noticing that thick knots of humans have approached, keeping their distance, looking on with undisguised fear mixed with disgust. Some of the men carry weapons, smacking them into their hands. They look ready to fight. For the most part, the magic-born ignore them, carrying on as if the humans don’t even exist. 
 
   My muscles tense and I prepare to intervene as Arnold Jones steps forward, wielding a heavy axe with a purple handle. It’s clearly magged up. 
 
   Xave says, “Wait,” and stops me with a hand on my arm, as Cameron Hardy strides forward, looking as smooth and well-kempt as always, cutting Arnold off. He says something to him, calm in the face of a human firecracker who looks to be at the very end of his fuse. At first Arnold tries to push past him, but then Cameron says something that stops him. Reluctantly, he turns and retreats, pushing through the wall of human onlookers and out of sight. 
 
   Cameron gazes across the hodgepodge group of magic-born, eventually spotting me watching him. His expression confident but wary, he traverses the area between us via a wide arc that maintains plenty of distance between him and the newcomers. 
 
   When he’s close enough that I’ll be able to hear him without the need to raise his voice, he says, “Looks like we’re leaving just in time.”
 
   “No,” I say. “You’re leaving at the exact wrong time. These people came to help you.”
 
   “People?” he says.
 
   “Yes, and they were your one hope and you’re going to throw it away because of your own fear.”
 
   “My fear?” he says, putting an open hand on his chest. “I’m not scared. But the other humans are. They’ve been through too much and it’s time for it to stop. They need a fresh start, and so, it seems, do you. So take my advice and leave while you can, either with us or with your other friends. The magic-born can have their gang wars, and we can have our peace.”
 
   “Separate but equal, right?” I say, unable to keep the bitterness from my voice. “That’s how intolerance starts.”
 
   “I’m not a racist,” Cameron says, a hot undercurrent to his words. For the first time I’ve managed to get under the young politician’s skin. “This isn’t about race; this is about species. Humans of all shapes, sizes, and colors have to stick together. There’s simply no room for the magic-born. They might as well be from another planet.”
 
   At one time, I might’ve agreed. But not anymore. I’ve seen magic-born violence, but I’ve also seen the same violence in humans. And I’ve seen magic-born goodness, as I’ve seen the goodness in humans. No matter what Cameron Hardy says, we’re the same, but different, just as all people are the same but different, our connections as numerous as our diversity. 
 
   “Do what you have to do,” I say, nodding. “We all have a choice.”
 
   His anger fades back into his plastic-perfect smile, and he returns the gesture. “Good luck,” he says, before departing the way he came. With a few simple words and motions, he corrals the human spectators and herds them back toward The Exchange, where they’ve been preparing to leave the city. 
 
   “Good riddance,” Angelique says when they’re gone.
 
   “No,” Xave says. “We’re going with them.”
 
   “What?” Angelique says, incredulity narrowing her eyes. “You can’t be serious. They hate us. They want nothing to do with us. We can’t help those who don’t want our help.”
 
   I look at my friend who’s come so far on the rollercoaster of his life. Before Salem’s Revenge, he was my protector, not afraid of anyone or anything, except maybe the occasional cute boy. When I was reunited with him as a warlock, he could only pretend to be confident, when inside I could see his turmoil, his confusion, his fear. He was scared of himself, of what he’d become. But now…now he’s an even better version of the teenager he was before. Confident, wise, good. So good. “Everyone deserves help when they need it,” Xave says, “even if they think they don’t want it.”
 
   “They want us dead,” Angelique says coldly. 
 
   “They’re not all like that,” I say, jumping in. “Look at it from their perspective. They’re scared. They feel powerless. All they want is to be left alone. I can understand that.”
 
   Angelique’s expression seems to soften slightly, before hardening back into stone. “But what if we help them and they still hate us?”
 
   “Then we still did the right thing,” I say. 
 
   Xave’s eyes meet mine, and it’s like we’re back in a foster home again, sharing a secret, one mind, one heart, one soul. Blood brothers from the moment life tossed us together on the waves of fate. 
 
   “You’re delusional,” Angelique says, having had enough of the conversation. She gracefully regains her feet and whisks herself away.
 
   When she’s out of earshot, I say, “Thanks for helping us.”
 
   Xave gets my meaning. Thanks for helping the humans. My people. As opposed to his people, the magic-born. “There’s no us and them,” he says. “If we’re going to make a change, we’re all going to have to stop thinking that way.”
 
   “Sorry,” I say. “You’re right. It’s just hard. Hard for everyone.”
 
   “I know,” Xave says. “But it doesn’t have to be. Not anymore.”
 
   He leaves me to think about things as he melts into the crowd of magic-born, seeming to fit in instantly. As for me, I feel like a sore thumb, distinctly apart from the rest, who I still can’t stop thinking of as “them.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Six
 
   Hex
 
    
 
   The cave is empty.
 
   “I swear they were here,” the girl, Chloe says, her voice rising. 
 
   A few moments ago when Hex placed his paw on her head, he could see this place. And then, because he wanted them to go here, they disappeared from that other place and came to this place. This empty, empty place that smells of earth and moisture and bat droppings and something very, very curious strewn on the ground. Hex sniffs at them. Slugs, he realizes. Overcooked. He slurps one down. Not bad, he decides, gobbling another. 
 
   “Not here now,” Grogg says, showcasing his freakish flexibility when he raises a foot to his mouth and starts sucking on his largest toe. 
 
   “They were held by these,” Chloe says, plucking a glowing band from the ground. 
 
   Hex trots over to sniff it. “Laney,” he barks. 
 
   “Where are they?” Chloe wonders aloud. 
 
   “We can see in old Master’s head,” Grogg says. “Grogg can do it for you.”
 
   Hex drops onto his haunches and then springs off, pouncing on the mud troll and pinning him to the floor. “Not that,” he barks. “Too risky.” 
 
   Grogg disappears beneath him into the earth and Hex runs around in a circle looking for his friend, who reappears behind Chloe, using her as a shield. “You don’t trust us,” Grogg says, pouting. “You think Grogg is still bad.”
 
   Hex peers at him between the girl’s skinny white legs, trying to calm the giddy urge he has to leap at him. “You were never bad,” he barks. “None of it was your fault. You were weak, and now you’re strong.”
 
   Grogg tucks his extended lip back into his mouth, chewing on it until it breaks off and slides down his throat. “Grogg is strong,” he says slowly, as if trying out the words. 
 
   “You are very strong,” Chloe says, agreeing. “We’re survivors. That’s what Laney said. And survivors act even when they’re scared.”
 
   “Let’s go,” Hex barks. 
 
   “You understand his barks, don’t you?” Chloe says to Grogg. 
 
   “Yes, we do,” Grogg says. “Woof-woof wants to go.”
 
   “There are Shifters everywhere,” Chloe says, rubbing Hex’s head. It feels so good when she scratches behind his ears that he can barely focus on what she’s saying. He ducks away and regains control. 
 
   “We can be invisible,” Hex barks. 
 
   “Invisible,” Grogg says. “Yes, invisible is good.”
 
   “Invisible? How?” Chloe says. Hex chuffs, because this girl doesn’t know him that well yet. 
 
   “Because I want us to,” he barks, even though she won’t understand. Showing her is better anyway. 
 
   And then they are. They’re invisible. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
   Laney
 
    
 
   “Did you hear that?” Bil says, sounding alarmed.
 
   “No,” I say, for the tenth time. I swear Bil seems to “hear something” every five steps. “And stop squeezing so tightly.”
 
   We waited a while before creeping out of hiding. After a few minutes of searching, we managed to locate the main tunnel leading away from the underground stream. I could smell gorilla B.O. so I knew we were on the right track. Since then, we’ve followed the same tunnel for at least ten minutes, hoping it’ll lead us out of the caves. 
 
   “I hate the dark,” Bil says, but thankfully he relaxes his grasp.
 
   “And yet yesterday you ran off into the dark in the middle of the night,” I say. 
 
   Bil goes silent. As usual, I’ve stabbed where it hurts the most. Why do I always do that? I get no pleasure from hurting other people’s feelings. Well, I might get some pleasure, but I usually feel bad about it later. “Sorry,” I say. “I didn’t mean it. I know you can’t control when it happens.”
 
   “Yes I can,” he says, surprising me. He sounds more than a little sheepish.
 
   “What do you mean?” I say, probably a bit too sharply.
 
   “I—I’ve done it before,” Bil admits. “I’ve felt the…mania coming on, and I’ve fought off the darkness. Last night was too much though. I was too weak. I wanted anything to take away the pain, to make me forget what Martin Carter told us.”
 
   Although it kills me that if Bil had only been stronger we wouldn’t be in this position right now, I can’t help feeling bad for him. Damn soft heart of mine. I’ll have to eat more slugs so it’ll harden again. “It’s not your fault your mother was a lunatic power-hungry witch-bitch,” I say. “My parents were flame-wielding pyromaniac daughter-killers. So it sucks to be both of us.”
 
   “You’re not angry?”
 
   I might be a little angry. “Not really,” I say. “You can make it up to me by not squeezing my hand into human pulp.”
 
   “That I can do,” Bil says. 
 
   “Wait a sec.” I stop and listen. “Did you hear that?”
 
   “Very funny,” Bil says. 
 
   “Shh!” I hiss, dropping my voice to a whisper. “I’m serious.” There’s definitely sound echoing through the dark of the tunnel.
 
   “I hear it, too,” Bil whispers into my ear.
 
   Voices. Shuffling. Movement of some sort. And then:
 
   Light. 
 
   Orange flames flicker around a bend in the tunnel as vision is suddenly returned to us. It’s human nature to want to move toward the light, but in this case the light will likely kill us. “Run!” I urge, twisting around and bolting in the opposite direction, feeling along the wall frantically to avoid crashing into the hard stone. Our footfalls are loud, like echoing explosions in the silence of the tunnel, and soon there are shouts when whoever was carrying the torches realize their prey is escaping. 
 
   The wall falls away on one side but I’m moving so fast it’s another five steps before I can skid to a stop, bracing myself for the impact of Bil crashing into me from behind, which he does, nearly toppling me. “A side tunnel,” I explain quickly, manhandling him back to the gap in the wall. Just as the flickering orange light rounds the bend behind us, preceding the shouts and heavy footsteps, I yank Bil into the gloom and retreat backwards, keeping my eyes on the main tunnel.
 
   Forms race past, illuminated briefly by bright haloes of orange flames. Not torches, I realize, as I notice how the fire seems to burn directly on their skin. Pyros. There’s a crackle of electricity, like a horizontal lightning strike. Volts. The Shifters have allies, I realize, my heart sinking. Once more, the magic-born’s desire to destroy all of humanity temporarily supersedes the hatred between opposing witch gangs. 
 
   Could this get any worse?
 
   I get my answer a moment later when the last of the light and forms streak past, the sound of their footsteps retreating into the distance. Abject darkness creeps back in, and I’m almost glad for it this time. The darkness feels safer than the light somehow.
 
   Until a rough voice whispers in my ear, that is. “Look what the cat dragged in.” Unless Bil Nez has a hidden talent for doing voices, we’re not alone. 
 
   A scream rises in my throat as claws sink into my back, scraping along my flesh, opening it up like paper separated by a shredder. 
 
   Instinct takes over, and although I’m no Shifter and don’t have the ability to transform into a wildcat, I fight like one anyway. Using my heel like a firing piston, I stamp down hard behind me, crunching down on something lumpy, my ankle rolling over top of it, roaring in agony. Stupidly, I’ve used the ankle I sprained during my swan dive off the cliff. But I have no time to think about that, as I kick backwards with my good foot, connecting solidly with something soft and furry that yowls in pain, sounding much more screechy now. The leopard is back, I realize.
 
   Bil Nez apparently hasn’t been immobile either, and there’s a thud and another shriek as he lands some sort of blow. Although his Resistor abilities are of no use against a magical creature that fights with nothing more than raw animalistic strength and ferocity, he’s no stranger to the new, violent world we live in, and I suddenly realize how lucky I am to have him with me now. 
 
   “C’mon,” he urges, pushing me from behind and back into the main tunnel. I want to go left, back up the way we were originally heading, but I immediately notice the way the blackness gives way to a gray murk and then a lighter brown. More Pyros are approaching from that direction, as if they’re patrolling this particular tunnel in waves. Just our luck.
 
   So I go right, chasing after the group of Volts and Pyros who we narrowly escaped from in the first place. The whole world feels like it’s been turned upside down. Well, more upside down than it already was, whatever that means. 
 
   There’s a horrifyingly bloodthirsty roar from behind us as the leopard springs out into the tunnel, and when I glance over my shoulder she’s backlit by the light of the Pyros. Far bigger than a normal leopard, I suspect she would easily fit in during the prehistoric era, battling saber-tooth tigers and other ancient beasts with ease. And I just kicked her and stomped on her paw. And Bil just smacked her in the face. 
 
   Yeah, regardless of whatever orders she has from Flora—“They’re mine; bring them to me alive!”—I get the feeling she’s going to chew first, think later, which makes my feet move so fast despite my hurt ankle that they practically lift off the ground, carrying me forward at breakneck speeds. Eat my dust, Usain Bolt! 
 
   Or at least I thought I was fast. But if I’m like an Olympic sprinter, the leopard’s like the wind, springing past us in a blurry arc and skidding to a stop, cutting off our pursuit. 
 
   As she stalks toward us, shrouded partially by Bil and my shadows cast from the light approaching from behind, my heart beats so fast I’m surprised it doesn’t explode from my chest. I’m glad it doesn’t though, because I’m sure the leopard would gobble my bloody heart up, savoring the taste on her tongue with the zeal of a world renowned food critic responsible for giving out Michelin stars. 
 
   “What do we have here?” a voice says from behind. Keeping one eye trained on the leopard, I hazard a glance behind me with my other eye. A t-shirt-and-jeans-wearing Pyro tosses a fireball back and forth casually between his hands. 
 
   “Back off. They’re mine,” the leopard shrills. 
 
   Bil says, “You better not lay a single finger or claw on us. We are prized prisoners of the grand master of the Shifters herself, Flora. Long live the queen!”
 
   The moment where I felt lucky to have Bil by my side passes with the speed of an express train.
 
   The Pyro says, “We don’t have a master.”
 
   The leopard says, “Flora’s not here, is she?”
 
   Bil sucks in a breath as he realizes there’ll be no talking ourselves out of this situation. We’re trapped between razor-sharp fangs and third-degree burns. 
 
   That’s when the impossible happens. As I wait for the leopard to pounce on her prey (that’s us, in case you weren’t paying attention), thin red lines appear on her throat, slowly moving across, perfectly parallel. Her eyes go wide and her mouth fully opens and she gasps, her tongue flapping like a dog’s. Blood spurts from the wounds and she tries to clutch at her neck with her paws, but it’s far too late to stop the bleeding, which is like a high-pressure garden hose. Her powerful hind legs give out and she collapses, a mound of meat and fur in a growing pool of her own blood. 
 
   As if out of a hole in the air, a lion appears, the claws on his left front paw dripping blood, his face wearing a fierce expression of defiance. He roars, and though it seems impossible, I can recognize him even before Hex transforms back into himself, a seemingly mild-mannered German shepherd with more secrets than the CIA. 
 
   I’ve always wanted to have one of those slow-motion, jubilant animal/human reunions like you see in the movies, where the girl runs through a field of wildflowers and hugs her dog around the neck as he licks her face.
 
   Unfortunately, we’re in a dark, dismal cave filled with fire-throwing Pyro witches, so my wish will have to remain a wish for now. 
 
   “Get them!” the Pyro shouts from behind. Blue-green fireballs arc through the tunnel, so numerous that dodging them will be impossible. One way or another, we’re going to burn. 
 
   Then there’s a flash of brown at one side, attaching itself to the wall and stretching across the passageway like a square of pizza dough pulled to its breaking point but still managing to hold. The fireballs stick to the barrier, which is dripping a thick, viscous substance resembling mud. I jump back as huge white eyes stare out from the side of it, just above a wide black mouth. “Grogg likes fire. Grogg feels warm and toasty. You run. We catch up.”
 
   And despite my shock at seeing the traitorous little mud troll again, not to mention the fact that he’s helping us out of the very predicament he helped get us into, I run, chasing after Bil Nez, who’s galloping alongside Hex—whose eyes are like floodlights, illuminating the entire tunnel, and a tiny sprite of a girl, her hair flashing red. 
 
   “Chloe!” I shout, pulling astride. She beams at me, her smile like an upside-down rainbow missing all the colors except pink. Hex’s magical light casts a golden sheen on her freckles, which could easily be mistaken for gold coins, the leprechaun’s treasure.
 
   “I did it,” she says, victorious. “I was scared but I did it anyway.”
 
   Although I know we’re all still in danger, relief floods through me with each step. This poor tortured girl didn’t die because of what I asked her to do. She was strong. She was resilient. She was a survivor, and now we might survive because of her efforts. I’ll defend her to the death from this point forward, so long as she doesn’t try to force-feed slugs down my throat. 
 
   “You did it,” I echo. “I’m so proud of you.”
 
   Bil Nez says, “Look!” and I notice a circle of light way up ahead, far beyond where even the light of Hex’s magical eyes can reach. Daylight floods into the tunnel like the brilliant beam of a lighthouse guiding a ship to safety. 
 
   We made it. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
   Rhett
 
    
 
   While I sit by myself on the ground, my back against a wall, sharpening a sword that doesn’t need sharpening, the day is fading, as if the earth itself is grabbing the sun and pulling it down toward the horizon, where it will be gobbled up and digested. For some reason I get the sinking feeling that, after today, it will be dark forever. 
 
   Or maybe I’m just in a particularly awful mood. Normally I could get Laney, Hex, or even Bil to help cheer me up, but they’re still not back from whatever hare-brained adventure they decided to go on. Which scares me a whole lot. I expect this kind of thing from Bil, but not Hex or Laney. Surely if they were perfectly fine, sitting around with my father drinking coffee and discussing the finer details of his curse and how it might be lifted, they would’ve at least tried to get me a message that they’re okay. 
 
   Which means they’re probably not okay. Which makes me feel helpless and alone, like my chest is full of sharp-clawed mice, stealing my breath and tearing at my heart. I can’t lose any of them. It’s simply not an option. 
 
   And yet there’s nothing I can do, right? Nothing except continue on with the magic-born and do our best to protect Cameron Hardy and his human followers as they try to win the who-can-be-eaten-alive-by-a-deadly-animal-first race. 
 
   I’m so deep in my own dark thoughts that the Reaper’s throat-clearing cough startles me with a visible jerk.
 
   I sigh when I see him, because I can’t even think about him as my old neighbor and mentor, Mr. Jackson. Nor can I see him as my once friend and trusted advisor. Because he’s not. He’s fully and completely THE REAPER, in all capital letters, his eyes glittering darkly, as menacing as twin storm clouds, his expression full of violence, his very presence looming, like a threat. He’s garbed in his usual long, black-hooded cloak, except now it’s adorned with a thick black-leather belt strung with all manner of gleaming steel weapons. Dual swords hang at opposing angles, crossing in the middle, so familiar, reminding me of when I stole my very first magged up witch hunting sword from Mr. Jackson’s trio. It was the first sword I ever killed a witch with, too, in a failed attempt to save the quarterback from my football team, the same guy who’d tormented me from the moment I met him. The sudden wave of brutal nostalgia hits me sharply, and I grip my own sword more tightly, until my knuckles turn red and then white. 
 
   “Are you prepared?” the Reaper asks, his weapons clanking as he lowers himself next to me. He rests his elbows on his knees, a few inches above his heavy black boots
 
   I know he’s not asking if my bag is packed and my weapons clean and sharp. “I learned from the best,” I say.
 
   “I’m sorry, Rhett,” he says, and he becomes Mr. Jackson again, the man I once trusted. 
 
   “For what?” I say, sincerely curious. He’s not a man who apologizes much. Does he mean for the past, the present, or the future? All three, I suspect. 
 
   “I’ve made too many mistakes,” he says.
 
   “We all have,” I say evenly, straightening one leg. 
 
   “No, I’m talking about specific mistakes. Mistakes with your family.”
 
   My eyes snap to his, but he’s looking away. I follow his stare all the way to Xave, who’s directing the other Necros in their preparations. They’re controlling their army of Reanimates as best they can, gathering them into rows, like macabre toy soldiers. Some of them aren’t cooperating, lashing out viciously at their masters, and the Necros are forced to chain them together. Once Xave told me that the more powerful the Necro sorcerer, the more obedient the Reanimate is when it’s finally raised. He never says, “brought back to life,” to describe what he does anymore. After his failure with Beth I think he realized that he’s not the life giver he hoped he would be. 
 
   My gaze returns to Mr. Jackson and I say, “My mother was dead, you thought my father was, too, and you tried to protect me as best as you could. Let it go.” I’m not sure if I really mean it, but I can’t have the leader of the Necros, the Reaper himself, distracted with guilt during what might turn out to be the most pivotal battle of the witch apocalypse. 
 
   “No,” he says, finally looking me in the eye. What I see there startles me. Not guilt or denial or hesitation; rather, it’s revelation that I see, the word ‘no’ implying there’s more to tell, more he’s kept from me. Whatever he wants to say, I really don’t need it right now.
 
   “No,” I reply. “Later.”
 
   Mr. Jackson shakes his head. “You need to know before you see the Resistor again.”
 
   The Resistor? I know he doesn’t mean Bil Nez, which leaves Flora’s well-built weapon/shield, the dark-skinned girl who annihilated the Reaper’s Reanimates using Laney’s magical bullets during our brief meeting. Does he know something about her that I don’t? I say nothing, waiting for him to continue.
 
   “She’s your sister, Rhett,” he says, and the words feel like lightning strikes, pummeling me from above. She’s not. He’s lying. Even as I think it, I know I’m only lying to myself. Mr. Jackson has no reason to lie—not anymore—his web of secrets and deceit stripped bare by the same war that’s changed us all. 
 
   I don’t say anything, not one damn word. Nothing I can come up with in my head seems to do justice to the outrage I feel, which is laced with sadness at yet another person from my past I never got to know in the way I should’ve been able to. Perhaps if I had my old laptop, or my journal, I could write something meaningful, something that would help ease the strain on my brain, but I haven’t written anything in days now. 
 
   Mr. Jackson seems taken aback by my silence, as if he was expecting me to scream and yell and maybe even attack him, but he manages to regroup and gather his own words, which he always selects as carefully as a surgeon choosing his scalpels. “She was two years older than you. For her safety, your father had already hidden her away in foster care when your mother was murdered. He’d planned to recover her once the danger had passed. Martin—your father—had already asked me to keep an eye on her whenever I was able, and I continued to do so after he was gone, just like I did with you. She was as strong and resilient as your mother had been, but more feisty and quick to anger. She got into trouble at school and fell in with the wrong crowd, earning expulsion from two different schools for participating in brutal schoolyard fights. The foster family she was assigned to did what they could for her, but she didn’t make their lives easy.”
 
   He pauses, as if giving me a chance to comment or ask a question, but I remain silent. “Eventually, not long before Salem’s Revenge, she ran away from her foster home,” he says grimly. “I was loathe to leave you to look for her, but you seemed okay, your life as stable and happy as I’d ever seen it. I searched for several months, tracking her through various halfway houses across four states, until the trail ran dry. She’d disappeared like a ghost in the night.”
 
   Finally, my brain begins to work again. “How long have you known she’s a Resistor?” I ask, the question seeming to create a barrier between us. The answer is extremely important to me, I realize. 
 
   “As long as you,” Mr. Jackson says. “The night she gave us the ultimatum on behalf of the Shifters.”
 
   I breathe deeply. I can live with that. If he’d known earlier I’d consider challenging him to the witch apocalypse version of a duel right here, right now. One more crucial question. “Why didn’t you tell me until now?”
 
   He blinks, but doesn’t look away. “I was scared of your reaction. I didn’t want to lose the thin thread of trust we’d been building.”
 
   I’ve heard enough of his lies at this point to know when he’s telling the truth. And he is. And I understand, even if I wish he would’ve just been honest from the start. The urge to harbor a grudge is there, but I ignore it. He told me now, and that’s all that matters. 
 
   “What’s her name?” I ask.
 
   “Rain,” he says.
 
   “That’s pretty,” I say. Of course, that doesn’t change the fact that she’s working with the enemy. Defending the enemy. Although the impending battle would’ve been easier if I didn’t know about my sister, I’m glad he told me now and not after I’d done something I might regret. At least now I can go into the situation with my eyes open. “Thanks,” I say.
 
   He’s clearly surprised, his eyes widening, but he tries to hide it. “You’re welcome. What are you going to do?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I answer honestly. “I have no clue.”
 
   All I know is that my life feels like a giant April Fool’s Joke most of the time. Either that or a mysterious box that has something different in it every time you open it. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   My plan is a stupid one. I’d thought I’d go for a walk to clear my head, and then I thought I’d steer myself toward The Exchange to wish Cameron Hardy and the rest of them luck on their upcoming journey. 
 
   But when I try to approach the area, which is bustling with activity and preparations, four guys cut me off. They’re not huge, but they look scrappy, like they’ve been in more than their share of fights, and not just after the world went to hell in a cauldron. They’re scarred and scab-knuckled and I can almost see the chips on their shoulders, which they carry like burdens of honor. 
 
   One of them levels a revolver at my head while the others circle around me. 
 
   “Whoa, hold up,” I say. “I’m not here for trouble.”
 
   “Well trouble’s what you got,” the leader says, eyeing me beneath dark brows. “Mr. Hardy instructed us to apprehend any non-human attempting to cross into our territory. Anyone who resists should be shot.”
 
   “Your territory?” I say. “You have no territory.”
 
   “You can take that up with Mr. Hardy.”
 
   He’s already got henchmen. I gotta hand it to Cameron, he moves fast when he wants something. “I’m not a non-human,” I point out.
 
   “Not according to the official determination made by—”
 
   “Let me guess…Mr. Hardy,” I say drily.
 
   “Give the kid a prize,” the guy says. 
 
   “You’re not going to shoot me.”
 
   “If you resist, I will,” the guy says. When he chambers the first bullet with a loud gear-grinding click, I start to take him seriously. 
 
   Well, I could probably fight my way through them if I had to, but I’m not sure that would garner the kind of trust I’m eventually hoping for. “Take me to Cameron,” I say.
 
   “You mean—”
 
   “Yes, I mean Mr. Hardy, his lordship, his grace, his infiniteness.” 
 
   The guy throws me an unimpressed sneer, his teeth yellow and lined with black tar stains. “Pack him up,” he commands, like I’m someone’s Amazon.com order and about to be shipped cross country. 
 
   Two guys grab me roughly from behind, securing my arms, while the third unfastens my belt, which is full of weapons. Little do they know I could disarm their little quartet using only my legs in about three seconds flat. If I wanted to. Which I don’t, I continue to remind myself. “None of those better be missing when you give it back to me,” I say.
 
   “You’re assuming you’ll be getting your weapons back,” the leader says, winking. 
 
   “Yes. I am.” Dealing with halfwits is one of the aspects of being a witch hunter that Mr. Jackson most definitely did not cover during training. As they shuffle me forward toward the edge of The Exchange, I grit my teeth and squeeze my fists and determinedly do my best to cooperate. 
 
   At least until I realize where they’re taking me. “Wait a sec,” I say. “You’re not seriously moving me to the police station.”
 
   “Orders,” Halfwit #1 says.
 
   I stop abruptly, jamming my heel down on Halfwit #2’s foot while immediately kicking back with the other foot. Halfwit #3’s groan is enough to know I’ve made contact with the desired target. 
 
   My hands free, I launch a haymaker punch at the leader’s head as he frantically brings his gun around. He squeezes the trigger the moment my fist impacts his jaw, but the shot goes high and wild, his weapon frisbeeing from his hand and skittering across the police station parking lot. The fourth guy practically tosses me my weapons when I sweep his legs out from under him. My sword is out in an instant, and the four injured guys don’t even try to go for their weapons. 
 
   Crap. A crowd is already gathering, drawn by the gunshot and commotion. Like I said before, my plan was extremely stupid. I should’ve just stayed put, restless legs be damned. 
 
   “He’s killing humans!” someone shouts. “The Resistor is killing humans!”
 
   “No, I’m not,” I say. “I’m just…” Roughing them up a little? Giving them an old-fashioned beat down? Teaching them some manners? Somehow I don’t think any of the above answers will temper the animosity that seems to radiate from the crowd like angry red heatwaves. 
 
   They don’t even seem to hear me, pushing closer, brandishing nasty words and makeshift weapons, like wooden spoons and pots. Awesome. The great witch hunter, Rhett Carter, will have a tombstone that says Didn’t know his father. Didn’t know his mother. Didn’t even know his big sister. Tragically killed by a mob wielding cooking utensils.
 
   “Wait!” an annoyingly familiar and commanding voice shouts. 
 
   Slick-Prick himself weaves his way through the crowd amidst a smattering of applause. When Cameron Hardy reaches me, he says, “What can we do for you?” in a tone that makes it sound more like “Why the hell are you here and when are you leaving?”
 
   “Just wanted to wish you good luck,” I say, which sounds so stupid outside of my head I wish I would’ve practiced it a few times before making the decision to come over here and actually say it. 
 
   “Thank you,” Cameron says, raising his voice, as if speaking to a child. 
 
   “Your men tried to take me in there,” I add, pointing to the police station, in all of its broken-windowed, missing-doored glory. 
 
   “My apologies, they were only following—”
 
   “Orders, I know,” I say. “They told me. Perhaps you should be more specific with your orders next time.”
 
   Always the politician, Cameron smiles broadly and says, “Thanks for the advice. I’ll do that. Now if that’s everything, we’ve got a lot to—”
 
   This time it’s not me that cuts him off. It’s a shout from the police station, deep-throated and angry. All heads, including my own, turn in the direction of the bellow, just in time to see a heavy-footed man thunder through the entrance. His face is flushed and his eyes are panicked. “He made me give him my gun,” he says, directing the information toward Cameron.
 
   “Calm down. It’s okay,” he says soothingly. “Who took your gun?”
 
   “Arnold Jones,” the man says. “He said he’ll kill her if we don’t release his wife.”
 
   Cameron’s eyes narrow. “Kill his wife?”
 
   “No,” the man breathes. “His hostage. The little girl. Your daughter.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
   Hex
 
    
 
   For Hex, the light is better than the dark. It’s one less thing he needs to worry about, one less thing he needs to fix. As they approach the Way Out, Hex is mostly worried about Grogg, who they left behind to bar the path of their pursuers.
 
   The Two-Leggers, Bil, Laney and Chloe, also seem to prefer the light, because their smiles are wide and excited all the way up until the point where they exit the cave and see the horde of magic-born gathered around the dead vulture’s carcass. Chloe opens her mouth and screams, but Hex is quick enough to make sure her scream is silent, only audible to her own ears. Together, they shrink back into the shadows of the cave mouth to reassess the situation. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” Chloe hisses. “I didn’t mean to scream. It just came out.”
 
   “Scream?” Bil says. “What scream?”
 
   While all the Two-Leggers look at each other blankly, Hex gets distracted by the smells wafting in from outside, a mix of burning and something dead.
 
   Laney whispers, “Any suggestions?” They haven’t been spotted yet, the Shifters, Pyros and Volts too distracted by their fallen comrade. No, Hex realizes. Not distracted exactly. They’re eating him. Eating the vulture. The carnivorous Shifters are diving in on one end, coming up with chunks of bloody flesh in their mouths, while the Pyros are using fire to flash-cook the meat on the other end, passing around charred hunks of what smells like seared chicken. 
 
   Bil says, “We’ll let Chloe distract them with an offering of Grade-A Slugs, and then we can sneak away.” Chloe’s face contorts with fear, but Hex lays a comforting paw on her foot and licks her hand and the fear melts away. He didn’t even have to use any of his powers to do it, just his general dogginess. 
 
   “Sorry for the confusion. I didn’t mean suggestions from you,” Laney says to Bil. Hex grins. He likes that some things never change, even when most everything else seems to. 
 
   “I bet your dog could help,” Chloe says. “Can’t you, boy?”
 
   Hex wants to bark his loudest bark of appreciation, but knows it’ll only get them into trouble, like it used to when his previous owner would get a knock on the door from the angry old woman next door who didn’t like when Hex pooped in her yard. Instead of barking, Hex shows them a secret he’s not sure they’ll understand. 
 
   It looks like a long thin shadow, but it’s really a door to a place that’s still here but not quite here. Maybe he could call it Barely Here, or Nearly There, or The Middle of Here and There. He doesn’t know if the name is important, so he forgets about it and paws at the black rod and it opens slightly. Laney seems to catch on the quickest, because she grabs the rod with her hand and pulls it back all the way, until it’s big enough for them to step inside one at a time. Hex knows they’ll be scared, so he’s about to show them the way, but then Chloe, to his surprise, steps forward. 
 
   “I’ll go first,” she says. 
 
   “You’re not scared?” Laney asks.
 
   “Someone taught me not to be,” Chloe says, and Laney beams. When she smiles Hex thinks she can rival the sun. He wishes Rhett would tell her that more, even if he knows it’ll earn him a punch on the shoulder. Secretly, he knows she loves hearing it. 
 
   Just as Chloe steps inside the Here-But-Not-Here door, the echoing thud of running footsteps thunders down the tunnel behind them.
 
   “Hurry!” Hex barks, although the others don’t need the encouragement, filing inside like obedient schoolchildren lining up for recess. The moment Hex is within the safe confines of his secret place, the door seals itself off from the previous Here and creates a brand new Here where no one from the other Here can see them. 
 
   The Pyros charge past, spilling out of the cave entrance, hollering to their gluttonous comrades. Hex feels a thick knot form in his throat and it feels weird. He knows why it’s there, but can’t make it go away. It’s there because the Two-Leggers that just ran past are covered in mud, from head to toe, like they’ve been bathing in it. The beautifully sniffable smell of Grogg is so strong it wafts its way from one Here to the next, filling Hex’s nostrils with a sadness that droops his ears and tail. 
 
   The magic-born are arguing, throwing blades of blame at each other, hurling fireballs and lightning bolts and claws and fangs around like confetti. 
 
   Hex would normally enjoy watching the foolish Two-Leggers fight, but now he just feels sad, especially when the mud troll’s odor intensifies, strengthening with each passing second as if his friend is still alive and sneaking up behind—
 
   “Boo!” a creaky voice says, making Hex’s whole body jolt an inch off the ground, spinning him around in excitement. Because, to his absolute delight, Grogg stands behind him, missing an arm and a leg, hopping up and down with a mad sort of gusto that almost seems to define him. 
 
   Hex rushes forward and licks him from foot to face, relishing the muddy taste on his tongue. Grogg says, “Grogg knew you’d be Here,” and Hex knows exactly what he means. 
 
   “You’re hurt,” he barks.
 
   Grogg shakes his head and says, “Grogg is better than he’s ever been.” His belly grows, looking more and more pregnant by the second, and then he begins scraping the excess mud off with a hand, stuffing it in his mouth, swallowing in big, loud gulps. With each swallow, his missing limbs lengthen, strengthen, and eventually become whole again. Perfect. 
 
   “You’re amazing,” Hex barks.
 
   “Hex teaches Grogg to be amazing,” Grogg says.
 
   Hex leaps up and barrels into the mud troll, his slobber mixing with the mud in a way that the dog knows is absolute perfection. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty
 
   Laney
 
    
 
   Given all the crazy crap I’ve been through since Salem’s Revenge, I thought I’d seen it all. But the Hex/Grogg reunion was definitely all new, all weird, and all kinds of cute, although I’m not going to admit that to Bil Nez, who looks like he might throw up at any second. 
 
   Come to think of it, my stomach’s not feeling so good either, and it’s not because of the way Grogg is cradling Hex’s head and whispering sweet nothings in his ear in that gravel-like voice of his. Whatever strange magical hiding spot our resourceful and imaginative dog has thought up seems to be hurting us humans deep in our guts, like we’ve got food poisoning. Unless it’s the slugs, which is a definite possibility. 
 
   “Hex?” I say, and his ears perk up. The two—best?—friends separate, and look at me. Bil’s doubled over now, his head between his knees, while Chloe has sunk to the floor, clutching her stomach. I’m barely holding onto my cookies by sheer strength of will and by trying not to think about food. 
 
   Grogg says, “Humans aren’t ready for this place. Can’t stay long.”
 
   Which is a problem, because there are more footsteps, thousands of them, some heavy and pounding and others quicker and softer, padding along. All echoing, filling the air with a cacophony that’s fit for a magic-born army. 
 
   Hex barks and though it sounds like a normal bark, the way he moves his head makes it clear he’s shouting “Follow me!” He takes off and Grogg ushers us forward, leaving muddy handprints on our butts as he literally pushes us from behind. Our arms linked to hold each other up, Bil, Chloe and I stumble out of the cave, veering left to stay on the path charted by Hex, who weaves through the thinnest portion of the magic-born army. Even still, space is tight and twice I bump into witches who unknowingly get in the way. It’s a weird sensation, because we’re not exactly in the same place, and yet we are, as if occupying the exact same spot at the same time. It knocks me slightly off course but doesn’t stop me, and the witches flinch and cast their eyes about, as if searching for the individual that whacked them when they weren’t looking. 
 
   The whole time, my stomach continues to heave, and I’d almost welcome the opportunity to empty it via the less traditional route. 
 
   After a few minutes, Hex finally skids to a stop behind a large boulder. He paws the air and another black line appears, like someone’s used an enchanted permanent marker and ruler to draw on the very fabric of life. 
 
   Bil Nez, his face as red as a beet and contorted in agony, doesn’t wait for the door to fully open before barreling through it. I help Chloe through next, and the moment we’re out, the pain in my stomach abates, the only evidence of its passing a lingering knot that is likely more mental than physical. The whole experience leaves me drained, sucking for breath. 
 
   But I am smiling. I feel as light as a feather and zinging with excitement. I wonder if that’s how a fish feels when it manages to slip off a fisherman’s hook, diving back beneath the cool, blue waters of the ocean. 
 
   While Grogg tends to Bil, who still looks like he might spew his guts out, and Hex comforts Chloe, who seems okay if a little stunned, I sneak to the edge of the boulder and peer around. 
 
   The magic-born have stopped fighting, which I don’t think is a good thing. Ideally they’d fight until they’re all dead. No such luck. Instead, an unnatural hush has fallen over them, as well as the entire forest beyond. No birds chirp; no bees buzz; no animals scuffle in the undergrowth. Not silence so much as the absence of sound, as if the sound is there but you just can’t hear it above the uproarious hush of expectation. Even the wind seems to pause in its travels, leaving the branches unswayed, the leaves unrustled, and the wildflowers undisturbed.
 
   Then Flora arrives, striding from the cave with all the grace and intensity that her panther form will allow. There’s no doubt in the minds of the army of magic-born that she is their leader, even if only for this day, for this battle. Next to her is the Resistor girl who I now know is Rhett’s sister. The resemblance is striking now that I know to look for it. Her eyes are the same big, brown orbs that drew me to Rhett, and I know they would light up like his if only she would smile, something she seems completely incapable of, her expression one of contempt for…her crappy life? The world itself? Something has clearly jaded this girl, and getting her back seems like an impossible task. On Flora’s opposite side is a wizard, his thin lips so pale they’re almost bone white. For a moment I wonder if this is the wizard who assaulted Bil’s mind earlier today. Even amongst his peers, he’d be considered tall, well over seven feet, with legs so long under his cloak he looks like he must be on stilts. His beard is impressive, snow white and neatly combed into a triangle that stretches from his chin to just past his waist. I have the sudden thought that perhaps wizards have long beards because that’s where they store their power, like a fantastical version of the Biblical Samson. If so, I might have to add scissors and a straight razor to my weapons cache; I won’t even bother with shaving foam, cuts be damned! Mwahahaha! 
 
   The coming attack is one that Rhett and the Alliance won’t be expecting until tomorrow. They’ll have no chance unless we can warn them. Equally frustrating is that Martin Carter and his curse—the initial goal of this entire expedition—may not last long enough for us to figure out a way to cure him. 
 
   Backtracking, I drift to where my friends continue to recover. “Hex, Grogg—can either of you find your way back?”
 
   Hex whines and Grogg says, “Hex is a good sniffer. He can sniff our muddy trail all the way back.”
 
   I groan at the thought of retracing the roundabout, convoluted route we’ve taken since we left Alliance. “I was thinking something much faster. Can’t Hex, like, wiggle his nose and transport us or something?”
 
   Bil, still looking slightly green but having recovered both his voice and snark, says, “I think you watched too much Bewitched growing up.”
 
   Hitting him seems mean considering his condition, so I add an IOUAP (I Owe You A Punch) to his tally, which already stretches beyond the counting ability of both my fingers and toes combined. Instead, I say, “Hex?” and he says Bark! 
 
   Grogg translates: “Furry sniffer says Two-Leggers wouldn’t survive a trip that long, and he won’t leave you. Grogg will do it. We can’t go from Here to There or fly like Hex-Dog but we can scamper faster than human or Shifter can run.”
 
   Although I find that hard to believe, I’m out of options. “Go,” I say. “Go around things if it makes you faster; you don’t always have to stay in a straight line. Go as fast as you can to Rhett Carter and tell him the enemy is coming a day early. They’ll be in Alliance by tonight.”
 
   Grogg does a cartwheel and then, before I can defend myself, climbs my leg to my torso and lays a sloppy, muddy kiss on my cheek. “Grogg shall not fail!” he declares before trotting off, tripping and falling twice before getting his balance and rhythm, settling into a remarkably speedy sprint that, I must admit, is faster than I could achieve in my current underfed condition. 
 
   Hex raises a single paw in farewell, and Chloe says, “Be strong, little guy. Be strong.”
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The magic-born army begins its march just as the sky turns pink on the horizon. If it wasn’t for the fact that their mission is to eradicate humankind, they would almost be beautiful, awe-inspiring, like the orc and warg army in The Lord of the Rings movies. Instead, their lines upon lines of the evilest of the evil magic-born curdle my stomach and send spikes of anger to my fists, which feel like lead anchors.
 
   They pass near to where we’re hiding, but we make sure the girth of the boulder is always between us and them. Hex must’ve done something to remove our smells, too. Otherwise, after almost two days without any sort of hygiene, they would’ve been able to scent us from miles away. While he’s at it, he also creates a barrier around any inadvertent—or advertent—sounds we might make. All in a day’s work for Hex the Wonder Dog. 
 
   Their force is impressively deadly. The ground shakes as elephants the size of semis stomp past, their thick ivory husks gleaming orange in the light of the dying sun. Between them run hundreds of other types of animals, all slightly bigger than those you’d normally see in the wild. There are red-eyed bucks with barbed antlers, wolves as large as horses, and thick-bodied anacondas that seem to stretch the length of a football field. The big cats are numerous, loping along lithely with barely restrained violence: leopards and panthers and cheetahs and lions and many, many more. They’ll cut through the humans like sharks through a school of guppies. Gorillas, bulging with muscles and hands so large they look as if they could snap a man in half, gallop forward on all fours. Mixed throughout the Shifter force are their magic-born allies. Pyros and Volts and Spellcasters and Brewers and other witches and warlocks I won’t be able to identify without seeing what type of magic they wield. Some look as old as the earth itself, while others are young teens wearing hate-filled expressions that make me think their mommies and daddies didn’t give them enough affection growing up, the same type of punks I used to get into fights with on the playground.
 
   And that’s just the ground force. The air is full of Destroyers, skimming along without need of anything—not even broomsticks—to keep them aloft. Scattered amongst them are hawks, eagles, vultures, and other even larger birds of prey, their wingspans so huge they cast long shadows across the army over which they circle. 
 
   I’m almost glad I don’t have my magged up Glock, because I’d have trouble resisting the temptation to charge the magic-born, one against thousands, reducing their numbers by at least a few dozen before they even realized who was attacking them. Rhett would call such thoughts Classic Laney, and he would be right; sometimes my brain needs time to catch up to my hit-first-think-later instincts. But still, the daydreams in my head make me smile.
 
   Hex licks my face with the same tongue that licked Grogg, which snaps me out of my reverie in a disgusting instant. Bil Nez laughs. “Is that chocolate on your face?” he asks as I use the back of my shirtsleeve to wipe at my skin. Now I wish I had my Glock to use on him. Of course, he’d just be able to Resist the magic bullets anyway, but a girl can dream, right?
 
   Chloe says, “What are they going to do?” She means Flora and her magic-born army.
 
   “Kill us all,” Bil says helpfully.
 
   “New game,” I say. “It’s a variation on the Silent Game, where only people named Bil are silent.”
 
   “Very funny,” Bil says.
 
   “You lose. Your punishment is to go say hello to Flora.”
 
   Chloe giggles. 
 
   “Don’t you mean ‘hello-ow!’” Bil croons, doing a pretty decent imitation of her yowling voice. It is pretty funny, or at least would be if it didn’t send chills up my spine.
 
   “They’re going to attack our friends,” I tell Chloe. “They don’t like humans very much.”
 
   The girl stares down at the butchered stumps of her missing fingers, as if to say ‘You don’t have to tell me.’
 
   “But don’t worry,” I say quickly. “We’re going to stop them.” Chloe looks away and I don’t blame her. The empty promise sounds absurd even to my own ears, especially with the ground rumbling under our feet, an earthquake caused by the sheer size and strength of the army we face. 
 
   When Chloe looks back, I’m surprised to see the sharp angles of determination in her jaw and the steeliness in her green eyes, even if her bottom lip is trembling slightly. “Or die trying,” she says. 
 
   Oh God, I think, I’ve turned her into a miniature version of me. 
 
   Bil is clearly thinking the same thing, because his lips quirk up and he says, “Mini Me,” in yet another brilliant impersonation. 
 
   I say, “Shut it,” but I have to look away to hide my grin. As the day continues to fade, shadows lengthening, light waning, I wonder how we’re able to laugh and make jokes, when the world is falling apart. Humans are a special breed with the rare ability to find laughter in darkness, horror in the light, hope amidst turmoil, and fear in times of peace. We are the contrarians, the restless ones, the pessimistic optimists, those who surprise ourselves with our own bravery when really we should expect it from each other. Our standards are so low and high at the same time that we manage to feel satisfied and dissatisfied in the same breath. And that, I realize, is what makes us worth saving. We may be far from perfect—and by far I mean the distance from one galaxy to the next—but that’s what makes life interesting. The good is only good because of the bad, and happiness all the sweeter because of the pain. We are brave; we are strong; we are despicable; we are scum; we are kind; we are mean;
 
   We are human.
 
   And we will survive, even amongst odds that stack themselves higher and higher against us. Or, as Chloe so honestly and bravely declared, we will die trying.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-One
 
   Rhett
 
    
 
   My respect for Cameron Hardy goes from ‘Nonexistent’ to a shoulder-shrugging ‘Eh’ when he doesn’t blink.
 
   Although the pinprick of pain is clear in his eyes, the guy must have ice water in his veins, because he responds to the threat against his daughter—I’m still shocked he has a family at all—with an almost robotic precision, firing off orders like a sharpshooter’s bullets at clay disks. 
 
   “Seal off the entrances. No one shoots or makes a move on the police station without my orders. Get the rest of the crowd back, we will not make a spectacle of this. And for god’s sake, don’t let any of the magic-born anywhere near us.”
 
   “They could help you with this, you know,” I say. 
 
   “We don’t need their kind of help,” Cameron retorts, and my respect for him goes back down a notch.
 
   “Suit yourself,” I say. I’m about to walk away, to leave him to deal with the situation himself, when I see a woman approach, her cheeks tear-stained, her legs seeming to sag under the weight of her obviously pregnant belly. She practically collapses into Cameron’s arms, hanging from his neck.
 
   This woman is his significant other, I realize, maybe even his wife. “My baby,” she wails, and I know she doesn’t mean the unborn one in her stomach. “My fault. I took my eyes off her for two seconds and then she was gone.”
 
   “It will be okay,” Cameron says soothingly, rubbing her back. “We’ll work this out.” Despite the natural confidence his words always seem to carry, I can see the doubt in his eyes as they meet mine over her shoulder. He knows as well as I do that the Jones—both Arnold and Lindy—are too unpredictably dangerous, and by Cameron’s own definition, bat-crazy, to guarantee any sort of a peaceful outcome. 
 
   And though this is one of those situations that both Mr. Jackson and Laney would likely counsel me to walk away from, I can’t. It’s just not in me to walk away. Not when I can do something. “Let me help,” I say.
 
   I can see him start to shake his head, too stubborn to accept help from someone who consorts with filthy magic-born, but then he stops and seems to mutter a curse under his breath. He nods, almost imperceptibly. 
 
   This is the point where I know I should make some sort of a deal—my help saving his daughter in exchange for maintaining the Alliance. It’s what a politician like Cameron Hardy would do. But I’m no politician and I have no desire to do anything that Cameron would do, especially not bartering over the life of a child. So I push the thought away and stride toward the police station, leaving Hardy to console his distraught wife.
 
   “Let him through!” Cameron calls, which saves me from having to barge through the bulky guards who step in front of my path. As it is, they move out of my way at the last possible moment, like cats caught in the headlights of an approaching vehicle. 
 
   One of them, a guy who somehow manages to look uglier when he smiles than when he doesn’t, waves me inside the station. “Don’t get yourself killed,” he sneers, although his tone makes it sound as if he hopes that’s exactly what happens. 
 
   “Save her,” a voice pleads as I step inside. I turn back to find Cameron’s wife staring at me, her hands clasped together as if in prayer. “She’s all we’ve got.”
 
   There’s no such thing as a kept promise these days, and I refuse to lie, so the best I can do is offer a nod of compassion and turn away to face the flickering murk. Lanterns are set up on a counter, casting inadequate orange light in a space that was once harshly lit by the dead fluorescent lights that still hover overhead, grimy with dust and age. 
 
   I make my way down the poorly lit halls, reading placards still fixed to the walls next to each door. There are interrogation rooms and visitation rooms and debriefing rooms and, finally, Stairs to Lock-Up. The moment I open the door, someone shouts, “I said visitation hours are OVER!” It’s Arnold Jones’s voice, and it’s followed by his wife’s hacking laugh. A girl whimpers, sending heat swarming in my head, which suddenly feels hot, as if with fever. 
 
   Although I’ve clearly never participated in a hostage negotiation before, either pre- or post-witch apocalypse, I know enough to say, “All we care about is the girl’s safety. You two can leave, unharmed, as long as you don’t take her with you.”
 
   Lindy laughs again. “Arnie, I think it’s that Carter kid who screwed us over. How about that?”
 
   “Arnie” echoes her amusement with a chuckle of his own. “I think you’re right. I think things are looking up for us.” Their words are filled with undisguised sarcasm. If these two were a candy, they would definitely be Goobers.
 
   “You want me?” I say. “You’ve got me. Send the kid out and I’ll be your hostage.” The idea sounded better in my head, but now that I’ve offered, I can’t take it back. 
 
   “Pass,” Lindy says. “Cameron Hardy don’t give two craps about you. He’ll mow the three of us down like ’coons in the yard if we don’t have his daughter. Ain’t that right, sweetie?” A choked sob rises up the stairwell. 
 
   “I’m coming down,” I say, starting down. “My hands are empty.” It’s the truth, although I’ve got enough weaponry hanging from my belt to take out an entire magic-born gang. 
 
   “Stay back,” Arnold says, and I detect a hint of fear in his voice, which rises sharply. “Don’t push us. I’ll shoot her in the head if I have to.”
 
   “You won’t,” I say, praying I’m right and he’s bluffing. “Then you won’t have any leverage. You’ll be killed immediately, if not by me then by the dozens of pissed off people outside.”
 
   As I round the bend in the stairs, I freeze. Arnold and Lindy are ducking in the doorway at the bottom, using a tiny girl as a human shield. Her face is snotty and wet and she clutches a raggedy teddy bear tight to her chest, hugging herself. Arnold’s gun is jammed into the back of the girl’s head, and given the way his hand is shaking, I fear he might accidentally pull the trigger. 
 
   Instead, he raises it and points it at me. “You’re right,” he says. “We can’t kill her—at least, not yet. But I can kill you.”
 
   There’s a moment just before he pulls the trigger where his mouth opens slightly and his eyes widen and the deranged fury in his face seems to bulge outward, as if he’s playing host to an alien parasite silently infecting the entirety of the human race. And in that moment, I notice the one crucial mistake that he’s made, my eyes zeroing in on the minute detail like a sniper on a target. 
 
   The trigger is purple.
 
   Even as he squeezes the trigger, I throw my mind outwards, Resisting the magged up bullet before it even leaves the barrel, thrusting it backwards into the firing mechanism. There’s a flash of fiery light and Arnold’s hand snaps back, the smoking gun sailing end over end and smashing into Lindy’s face. And as Arnold howls, clutching his hand, the bones of which are surely shattered, Lindy falls back, blood leaking from her nose and over her wide-open lips. And the girl, who likely has more brains than either of her two captors, dashes forward, scampering up the steps where I usher her past me to safety. 
 
   Though I’ve failed to save humans—including children—so many times before, this time I succeed, and I can’t help the swell of pride that fills me from top to bottom. I descend the steps with forced slowness, drawing out the moment of victory. As I approach the damaged duo, I draw my sword. “Get back in the cell,” I say. “Both of you.”
 
   “You filthy witch-lover,” Lindy spits out, dabbing at her bloody face with her fingers. “You deserve to die, just like the rest of them.”
 
   “Lindy,” Arnold says gruffly, “shut yer mouth or I’ll shut it fer you.” He grabs her arm and pulls her toward the open jail cell behind them. At least one of them realizes what I’m able to do with this sword. She doesn’t listen, clawing at his arms and trying to fight him off to get to me. I almost wish she’d manage it, but somehow her husband is able to drag her into the cell, throwing her to the floor. Without being asked, he pulls the door shut with a heavy clang, the lock clicking into place. 
 
   Although I may be rather foolish sometimes, I’m no fool. “The keys,” I say.
 
   “Come and get ’em,” Lindy growls from the floor. 
 
   Arnold, however, doesn’t seem to concur with his wife’s idea, as he extracts a ring of keys from his pocket and chucks them through the bars, in a move I suspect he may regret later on. The tip of my sword may turn out to be a better option than his wife. As if to prove my suspicion, Lindy howls and throws herself at her husband, clawing at his eyes. As he tries to hold her off, she bites his arm like a rabid beast. Blood soaking her lips and tongue, she screams, “You idiot! You weak, pathetic moron! I’ll kill you for that! I’ll kill you!”
 
   I snatch the keys from the floor and turn away, leaving the lovebirds to settle their differences in the same manner typically used by the unwitting stars of the reality TV shows that no longer exist.
 
   Arnold’s plea seems to fall on deaf ears, echoing behind me amidst screams and shouts that sound more animal than human. Their punishment is each other, for as long as it lasts.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Hardy’s daughter is in the loving embrace of her parents when I exit the police station. Dusk’s shadowy arms have fallen, surrounding everything as if to join in the reunion. Although I didn’t exactly expect cheers and shouts of adoration and the desire to marry me and have my babies, I also didn’t expect the stunned silence I arrive to. Not even a jeer or a taunt or a whispered “witch-lover” greet me as I approach the happy, reunited family. 
 
   Just silence. It takes me a moment to realize what it is that’s written all over the blank faces of the largest group of humans I’ve seen since Salem’s Revenge wiped out the majority of the population. Confusion. Uncertainty. In what? The decision to leave? The desire to hate me for not hating the magic-born? 
 
   Cameron releases his daughter from his embrace, and stands to meet me. “Thank you,” he says quickly, as if the words are so painful to say that he can’t bear to linger on them. “The Jones?”
 
   “They’re not your problem anymore,” I say. “At least not if you’re still planning to leave.”
 
   I’m surprised when he smiles, although I’m not sure what it means. “This doesn’t change anything, you know,” he says, looking almost amused.
 
   “No?” I say. 
 
   “No. But thank you,” he says again, this time more slowly, meaningfully.
 
   “I didn’t do it for you. I did it because it was the right thing.”
 
   “Which is exactly why we’re leaving,” he says. “Because it’s the right thing.” The sincerity in his voice surprises me, because it’s the first time I’ve heard it, as if all his pomp and false confidence has been stripped away, giving me a rare glimpse of the real man beneath the carefully pressed shirts and polished shoes. 
 
   And though I hate how political Cameron Hardy is, and how he’s always thinking two moves ahead, and how I really, truly feel he’s making a major mistake, I can’t fault him for doing what he thinks is right. 
 
   “Good luck to you,” I say as I back away.
 
   “Wait,” he says, and I stop. The amusement washed from his face, he leans in, lowering his voice. “You could’ve forced me to agree to whatever you wanted. Why didn’t you? That’s what I would’ve done.”
 
   “Because that’s exactly why we’re different,” I say, turning away, leaving him to ponder my words—although I don’t expect him to give them more than a minute’s consideration. 
 
   It doesn’t matter anyway. Just as he’s giving us no choice as to whether the humans leave or stay, we won’t let him choose whether the Alliance is upheld. 
 
   As I walk away I remember a lesson my last foster mother taught me:
 
   Sometimes we create monsters for the very purpose of hiding the fact that we’re no better than monsters ourselves.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-Two
 
   Grogg
 
    
 
   Grogg is fast like the wind. No, fast like lightning. No, no, that’s not right at all. Grogg is fast like the lightning carried by the wind. Yes. That is good. 
 
   Grogg’s thoughts run rampant as his legs churn so quickly they’re like a blur, drawing the attention of nesting birds and scavenging animals throughout the forest. His smell confuses them, but he’s gone again so quickly that they discard his very presence as a strange anomaly, not to be repeated.
 
   “Grogg must go around some things,” the mud troll says to himself, remembering Laney’s orders. “If faster to go around, then we go around.” He takes one step to the side to avoid a large tree trunk that he would normally climb all the way to the highest boughs before making his way down the opposite side. Funny, he thinks, leaving the tree in his wake. This is better.
 
   It gets dark quickly, but that is no problem for Grogg. Seeing in the dark is the same as seeing in the light. His eyes just see things. Dark doesn’t dim and light doesn’t bright. He mutters those seven words seven times, like a chant, passing the time. 
 
   When he stomps through a creek, the water splashes all around him, swirling away a layer of mud, which clouds the clear spring. “Grogg changes water to mud!” he cries to himself. “Bow before our muddy feet!” He chuckles to himself at his silliness, coughing up a baseball-sized mud ball that he immediately breaks into two pieces and stuffs into his ears. 
 
   Eventually he passes from the cover of the forest and onto a long stretch of flat land coated with a fur of long, dry grass. He’s not sure whether it’s faster to go around or through, so he defaults to through, relishing the crack and shish of the dead brown stalks under his trod. Some of them stick to him, getting sucked in by his mud, and then more, until he thinks the crows circling overhead might mistake him for a scarecrow. 
 
   He wants to stop and test his theory, but Laney’s command to Run! rings in his ears, urging him onward. Grogg knows he’s done bad things, even if he didn’t feel he had a choice at the time. He doesn’t want redemption—he needs it. If he doesn’t find Rhett and warn him, surely Grogg will lose his moistness and return to the earth, becoming nothing more than hard-packed dirt laced with jagged cracks of failure.
 
   He knows he’s soulless, but that doesn’t mean he doesn’t want to live.
 
   As he emerges from the field covered in hay, he clings to a single thought, seeming to hover always a step ahead of him:
 
   Redemption is life. 
 
   And he won’t stop until he catches it. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-Three
 
   Laney
 
    
 
   Following the magic-born from a distance is like tracking a herd of buffalo. In a word: easy. The heavy footprints of the larger beasts sink a foot into the earth, and as they pass through the forest they devastate the foliage, uprooting bushes, shattering entire tree trunks which now lay scattered and broken like toothpicks, destroying the homes of the real animals who likely live here. 
 
   Hopefully Grogg is well ahead of the army. Hell, I hope Grogg has already made it to Alliance to warn Rhett. With any luck the humans and our magic-born allies are already preparing for war, all hands on deck, strategizing and gathering along the perimeter. The makeshift fence won’t hold up for long against the powerful enemy we’re facing, but maybe it will provide the opportunity to kill enough magic-born to give us a chance. 
 
   As Hex, snout to the ground like a vacuum cleaner, leads us after our quarry, I’m practically itching for the battle ahead. With any luck I’ll have the chance to personally shove a magged up knife between Flora’s shoulder blades before she can so much as threaten to lick my toes. 
 
   When we reach a stream so muddy it’s as if Grogg has recently bathed in it, Bil says, “Laney,” and I say, “What?” and we all plod through the knee-deep—or in Chloe’s case, hip-deep—stream.
 
   “I’m worried what will happen when we get there,” Bil says.
 
   Although I keep walking, I acknowledge Bil’s statement with a quick glance in his direction. I know what he means, but I really don’t want to talk about it right now, so I deflect him by saying, “We’re all worried. But as my Grams used to say, ‘Worry ain’t solved so much as the easiest problem.’”
 
   “That’s not what I mean,” Bil says. Chloe’s staring at us, frowning, as if trying to decipher what this conversation is really about. 
 
   “I know,” I say.
 
   “I need help.”
 
   “Not exactly breaking news,” I say, clearly meaning it as a joke, but not even getting a wry smile from Bil. He really is freaked out right now. “Look, I’m not your counselor, I don’t have the right words.”
 
   “All I need is to know everything will be fine,” he says. “That the other part of me—the dark part—won’t destroy everything.”
 
   An unexpected burst of anger vomits from my mouth, my words hurling out like lit sticks of dynamite. “Screw the other part of you, Bil! It’s not you—never was. You’re the guy next to me, who I used to hate, but who I can now gladly call my friend, even if you annoy the crap out of me sometimes—or most of the time.” Although I feel like I’m doing much worse than a licensed psychiatrist would do, my words somehow manage to drag the edges of Bil’s lips into a smile. Encouraged by his reaction, I soldier on. “That so-called ‘dark’ part of you that keeps stealing time and memories? Whatever it is, it doesn’t control you. You control it. And if I so much as get the feeling that the bastard is knocking on your mind, I’m going to scream him away. I won’t leave you, Bil, no matter what. I won’t let you do anything you don’t want to do. Okay?”
 
   I realize I’ve stopped, my fisted hands pressing hard into my hips, as if trying to burrow inside me. Bil stops, too, and his smile is gone, and I know I’ve gone too far. 
 
   Until he hugs me. 
 
   I stand as still as one of the thick trees nearby, feeling his warmth melt into my bones, feeling the sincerity of his arms locked behind me. My body relaxes and I hug him back. 
 
   “You’re so much more than I thought you were,” Bil says, and his words seem to go straight to my heart, to a place I thought was surrounded by brick walls and steel doors, to a place where I can be honest and vulnerable and not always Laney the Warrior. “Thanks for being my friend,” Bil adds, releasing me. 
 
   As he walks away, I remain motionless, stunned, letting the hot tears run down my face. “You okay?” Chloe asks, holding my hand, our roles reversed for the first time since I met her, when she was a scared, scarred, little girl. 
 
   My hand darts up and I wipe away the tears. “I’m fine,” I say, rebuilding the wall and locking the door. Rhett’s going to be shocked when he finds out I no longer want to kill Bil Nez. Well, at least not all the time.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-Four
 
   Rhett
 
    
 
   I stand with the magic-born, watching Cameron Hardy and the rest of the humans leave through the front gate under the warm gaze of a stunning sunset, which is far too cheery for the circumstances. It’s as if the entire realm of nature bears witness to their departure, waving a final goodbye.
 
   A few of the humans look back as they pass through the false safety of the perimeter fence, their expressions laced with uncertainty. 
 
   The last ones through are the ragtag group of witch hunters, led by Floss. Her piercings sparkle under the glow of the sunset. “I’m sorry this didn’t work out the way you wanted it to,” she says. 
 
   I take her offered hand and shake it firmly. “Protect them,” I say. “Do everything you can.”
 
   She laughs because we both know I don’t need to remind her. It’s who she is. She moves on, rallying her hunters and forming them into a haphazard ring around the departing humans, if only to give them the feeling of safety. 
 
   In a show of confidence in his decision, Cameron Hardy holds his daughter’s hand, his wife and him swinging her every couple of steps, like they’re going for an evening stroll through the park. Razor-edged shards of the vision Trish gave me before she died slice through my mind, and I find myself spinning them around, zooming in on each piece, as if I can isolate the exact aspect of the future that I want to see. I don’t know if it’s my imagination or some lingering effect of Clairvoyant magic, but one of the images seems to sharpen and come into focus. Cameron’s daughter screams as a tiger leaps at her father, slamming him to the ground, tearing open his chest with dagger-like claws.
 
   A hand on my arm opens my eyes, the image still burning in my skull. Xave looks at me with concern. “We’ll save them,” he says. 
 
   “I say good riddance,” Angelique says, strutting toward us. Her kohl-lined eyes look even darker and more dangerous under the shroud of nightfall. Although at first I think it might be a trick of the dark, I notice she’s switched her usual slinky red dress for a long black one, unadorned with diamonds or any other type of jewel. A funeral gown, I realize with a shudder. For us or for her? I wonder. 
 
   “Where will you go?” I ask her. 
 
   She seems taken aback that I’d even care enough to ask. Do I care? I wonder to myself. “In search of my people. There’s always a chance that a Changeling or two are hidden away somewhere, either too scared or too foolish to know what they are and their place in this world.”
 
   “Why haven’t you gone looking for them yet?” I ask, sincerely curious this time. Why has she lingered with us for so long? 
 
   Her eyes seem to undress me with each word. “It’s been too much fun watching you fail at everything you do,” she says cruelly.
 
   Once upon a time her words might’ve hurt, but not anymore. And anyway, I’ve seen beyond her ruthless and vindictive exterior to the real person inside, a woman who cares deeply for those she’s loved and lost. “Not everything,” I say. “I hope you find your people.” When I walk away it’s on my terms, and I feel sorry for her when I see the flash of sorrow that paints itself across her face when I glance back. She has no one, both because they were taken from her and because she’s chosen it. I can’t soften what’s left of her heart any more than I can change Cameron Hardy’s mind. That’s not my job. My job is to protect and defend the weak, to strive for peace between two groups of people who don’t seem to want it. 
 
   That’s exactly what I’m going to do.
 
   Xave catches up to me as I stride toward his father. “I wish you’d been like this in high school,” he says. 
 
   “Like what?” I ask.
 
   “Confident. A little crazy, like you’re sitting on the edge of peaceful and violent pretty much all the time.”
 
   I scoff at his words. “That’s not what I’m like.” Is it? 
 
   “If you say so. All I’m saying is it would’ve been nice to see you stick up for yourself a little more when we were growing up. I know I could’ve avoided half a dozen black eyes defending your sorry ass.”
 
   Although I desperately want to laugh, I can’t, because all I can think of are my high school tormentor’s fear-stricken eyes before he died at the hands of the witch I was unable to save him from. I’d take a hundred insults, a thousand pranks, and a million black eyes if only Todd Logue could be alive again to torment me. 
 
   “Sorry,” Xave says when he sees my face, although he can’t know what he’s apologizing for. I never told him what happened with Todd Logue, how I failed him and myself at the same time. And he certainly doesn’t know how many times I’ve failed since then, while he was learning the dark art of raising the dead. 
 
   I brush his apology aside and tell the past to take a hike. “Don’t worry about it,” I say. To his father, who we’ve just reached, I say, “You’re still with me, right?”
 
   If he’s surprised at the fact that I’m still speaking to him, he doesn’t show it. “Of course,” he says. “Like I’ve said from the beginning, the Necros will make peace by destroying anyone who stands in the way of it, and that includes the Shifters and their allies.”
 
   Finally, I smile, because no matter how awful the world is, it’s still possible to find humor during the darkest times. Mr. Jackson’s declaration once made me question his sanity, but now it just makes me laugh. “Okay,” I say, “then that’s what we’ll do.”
 
   We give the humans a very short head start before following them. Our goal is to stay at their side as long as we have to, secretly watching over them. Behind us, the city is now empty—I can almost feel the loneliness we leave in our wake. Tara and the Claires lead the way, their hands raised over their shimmering bodies, singing a soundless song that fills the minds of anyone near them:
 
    
 
   With arms upraised, 
 
   We touch the sky, 
 
   Toward battle march,
 
   Where death shall sigh.
 
    
 
   On wanting wings,
 
   We find escape,
 
   Past better days,
 
   To evil’s rape.
 
    
 
   This song does shroud,
 
   The weary clad,
 
   We walk unseen,
 
   We are Myriad. 
 
    
 
   When the song ends I’m left gasping for air, my heart beating out of my chest, and when I look around the other magic-born seem equally affected by the melody and message. From the sky descends a glittering mist, as if the stars themselves are falling from the heavenly firmament. When it reaches our army, it feels as if we’ve stepped into a flawless diamond, the air shimmering around us. 
 
   Now we truly walk unseen, Tara speaks in our collective heads, echoing the next to last line in the song, which was really a spell. The humans will be unaware of our presence. 
 
   Shaking my head in awe of the power of the Claires, I spot Tillman Huckle chatting with Mags the Medium—who’s thankfully got hair on her head and thin nails sprouting from her fingertips, rather than the other way around—and I angle toward them, frowning. I didn’t expect Huckle to come along. Usually he stays well away from the action. “Huckle? You shouldn’t be here.”
 
   “Hi,” Mags says.
 
   “Hi yourself.” For some reason, seeing the old witch makes me feel less tense. 
 
   Huckle, well, he chuckles. “I know I’m not a real warrior,” he says, “but this is my fight too.”
 
   “This isn’t some video game,” I say. “Thousands will die in real life.”
 
   Instead of responding, Huckle reaches in his pocket and pulls out a metal cylinder. With a quick flick of his thumb, a shaft of white light bursts from the end, extending to more than three feet long. “Holy…” I murmur. “That looks like a freaking—”
 
   “Light saber,” Huckle says, his eyes alight with fire and pride. “It’s not, of course, not in the sense that it’s some form of advanced human technology. No, this is pure magic, compliments of the Claires.”
 
   “The Claires?” I say incredulously. I didn’t even know Huckle had ever talked to them. I glance toward the angelic throng at our head to find Tara looking back, smiling. She offers a royal wave and Huckle waves back, his gangly limbs infinitely more awkward. 
 
   I shake my head and laugh, because Tillman Huckle might be the one person in this world who will always find a way to surprise me. “Stay on the edges of the battle,” I instruct. “Go for the easy kills. Hex will be devastated if you don’t make it through.” And so will I, I don’t say, but Huckle seems to get that message too, his chin jutting out, his stare softening. 
 
   “Thanks,” he says, deactivating the magical light sword and roping a bony arm around my shoulder. “I’ll be as careful as I am when I play video games.”
 
   “That’s exactly what I’m worried about,” I say, but I know he’s joking. The Huckle I know definitely won’t be planning any real-life suicide missions. 
 
   “Hi,” Mags says again, even more brightly this time.
 
   “Hi, Mags,” I say. 
 
   “My ghouls are getting antsy,” she says. “Want to see?”
 
   “No thanks,” I say quickly, and Mags laughs. 
 
   “They seem to have that effect on people,” she admits. “Well, they’ll be ready whenever they’re needed. You know, a lot of my sisters will be fighting with the Shifters, so I’ll be substantially outnumbered.”
 
   “And yet I suspect you’ll hold your own just fine,” I say. “Hell, I’ve seen what you can do and I wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy.”
 
   She snickers, blinking rapidly, moistening her aging eyes. “I suspect you’re right,” she says. 
 
   Walking with my two friends, one old and one new, I pass my eyes over the thousands marching with us, mostly magic-born. Noticeably absent from the throng is Angelique, who I spotted watching us as we departed the city, her eyes as dark as coal, her skin as pale as the moonlight. We might not have her support in this cause, but we have so many others, all marching to save the very same humans who cried for their blood for over a decade, who, in the name of unjust laws, killed them without mercy, who called them freaks and much worse, who still hate them, who still want them dead, who would rather see them burn atop a raging pyre than break bread with them. Our alliance: a random collection of witches and warlocks from various witch gangs, from Spellcasters to Sirens and everything in between; a wizard with an enormous white walking stick that is surely more than just another piece of firewood, used to conjure up powerful spells; misunderstood Necromancers, wearing executioner’s hoods, march forth like an advancing shadow, silent spells on their lips, encouraging their undead army forward, some of them straining against chains, seeking the blood of those who would oppose their masters; breathtakingly beautiful Clairvoyants, seeming ever more graceful next to the heavy trod of the Necros, floating like the wind, their shimmering white dresses glittering iridescently, as if echoing the glow of the stars in the mournful sky. 
 
   The two major groups of magic-born who have chosen to stand with us couldn’t be more different. Shadows and the sun. Darkness and light. Masters of the dead and Healers of the living. 
 
   Although I don’t truly belong with either of them, I’m proud to call them my people, my friends. And I’ll live or die by their sides, as they will by mine.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   As he approaches, just a tumbling mass of earth and sticks and rocks, he screams, “RHETTT CARTERRR!”
 
   My heart clenches in my chest, as if packed tightly with the very same mud that gives Grogg life, taking mine away. Somehow he can see us, despite the Claire’s invisibility charm.
 
   The fear hits me because he’s alone, his short, stubby legs churning with unexpected swiftness, allowing him to reach me far quicker than should be possible. He’s not even out of breath, although his words seem to stick in his grotesque mouth, his lips flapping like leaves in a stiff unrelenting breeze. He’s a mess, even for him. Protruding from his mud-clumped skin are sticks and rocks and even an arrow, which pokes from both his ears, the sharp tip from one end and wispy feathers from the other. The other unusual thing—again, even for Grogg—is that I can see through him, like he’s a slice of Swiss cheese. Bullet holes, I realize with a start. 
 
   “Grogg, who did th—” I start to say, clamping my mouth shut as soon as I answer my own question in my head. Guilt rumbles through me, as if I’m responsible for the acts of all humans just because I’m one of them.
 
   “Nasty Two-Leggers,” Grogg says, finally finding his words, which creak out like the old floorboards in a dusty old attic complaining under the trod of an unwanted visitor. 
 
   “Humans did this,” I say without question. Not any humans—Cameron Hardy and his followers—the very same people we’re out to protect. “Grogg, I’m sorry.”
 
   Grogg seems shocked by my words, grabbing the feathery end of the arrow and snapping it off. He casually crunches it in his mouth, although I’ve never been able to spot any teeth in there. He speaks around the splinters of wood. “No, no, no,” he says. “Two-Legger called Rhett Carter does not apologize. Not you. Not Bil Nez. Not Laney. Apologies are for the bad ones. Not! You!” He practically shrieks the last part, sounding more like an unoiled hinge than a creaky floorboard. 
 
   But I’m not listening to his shrieking monologue, my focus entirely on the names he spouted. “What about Bil Nez and Laney?” I ask, grabbing him by the shoulders, not caring about how my hands instantly sink into gloopy mud up to my wrists. 
 
   “Grogg sees them,” he says. “Grogg sees them in Shifter caves, Grogg—”
 
   “They’ve been captured?” I interject, pulling my hands away with a sucking sound, my fists automatically tightening, letting clumps of mud fall from my fingers. 
 
   “Grogg is not finished. Four-Legger is my friend. We save Two-Leggers. We go to place that’s Here-but-not-Here.”
 
   Four-Legger? Hex! “You’ve been with Hex?”
 
   “Yes, yes, of course,” Grogg says, waving my question away like it’s the least of his worries, a foregone conclusion. He pulls the sharp end of the arrow from his head, and amazingly it comes out whole, its shaft unbroken from tip to tail. The mud-troll snaps it over his knee and then shoves the two pieces into different bullet holes, which immediately close up around them. 
 
   “Are they safe?” I ask, trying to get him to focus.
 
   “Safe? Yes,” Grogg says. “But they pursue my old master’s army.”
 
   His old master. Flora. Pursue? “They’re chasing Flora and her army?” I ask, immediately realizing the more important piece of information hidden in Grogg’s words. “The Shifters are on the move?”
 
   “Yes,” Grogg says, flicking a stone embedded in his skin. It bounces away.
 
   They must be getting in position a day early, so they’re ready to attack tomorrow night, on the day that Flora’s countdown expires. But something about it doesn’t feel right, which Grogg confirms without me having to ask.
 
   “Laney asked Grogg to tell you that they’re coming tonight. Get ready.”
 
   My heart spins like a tornado, my mind whirling along with it. We expected to have at least a day to get in position around the humans, forming, unbeknownst to them, an invisible circle of protection for their journey, wherever it may lead them. Now we have no time. 
 
   “Did Grogg help?” he asks, his head angled to the side. “Did Grogg catch redemption?”
 
   An unexpected swell of love for the mud troll pushes its way into my throat. “Yes,” I say huskily. “Grogg has found redemption.”
 
   And then I race off to sound the alarm.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-Five
 
   Laney
 
    
 
   This forest is haunted, literally. 
 
   Like convalescing wisps of smoke, the ghouls pass overhead, their presence exposed by their mournful moans, which seem to rise from their otherworldly maws with unbridled fury. Although Hex doesn’t take us to the other Here—likely for fear that his trio of pathetically weak-stomached humans will once more become ill—he does do something. His collar glows purple and a translucent bubble surrounds us, seeming to protect us while simultaneously making us invisible to the ghosts that stream through the forest above. For once, this isn’t Hex’s gift—it’s Tillman Huckle’s. I can still remember the day he gave us our box of magical goodies before we separated. Hex’s gift was the collar, and this is the second time he’s used it, which also makes twice that it has likely saved my life. 
 
   Hex continues onward, as if activating the collar is just another thing that he does, as if the poltergeists are nothing more than night birds playing in the boughs of the trees. And we follow, because we trust him, a dog, more than we trust ourselves.
 
   With the appearance of the ghouls, surely we must be closing in on our quarry. I can only hope that Grogg has found Rhett. The future of humanity may depend on it.
 
   Chasing Flora’s magic-born army is stupid and reckless, especially considering we’re weaponless—other than Hex, who’s full of more tricks than a magician’s bag, and Bil, who can at least Resist magic—and yet I know we can’t stop. Even though my belt feels exceptionally light without my trusty magged up Glock, I will soldier on, if only to fight the forces of evil with my bare knuckles and sturdy boots. 
 
   No one is exempt from this fight. No one. 
 
   As Hex quickens our pace, perhaps catching a more pungent whiff of our enemy, I wonder whether Trish is somewhere watching, waiting for her chance to return to the world that has been so unkind to her. I wonder if she’s scared for me, if she cares who I am. If she still considers me family. 
 
   A light catches my eye, and I don’t mean the glow that has surrounded Hex ever since the sky darkled and the thick knot of clouds swarmed overhead to blot out the stars. 
 
   It’s coming from me. 
 
   Not from all of me; rather, my finger is glowing, as if lit from within. As I hold it in front of my eyes and stare at it in wonder, it pulses three times, and then fades away into darkness. 
 
   “What does it mean?” asks Chloe, a question that seems far too normal for the phenomenon we just witnessed. 
 
   And yet I know the answer. “It means she still cares,” I say.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   When Hex stops, I feel a burst of nervous energy plume in my chest, like a solar flare. Because I see what he sees. An end to the forest. Dark shapes move up ahead, shifting and stamping and pacing. Finally, a ray of moon-glow manages to break through the cloudy blanket, painting a shimmering silver sheen on the thousands of enemies before us. 
 
   “They’ve stopped,” I whisper.
 
   “Yes,” Bil says.
 
   “But why?” Chloe asks, her nose scrunched up earnestly.
 
   I peer into the gloom, searching for any sign that we’ve reached the borders of Alliance, that Rhett and the others are ready and waiting for the demons that approach under the cover of night.
 
   Nothing. 
 
   Well, not exactly nothing. As the cracks in the sky continue to widen, a field comes into view, rolling itself out like a massive silver-blue carpet. 
 
   Time seems to stop, allowing for only basic human function to continue. My beating heart, pounding dully in my chest. The heat of my blood, rushing through my veins, roaring through my skull. My sharp intakes of breath and deep, sighing exhalations, as loud to my ears as a lion’s ferocious bellow. 
 
   When time restarts itself, my heart is still beating, my blood still rushing, and my lungs still breathing. But that’s not what causes me to raise my hand to cover my mouth in horror. No, that’s caused by what my eyes perceive in the distance.
 
   Forms, which surely must be human by the sheer normalcy of how they move, pour from the opposite side of the field, carrying fiery torches, traipsing into the high grass, their bodies disappearing while their heads bob up and down as if severed from their necks. Not a few humans, but hundreds, an endless stream, marching resolutely toward the literal jaws of death.
 
   And though surely the humans can’t see the army waiting for them under the dark cover of the forest, their screams rend the hushed silence like swords slashing through the fabric of night.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
   Rhett
 
    
 
   We run, a deluge of pounding footsteps so loud it would drown out the drumbeat of a torrential downpour. In our panic, there’s no room for fear, and I find myself shoulder to shoulder with the undead, gruesome, poorly formed Reanimates with snapping jaws and unseeing empty eye sockets. So strong is their bloodlust for the enemy that it’s as if I don’t exist, and they don’t so much as glance in my direction. Their masters have trained them well. 
 
   The Necros, in their long dark hoods, look almost comical, like hundreds of monks running a marathon, the folds of cloth at the base of their cloaks sweeping the ground beneath their feet. The Claires, having thrust off the now pointless shroud of invisibility, run like women possessed. Mags’s ghouls stream from her fingertips, which are already trailing gossamer threads of hair while her scalp grows a crown of fingernails. 
 
   My sword is out, reflecting the glow from Huckle’s magged up saber o’ light, gleaming in the dark. As we run, I catch glimpses of Grogg turning cartwheels and doing somersaults amongst the witches and warlocks, as if he’s gone to some strange happy place borne on the wings of the redemption he was granted the moment he found me. 
 
   The wind lashes my face as heavy breaths pour from my mouth, becoming one with the airstream. My sweat seems to freeze on my skin the moment it emerges from my pours, leaving me feeling shivery all the way to my bones. 
 
   The entire scene and the myriad feelings that come with it are surreal, as if we’re all costumed actors in some fantasy movie, about to face our computer-animated foes on a battlefield that’s really a well-designed set made to look like reality. If only. If only life was still formed from laughter and movies and dinner dates and coffee and homework and bullies and touchdown catches. Unlike Huckle, I’d give anything to have all that back. 
 
   As the end of the human train comes into view, illuminated by the dozens of torches they’ve lit to light their way, some of them turn, finally becoming aware of our presence. Even from a distance, I can tell that their eyes grow as wide as dinner plates, their screams and shouts bursting like explosions as they turn and start to run.
 
   They think we’re the enemy; that we’ve decided, now that the Alliance has been broken, to kill them just for the fun of it; that we’re the hunters and they’re our prey. Like a ripple in a pond, the news of our arrival seems to roll through the humans, pushing them forward with reckless abandon. Beyond them I can see a field of long grass, already filled with fleeing humans who don’t even realize they’re running toward their doom, rather than away from it. 
 
   A few of them turn to shoot and bullets zip past us, narrowly missing their targets. Others seem to be trying to urge the humans forward, and I recognize Floss’s shock of pink hair against the dark backdrop. She’s yelling at the shooters, grabbing them and pulling them away. She knows we’re not here to hurt them. She knows that our presence means something far worse, and that time is of the essence. 
 
   There’s another tongue of flame and a dull thwack! as the shot connects, slamming a Necro backwards, a burst of blood and brains splattering those near him. He’s likely dead before he hits the ground, and my heart sinks into a miasma of guilt. I convinced the magic-born to help the humans. I’m responsible for his death. 
 
   No more, I think. There’s no time to feel sorry for myself and my ragged trail of choices, nor to wallow in my own despair. The humans are scared and they can’t fathom the possibility that we’re here to help. 
 
   I push my mind toward the smattering of humans who’ve managed to organize themselves into a jagged line, preparing once more to fire upon us. Floss is gone, having given up on them, likely moving forward with her witch hunters to help protect the others who are fleeing into the field. Shots ring out and a maelstrom of bullets fill the air, almost invisible at first, but then I use my mind to slow them down, bring them into focus, and drop them harmlessly like falling rocks. Their magic bullets are no good against the magic-born while I’m on their side. Although the thought is comforting at this exact moment, that comfort evaporates when I realize the other side of the coin. With my sister, Rain Carter, on the side of the Shifters and their allies, the humans’ pathetic weapons will be equally useless. 
 
   Realizing the futility of their stand, the brave line of humans breaks apart, retreating with the rest of the group, streaming onto the field. 
 
   The vision explodes in my head with blinding clarity: 
 
   A match is struck, a single glowing ember of clarity in an ocean of darkness. The tiny point of light becomes two and then four and then many more, sprouting up like stars in the night sky. That’s when I realize:
 
   They’re not matches or stars, but torches, illuminating an approaching menace. An army of stalwart warriors, moving robotically with stiff arms and legs, swords and knives blood red under the glow of their lanterns. Somehow, perhaps because of Trish’s influence, I understand their one and only purpose.
 
   To destroy.
 
   With a cold suddenness I’m aware of men and women and children fleeing across a great unbroken expanse toward the lights. Toward the army. If they’re running toward an army, then surely they’re running from something even more fearsome. 
 
   Jaws snap. Teeth clash. Growls and barks and far more sinister animal sounds shatter the night, drawing shrieks and screams from the human prey.
 
   I want to move, to draw my sword, to stand and fight for the thousands of souls, but my feet are as frozen as my lips. All I can do is watch. Watch and remember, as Trish instructed.
 
   A panther bounds into view, leaping atop a straggling human—a child.
 
   The moment she screams the darkness returns, swirling away in reverse, as if unwriting itself. 
 
   As the vision fades I find myself gasping for air, my elbows on my knees. Xave’s head is close to mine and he’s physically holding me up under my armpits. “Rhett? Rhett?” His voice sounds dull and distant, as if he’s speaking underwater. In a rush, the full extent of my hearing returns, and I realize he’s been shouting the whole time. “Are you okay?” he asks.
 
   “We’re too late,” I gasp, still struggling for breath. “The vision is true.”
 
   “No,” he says, lifting upward, using sheer strength to help me stand erect. “You heard the Claire. The visions can be changed. Only we can change our fate.”
 
   My soul brother grabs my arm and urges me forward, keeps me abreast when my legs threaten to crumble beneath me, forcing strength into my bones as if sharing his own energy through the very touch of our skin. He doesn’t let go until my loose hand tightens into a fist and my sword stops dragging in the dirt behind me. We’ve fallen behind the others, who are just now threading their way into the high grass, which is eerily silent, the humans realizing that stealth is their only hope of escape. 
 
   When we reach the field, Xave and I exchange a brief, knowing glance, and then skirt the edge of it, avoiding the high grass in an attempt to achieve greater speed, rounding the field to cut off the humans before the Shifters reach them first. 
 
   Sometimes my six-foot-five-inch height comes in handy, like now, when I’m able to see over the tall grass to what lies in wait beyond, under the shadows of the forest. Gleaming eyes that are surely attached to countless beasts—a massive army with a single goal: human extinction—stare across the great expanse, waiting for the perfect moment to begin their attack.
 
   I glance left where the humans hold their torches over their heads to avoid setting the brittle grass alight. The front of the group has managed to traverse more than half the field, bullying their way through the overgrowth. We’re still too far behind them to be effective, so I push myself harder, my legs seeming to strengthen with each stride, quickly outdistancing Xave, whose heavy breathing fades into the background.
 
   And though I stare at those gleaming eyes, willing them to stay put, or better yet, to fade away, they spring forward with a chorus of snarls, the first wave of beasts lunging into the field with animal quickness, claws flashing, jaws snapping.
 
   With a throat-searing scream, I launch myself into the grass, my sword obliterating the stalks in droves, the path clearing before my pounding feet. Xave’s words echo in my ears: 
 
   Only we can change our fate.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
   Laney
 
    
 
   Although I’m desperate to kill me some mangy Shifters, I’m not stupid enough to rush them without a single weapon to my name. Instead, we hover just behind them patiently, waiting for the right opportunity to present itself. 
 
   Those tortured moments waiting give me a surprising opportunity to consider the situation, something I normally avoid doing. Thinking about something too much is the best way to chicken out, something I pride myself on never doing. Pick a fight with those three snotty bitches who just made fun of your sister’s outfit? Don’t think about the fact that they’re all three years older and a head taller than you, just start throwing punches. 
 
   But, whereas spontaneity in that situation earned me matching black eyes and a week away from school, the same mistake now could earn me the unwanted opportunity to become the next Reanimate in the Reaper’s growing collection of zombies. And that’s something I definitely want to avoid. 
 
   So as Bil counsels Chloe to “Stay here and hide, we’ll come and find you when it’s over,” and Hex sniffs at a clump of Shifter fur stuck in the brambles of a bush, I consider what the hell is happening. Why are the humans gallivanting in the middle of nowhere at night, and why are they screaming? And are these the same humans I left behind in Alliance, or is this a different group, hunted by an even deadlier foe? 
 
   No reasonable answers come quickly, so I squint and try to make out any details I can. Nothing except torchlight and heads bobbing in the grass, moving swiftly across the field, right toward us, until—
 
   Two dark shadows race across the edge of the field, one of them moving swiftly ahead of the other. I strain to make out their identities in the gloom. Just as my eyes feel like they’re going to pop out of my head, there’s movement from the magic-born army before us. They snarl and roar and stomp and take off, streaming into the field. At almost the exact same moment, one of the shadows on the edge of the field charges into the high grass, silver flashing. 
 
   I’d know that sword anywhere, its blade splitting into three with each stroke. Rhett is here.
 
   I almost cry out, scream his name—God knows I want to—but I manage to restrain myself, pointing like an obsessed fan at a celebrity, breathlessly hissing “Rhett! Rhett!” until Bil and Hex both follow my gaze and see him. 
 
   Hex’s tail wags furiously and Bil says, “Well I’ll be damned.”
 
   With a final shout to Chloe to “Stay here!” we race forward into battle. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
   Rhett
 
    
 
   Despite the fact that I can sense massive forms looming in my peripheral vision to the right, I’m much more concerned with the barely visible shifting of grass in the field in my direct line of sight, moving toward the humans with nearly imperceptible speed. 
 
   Well before I can get there, the ripple of grass reaches them and one of the human heads—a gray-bearded man wearing a snowcap—is sucked down amidst a cut-off scream and a vicious snarl. It’s like he’s there and then not, pulled into the earth itself by an invisible hand. The raw jerk of the downward motion causes his arm to shoot up in the opposite direction, flailing, flinging his torch high in the air. The flaming stick arcs, spinning end over end in a fiery sphere. Even as the torch continues its strangely beautiful flight path, more heads are sucked under as a cacophony of screams and snarls blasts the night to pieces.
 
   I don’t stop, ripping the field to shreds, fighting my way into the bloody scene before me. Dozens of human bodies already litter the ground, leaking blood from slashed open throats and torn out hearts. Weapons are strewn about, and torches too, lighting small fires that are already growing, probing through the bent grass, seeking food to satisfy their insatiable appetites for destruction. 
 
   The Shifters’ first wave included the big cats, leopards and panthers and cheetahs and other powerful beasts I can’t readily identify, all of whom are ripping through the humans as if they’re no more substantial than a string of paper dolls. Some of the humans are firing weapons, both normal and magical, and I recognize some of them as Floss’s witch hunters. Though there’s an occasional yelp and the slamming of a fallen beast to the ground, for the most part the Shifters are able to dodge their bullets with seemingly supernatural speed. 
 
   Rage that’s as hot as the brushfires burns through me and I charge forward into the fray, stabbing my sword into the back of a panther that’s chewing on a woman’s lifeless leg. The animal spins and collapses, its own blood welling from its fanged mouth and mingling with the woman’s blood already on its lips. The Shifter isn’t Flora. 
 
   I whirl around, seeking my next target, hacking at a cougar that attempts to pounce on me, each of my sword’s three magical blades embedding themselves deeper and deeper into the animal’s thick muscled neck, until with a wet gruesome gurgle, I sever it completely, watching with morbid interest while the disembodied head sprays a rainbow of blood as it tumbles to the earth, bouncing twice before being stopped between a pair of dark claws. As I raise my chin to lay eyes on my next Shifter opponent, her deadly yellow eyes burn into mine.
 
   Flora.
 
   With unbridled force, she bats the head of her fallen comrade away, stalking toward me bearing a wicked smile. My muscles tense as I raise my sword, which has once more converged into a single blade. The Shifter leader looks like she’s about to say something, but her jaw snaps shut when the others arrive, hitting simultaneously from both sides, the tall grass crumbling beneath them.
 
   From one end, the Necros drive their Reanimate army, a swarm of darkness carrying the foul breath of death, throwing themselves on the big cats without regard for their undead bodies. Amongst them are beacons of light, glowing angelic forms, the Claires, who scream, high-pitched keens that threaten to obliterate my eardrums. I’ve heard such screams before from their Mother. Trish saved me from certain destruction using just such a scream. This time, the screams douse the fires and seem to penetrate the flesh and bones of the Shifters, blasting apart their bodies in gory animal explosions, splattering ichor and bone fragments across the battlefield. The violence of the Claires is something I never really believed until I saw it with my own eyes. Other magic-born allies arrive, too, firing spells and curses at any Shifter that moves. Mags’s ghouls fill the air, shrieking with pent-up aggression, hurling inanimate objects in all directions. 
 
   From the other end comes the thunderous churn of animal feet, their roars and screeches and growls only just preceding their claws and fangs. Elephants and gorillas and buffalo and snakes and great winged beasts, which swoop down from above, plucking their enemies from the ground with sharp talons and carrying them high in the air before dropping them to their deaths. Bodies are literally falling from the sky, a human hailstorm. Running amidst the Shifters are their promised magic-born allies, teased away from their previous support of President Washington. Pyros and Mediums—whose poltergeists careen across the sky with bloodcurdling howls, tossing boulders and entire tree trunks to the ground below, crushing dozens of Reanimates—and Volts and Destroyers and Spellcasters and Slammers, as tall and wide as the elephants, join the battle. 
 
   Chaos. It’s the only all-encompassing word to describe the scene I find myself in. Suddenly my sword isn’t my only weapon, although I’m still forced to slash it from side to side constantly, until my biceps and forearms are screaming for respite. No, my most important weapon becomes the innate Resistance I have to the magic swirling around me. Pyros launch fireballs and I turn them back, sending them crashing into the animals, lighting their fur on fire. The Volts’ lightning bolts suddenly change direction when I want them to, angling off harmlessly into the ground or frying the insides of one of their allies. When a Destroyer tries to send a petrification spell at a young child curled in a ball crying for her mother, I reverse the spell back at him, turning him to stone. 
 
   When adrenaline pushes my body to its absolute limits, I dive between two Pyros advancing on a trio of humans, sending their well-aimed fireballs spinning away, erupting into flame when they hit the broadside of a black bear that’s in the process of mauling a group of Reanimates clawing at its face. Turning toward the threesome, I immediately recognize them as Cameron Hardy, his wife, and their daughter. The girl is in tears, and my heart seems to fold in half. On this day alone, the poor girl has had enough terror for a lifetime. “God,” Cameron says, his face contorted with horror.
 
   “God hasn’t abandoned us yet,” I say. “And neither have the magic-born.”
 
   Two more fireballs bounce toward us and, raising a hand, I stop them in midair, letting them hover, casting orange flickering light on the Hardy family.
 
   “Why are you helping us?” Cameron says, the politician stripped from him, leaving an earnest, scared man. 
 
   “You already know the answer to that question,” I say, thrusting the fireballs back at the two Pyros. Although they’re immune to the magical fire, the force of the impact rocks them back, sending them ten feet into the air and twenty feet in reverse, where they crumple to the ground amidst an eruption of flames. “Go,” I say to Cameron and his family, and they run, retreating behind the wall of Necros and their creations, who are doing everything in their power to protect the humans that hate them, willing to die if necessary. 
 
   And many of them are, succumbing to the brutality of the attack, killing and being killed in at least equal number. 
 
   I feel a hand on my shoulder and I whirl around, slashing my sword toward my attacker, stopping inches from his neck. “Xave?” I say. “I could’ve killed you.” My chest is heaving, a Category 5 hurricane, my heart smashing itself to pieces in my chest. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” he says. “I need your help.”
 
   The battle swirling around us, we snake our way through the melee to a massive pile of flesh. Humans stacked on humans—a pyramid of death. I recoil at the sight, not in disgust—although I feel that, too—but in anger, hot biting rage pounding through me. Anger at Hardy for putting our people in this situation. Anger at Flora and her army for carrying out her plan of destruction. 
 
   I grab Xave’s shoulder and pull his face close to mine, my eyes boring into his. “What are you doing?” I demand. Why did you bring me here?
 
   “Please,” he says. “I have only one weapon. Protect me while I use it.” 
 
   Right away I know what he means and I know that this, above everything else, is my real test. I’ll accept help from the Necros but I don’t want to watch them use their magic, don’t want to understand it. I’d rather be oblivious and ignorant. 
 
   The funny thing is, the first thoughts that come to mind are the lessons Mr. Jackson taught me about Necros, back when Laney and I were imprisoned in the Necro dungeons. It takes a week for every year of life of the corpse you’re trying to raise. Building an army of Reanimates takes time. “You can raise them immediately?” I ask, already knowing the answer to my question. Xave is a prodigy even amongst his own magic-wielding people. 
 
   He nods. “Defend me.” 
 
   I spot Floss and a small group of her witch hunters fighting nearby. I call her name and she turns their course toward us, losing a handful of her warriors along the way, but eventually reaching our side. “Help me, help him,” I say. She nods quickly, immediately understanding, shouting orders to her troops, who immediately react like a well-trained army. 
 
   The magic-born attack in droves, throwing themselves at us with considerable force. But we’re not alone. The Reaper appears with dozens of Necros by his side, and along with the witch hunters, we form a ring around Xave and his pile o’ corpses, fighting off the enemy. I glance back whenever I have the chance, something drawing me to the spectacle I’ve typically avoided ever since witnessing Xave’s reanimated version of Beth. 
 
   It’s not what I expected. Although it starts kind of creepy, as Xave hauls the dead from the pile, lining them up, closing their eyes, and smearing dark paste on their eyelids, the next thing he does surprises me. He kneels before them, almost as if in prayer, laying his hands on each of their heads, whispering words that seem intended for each individual body. And when he does, a light appears, starting from their eyes, which flash open, and running down the lengths of their bodies, as if bringing each muscle, each tendon, each bone, and each limb back to life. The glow from their flesh is heavenly, like the light from the sun, moon, and stars combined into a single perfect moment of convergence. Vibrantly colored mist swirls around them, seeming to infuse itself in their skin. While I suspect the magic of the other Necros is dark and creepy and crude, I realize in this moment that what Xave is able to do can only be described as beautiful. Fear of the unknown and misunderstood will almost certainly lead to prejudice. Sometimes being open-minded is as simple as opening your eyes to that which you don’t understand. 
 
   The Reanimates push to their feet, no longer bloody and broken but whole again, and are quickly provided with weapons, facing Xavier Jackson, who stands before them, completely in control. There are children and fathers and mothers, young and old, strong and weak. They may have lost the fight, but now they have a chance to fight again, to defend their people even after death. And there’s no doubt who their master is, who they’ll follow. “Fight for me!” Xave says. Their mouths gape open and they roar their assent. Our circle of protection dissolves, and the new troop of Reanimates pour out and into the battle, hurling themselves with reckless abandon at the enemy, tearing and slicing and killing anyone who dares oppose them. 
 
   Xave’s eyes meet mine between the press of reborn bodies, and I fight my way to his side. “Thank you,” he says.
 
   I nod. “It wasn’t what I expected,” I admit. “It was…beautiful.” Xave can’t hide the pride on his face, nor should he. I know the battle is waiting for us, but there’s something I have to know, just in case one or both of us doesn’t make it through the day. “What do you whisper to them?” I ask.
 
   He grabs my hand and squeezes it tightly. “I give their souls a choice,” he says.
 
   “What choice?”
 
   Xave’s eyes seem to suck me in. “Whether to give their bodies to me. If they say no, then I bury them whenever I’m able to. You gave me the idea.” 
 
   I’m flabbergasted. “But they all rose,” I say, referring to the group of Reanimates I’d just witnessed.
 
   “Yes,” he says, releasing my hand. “They all said yes, as they usually do.” He pulls away, striding after his Reanimates, raising a curved silver dagger. 
 
   That’s when I realize how wrongly I’ve judged the Necros. How wrongly I’ve judged Xave, the one person who I should have been open minded about. Feeling a fresh burst of energy, I lose sight of him as we dive back into the fray, stepping over bodies and cutting down our foes.
 
   And yet, despite the unbelievable control I suddenly feel over the situation, we’re slowly being overpowered, the bodies of Necros and Claires piling up amongst re-dead Reanimates. I spot the Reaper amongst a pitifully small group of Necros and Reanimates. His sword is blazing, even as I see his lips uttering spells to control his undead warriors. Behind him, Xave is bent over a corpse, smearing black paste on its eyes, preparing it for reanimation. An elephant, its skin pocked with bullet holes and stuck with blades, blasts through the group, trampling them like crap under its enormous hooves. 
 
   Mr. Jackson narrowly escapes being crushed, grabbing Xave by the collar of his cloak and diving to one side. When Mr. Jackson looks up, his eyes find mine and he waves me into retreat. I shake my head no, and turn away. They can run—in fact, they should run—but I cannot. 
 
   Flora’s fanged grin meets me when I turn. “Going somewhere?” she says, waving the few magic-born away when they stop to watch. They scurry off, following the battle, which is moving away as the humans, Necros, and Claires flee toward the other side of the field, in full retreat now. Our only chance is to kill their leader and stop this insanity.
 
   “No,” I say. “Never again.”
 
   A bright form streaks from the side, pushing me behind her. Tara blocks my path to the panther. And she screams.
 
   I feel a moment of pure exhilaration, where I know our enemy’s leader is dead-freaking-meat, but it passes when I hear the panther’s haunting laugh. Tara turns to me, her eyes wide, crystal blue springs on a summer day, her cherry red lips parting as she says, “I’m sorry I failed you.” A trickle of blood drips from her mouth and she falls, disappearing in a cylinder of blinding white light. 
 
   Blinking away the spots dancing across my vision, I’m stunned, motionless, trying to figure out what the hell could’ve possibly happened, who could’ve stopped the Claire’s scream from reaching its target.
 
   My vision clears and I see her, strong and fierce and determined.
 
   Rain Carter.
 
   My sister.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-Six
 
   Laney
 
    
 
   We push through the thick tufts of brittle grass just in time to see Rain Carter step forward, face to face with Rhett. And Rhett can’t possibly know she’s his sister, that she’s more than just the third Resistor working with his enemy. 
 
   I have to tell him before he does something he’ll regret later. I start to move forward, but Hex paws at my leg, stopping me. “What is it, boy?” I ask. 
 
   Bil Nez says, “I think he wants you to follow him.”
 
   I shake my head. Although I trust Hex with my life, there’s no time for this. Someone has to warn Rhett. “I’ll go to Rhett,” Bil says quickly. “It’s my responsibility.”
 
   Bil’s willing to throw himself into the heart of danger? I force the shock off my face. In the short time I’ve known him, Bil’s changed for the better. “Be safe,” I say, squeezing his shoulder. “Hex and I will come when we can.”
 
   Without another word, Bil strides from hiding, raising his voice. “Hey, buddy! You miss me?”
 
   Hex doesn’t waste another moment, plowing through the undergrowth, wending a path that somehow keeps us away from danger, but close enough that I can hear everything that’s said.
 
   Flora’s screeching voice says, “Bil Nez, how nice of you to join us. Have you come to your senses?”
 
   “Bil? Thank God,” Rhett says, and I feel a swell in my chest. “Where’s Laney?”
 
   Here! I want to scream, but I remain silent.
 
   “Safe,” Bil says. I can’t help peeking through the grass again, although Hex paws urgently at my leg once more. Bil turns to Flora, who’s prowling back and forth, her tail flicking around Rain’s stone-cold face. “And yes, I’ve come to my senses. I’m going to help Rhett kill you.”
 
   I linger for one moment longer, just enough time to take in Rhett’s face, which is strong and defiant—the face of a hero. A hero who’s most likely about to try to kill his own sister. C’mon, Bil, I think. Let the cat out of the bag before it rips it to shreds!
 
   Flora laughs, and it sounds like she’s genuinely amused. I pull myself away from the scene to follow Hex, who’s found a clear path that circles around to the opposing corner of the main battleground. 
 
   The world seems to open up as the tall grass disappears. I shrink back, trying to hide from the enormous wizard we saw earlier, who is standing as still as if he’s been petrified by one of the Destroyers, his arms over his head. But no, he can’t see us, his eyes rolled back in his head, only the whites showing, like twin cue balls on a pool table. 
 
   Is this our mission? I wonder. To kill the dark wizard? Why us? Why him? My eyes search Hex’s, and he motions with his head, not to the wizard, but past, beyond, to where Rhett and Bil stand across from Flora and Rain. 
 
   Rhett says, “I don’t understand why you’re doing this,” his words clearly directed at Rain. 
 
   “The world must be reborn,” Rain says, her voice distant, like the echo of a thunderstorm. 
 
   Rhett points his sword at her. “I’ll kill you if I have to,” he says. His wording is strange, as if he doesn’t really want to do it. But why? Because she’s human? I don’t know why it would matter to him if she’s helping Flora. Unless…
 
   “Rhett,” Bil says, “there’s something you need to know about her.”
 
   …he already knows.
 
   “She’s my sister,” Rhett says, confirming my guess. Bil fires a surprised look his way, but Rhett’s concentration is completely on the girl he somehow knows to be his sister. Mr. Jackson, I realize. He must’ve told him. It’s the only way he could know. Would he really kill her? Even if it helps us win this battle, this war, will he be the same afterwards? Will he be able to live with himself? All of these questions rush through my mind in a shattered instant, sparkling like shards of glass under direct sunlight in my mind’s eye. 
 
   The questions are obliterated when Hex barks, pulling my attention back to the wizard. 
 
   The truth hits me like a slap in the face. Why the wizard is always hovering nearby Rain Carter. Why her voice sounds so robotic and distant. Why Rain is doing what she’s doing. It seems impossible because she’s a Resistor, but being a Resistor doesn’t mean you’re invincible to magic. Bil Nez taught me that, when he told us his story of how he was nearly enslaved by a Siren. 
 
   The wizard, finally sensing our presence, turns, his emerald green eyes sparking as they seem to cut me to the core. Human filth! Betrayer! You disgust me! You are the vomit that spews from the mouths of the guilty!
 
   Although I’m dimly aware that his sharp rebukes are in my head and are meant as some kind of an attack, sending daggers through my skull, I can’t move. I’m frozen, powerless against his dark magic. I try to move my lips, to shout a warning to Rhett, but they’re frozen, too. I can move my eyes, but only barely, twitching them to the side to watch Rhett take a step forward, his sword glittering menacingly in the moonlight. 
 
   “Yow’d kill yowr own sister?” Flora asks. “And you call me the sick one.”
 
   Rhett’s teeth are grinding, and I’ve seen that look of determination before. It’s the one where he can’t be denied, where he’ll do whatever he has to do. He’s going to kill his sister, not knowing that the dark wizard is controlling her. 
 
   Remembering one time when Rhett described how he’s able to Resist magic, I strain against the wizard’s spell with my mind, with my soul, with every muscle and bone and blood cell in my body. My body feels as if it’s breaking in two, snapping like a twig—I’m no Resistor. I’m just a weaponless, pathetically weak human. An ant to be stepped on. A fly to be swatted. 
 
   My lips quiver and then move. My tongue rolls from side to side. And then I scream.
 
   “Rhettttttt!” And again, even louder. “Rhetttt Carterrrrr!”
 
   The wizard’s eyes widen with surprise at the same instant that Rhett’s head snaps around, finding me. I fall to my knees, no longer frozen but exhausted, my arms and legs like rubber. “Laney?” Rhett says, and I manage to blurt out, “The wizard is controlling your sister.”
 
   “What? No?” Flora says, but it’s already too late to deny it. 
 
   Rhett drags his gaze from me to his sister. “You can fight it,” he says to her. “You are strong.”
 
   Flora bounds forward, claws flashing, but Rhett swipes his sword and she’s forced to dance just out of reach, snarling.
 
   “The humans must die,” Rain says, her voice like ice. Rhett’s efforts are futile—the wizard’s grasp on her like an iron fist compared to the mere pinch he used to control me for a moment. 
 
   “Rain, please,” Rhett says, continuing to hold Flora off with his blade. “Look at me.” The concentration on his face is so complete it’s like a mask, as if he’s sending her his own strength, his own Resistance. Slowly, her eyes seem to zone in on his, and her face twitches slightly.
 
   “I—I—” she stutters, her voice sounding confused. Confused but normal. Like a teenage girl and not a brainwashed psychopath. 
 
   “You are strong,” Rhett repeats.
 
   The brief flash of light in her eyes dissolves and she says, “The Master is the only strong one.”
 
   Flora howls with laughter and victory, but then suddenly stops, her mouth contorting in surprise. “Yow!” she says. “Yow should be dead!”
 
   I drag my tired eyes in the direction of her gaze. No, I think. Please, no. 
 
   Martin Carter limps toward us, using a gnarled branch as a cane, leaning heavily on it. His appearance is even worse than when I left him sleeping, like he’s a hundred years old, his skin sagging from his face, which is covered with dark, tired bruises. His hair is completely gone. He looks half-starved, his once strong arms and legs as thin as the knobby stick that’s supporting his weight. 
 
   “Dad?” Rhett says, his face filled with horror. “You’re—you’re—”
 
   Martin Carter tries to croak out a word, a contorted whisper from the back of his throat, but it’s indistinguishable. He coughs, a hacking sound that feels as if it could bring up a lung.
 
   “You shouldn’t be here,” Rhett says, his voice rising. “Get away! You have to get away NOW!” 
 
   Rhett’s father shakes his head, as if resigned to whatever fate he has planned for himself.
 
   He stands next to his son and it looks as if Rhett wants to hug him, but then stops himself, as if worried his father might crumble under his touch. The pain on the old man’s face is evident, tears leaking from his eyes, his mouth knotted in a perpetual grimace. Under the power of his curse he won’t last long in the presence of both his children. 
 
   He extends a hand to his daughter, as if beckoning her to him.
 
   Flora laughs again when Rain sneers at him. “How touching,” the panther says. “Can’t say the same about yow. But she’s not yowr daughter anymore—she’s mine. Isn’t that right, Rain?”
 
   “Yes,” Rain drones. 
 
   Martin Carter shakes his head firmly, clutching Rhett’s hand, wincing from the unbearable pain he must feel upon touching the very object of his curse. 
 
   Rhett seems shocked by his father’s grip, but he obeys, following Martin’s lead as they focus on Rain. 
 
   “What are yow doing?” Flora screeches. “Leave us. LEAVE US!” 
 
   She rears back on her haunches, preparing to leap, but then stops when Rain says, “My father…” Her voice sounds thin and confused, but seemingly aware of her surroundings. “Where am I?” she says. “What am I?”
 
   The wizard cries out, “I’m losing her!”
 
   Near me, Hex bursts from thin air, having apparently disappeared into his Here-but-not-Here, clamping his teeth, which are glowing a bright, searing red color, around the wizard’s neck. 
 
   I try to push to my feet, fighting the swirling urge to throw up. I get to one foot, but I’m too tired to manage the rest of the way up, my head spinning and sleep beckoning like an old friend. I start to slip away…
 
   My head jerks around when a hand clutches my arm, roughly hauling me to my feet. His hair sticks in a million directions. His glasses are cracked and slightly misty, like he’s been breathing on them. Tillman Huckle holds me steady as I sway like a toddler learning how to keep its balance. 
 
   When I say, “I’m okay,” he hands me a purple Glock. Then he slaps me across the face, which stuns me out of my stupor, the fuzz seeming to retreat from my brain like a fungus under the spray of harsh chemicals. 
 
   “Thanks,” I say, and he says, “Go get ’em.”
 
   I turn toward Rhett and Bil, who are closing in on Flora, who’s spitting and hissing at them. Rhett takes a swipe with his sword, but Flora’s too quick, leaping high above him, raking at his face with her claws. She lands softly and he clutches the bloody lines on his face, turning to face her once more. 
 
   I stride toward her, my Glock extended, trying to keep my hand steady even though it wants nothing more than to drop to my side, my muscles trembling. “Die, witch,” I say, pulling the trigger.
 
   There’s a burst of purple flame a moment after the streak of black. The magical bullets send up a purple mist as they thud harmlessly into the ground. The panther growls as she bounds away, in the direction of the sounds of the battle still raging somewhere across the field. 
 
   We’re not done yet.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
   Rhett
 
    
 
   My first instinct is to go after Flora, but then my dad collapses to his knees, the last of his energy expended, his body rebelling against him.
 
   I cradle his head in my hands, but he shrinks away, groaning in agony. I’m killing him with my touch; I have to get away, Rain too. Frantic, I lay him gently to the ground and release him, sprinting away, dragging Rain, who seems confused, after me. Although she still looks stunned, dazed and confused, she follows me, her strides long and powerful. We stop a hundred feet away and turn back. 
 
   Hex, standing over my fallen father, barks. Tillman joins him. “We’ll watch over him,” he says, stroking my dog’s back. 
 
   “Thank you,” I say, waiting briefly for Laney and Bil to catch up with us, before racing through the field, which is burnt to a crisp and littered with the dead, both human and magic-born from both sides. It’s not so much my urgency to return to the battle, but my desire to get Rain and I as far away from my father as possible, thus lessening the destruction the curse will wreak on his weakening body. All I want to do is hug Laney, to fold her body against mine, but this is not a world where I can do that—might never be again. 
 
   But she does grab my hand just before we reach the edge of the fight. “Don’t die,” she says, and I say, “You, too,” which is pretty much the best we can do in terms of encouragement at this point.
 
   “What the hell is going on?” Rain asks from beside me. “I don’t know how I got here. I don’t remember anything after…” Her words trail away.
 
   Turning to my sister, I say, “Flora’s wizard was controlling you. You weren’t being yourself.”
 
   “You don’t know me,” she says, and I’m surprised at the bitterness in her tone. “You don’t know what I’ve done.” A fog seems to be slowly lifting from her eyes, and she doesn’t like what she sees.
 
   “That doesn’t matter now,” I say. “We can talk later. Rain, you don’t have to fight. Find somewhere safe to hid—”
 
   “That’s not me,” she says, cutting me off. “I’m not a hider—never was. Flora has to pay for what she did to me. Point me toward her friends and I’ll do what I can.” 
 
   Laney grins and scoops a couple of discarded, bloody weapons from the ground. “A girl after my own heart,” she says, handing the twin knives to Rain. “You’re going to need these.” 
 
   Rain holds them at eye level, and I say, “Don’t kill the humans, the zombies, the guys in the dark cloaks or the girls that glow like the sun. Oh, or the crazy old woman with the fingernails growing out of her head.”
 
   Rain nods her understanding, and we turn toward the battle, which continues to move across the field, the humans retreating with their Necro and Claire protectors, and then turning to stand and fight. Fires burn everywhere, coughing up thick clouds of dark smoke; red puddles soak into the ground, like the remnants of a passing bloodstorm; the screams and shouts and growls are ceaseless, almost drifting into the background, losing their rough bone-chilling edges. 
 
   I see Xave commanding a large group of Reanimates, which leap atop a Caster who falls back under the onslaught. Just before he dies, a yellow ball streaks from his fingertips and slams into Xave, flattening him. Was it a killing curse, or some other less-destructive form of magic? I stare in horror as he lies motionless, a lump in the dark. Then Mr. Jackson is there, pulling his son to his feet and they’re both running back behind the wall of advancing corpses. He stumbles several times, but manages to get back to safety.
 
   I let out a deep sigh. “He’s okay,” I breathe.
 
   Laney starts to move, but I grab her arm. “Wait,” I say, remembering something. “Something’s not right.” My vision. The humans on the field. The attack wasn’t from one side—it was from both. The Shifters and their magic-born allies on one end, and—
 
   “They’re pushing them into a trap,” I say, reaching the horrible conclusion a moment before I see the exact image from the vision. A child, bawling, straggling behind the retreating humans, her parents already dead or ambivalent to their daughter’s plight. A panther bounds into view, a blurry streak of black lightning. Flora pounces on the child without mercy and her cries cease to exist.
 
   At that exact moment, a drumbeat sounds in the distance, as thunderous as cannon blasts. Even as Flora devours the flesh of her prey, the other half of her army arrives. 
 
   The clay warriors are as tall as trees, their hulking bodies well-formed, the opposite of Grogg’s lumpy, drooping skin. They march on powerful legs, carrying actual weapons forged of thick iron, like swords and maces, massive instruments of destruction. The drumbeats are their footsteps, hammering the ground, causing it to shake with the power of an earthquake. 
 
   From where I’m standing, they look unstoppable. The few hundred humans that are still alive scream louder, way out of their depths, huddling together behind a wall of magic-born and witch hunters.
 
   Mags’s ghouls flock toward the clay warriors, smashing their heads with boulders and tree trunks, but the creations seem to absorb each massive object into their flesh, making them stronger. One of them swings a Paul-Bunyan-size axe, narrowly missing the Reaper, who lunges out of the path at the last second. The immense blade devastates a handful of Reanimates that are unable to get away in time, crushing them into undead goo. 
 
   Any hope left seems to fall away with that axe blow. This is impossible. The Shifters planned things too well. Flora, as usual, has masterminded the perfect battle, one she can only win.
 
   “Screw this!” Laney says, grabbing my chin as I stare on dumbfounded at the carnage being carried out before me. “The clay warriors can’t do crap without someone to control them. Kill the Shifters. Focus on the Shifters. If we kill them, their warriors will fall.”
 
   Thank God for Laney and her never-say-die attitude. My pessimism goes to bother someone else, and together, our little foursome charges into battle, passing on the instructions to whatever allies we come into contact with. 
 
   I mostly ignore any of the other magic-born, focusing on the biggest threat: the Shifters. I do, however, use any attacks by Pyros, Volts, or Destroyers against the Shifters, deflecting their weapons into the crazed beasts. I notice Rain and Bil doing the same, taking down Shifters of all shapes and sizes. From time to time I hear the booms from Laney’s Glock, which gives me comfort and strength knowing she’s still fighting, still okay. 
 
   The area immediately surrounding me cleared of enemies, I whirl around, the entire world ablaze with light from fires and magic. A pack of Reanimates swarms over a massive polar bear, tearing it to shreds. A Claire screams and an oversized wolf is reduced to matted fur and chunks of flesh. Rain and Bil fight back to back, Resisting the magic that streaks toward them, sending it back at their foes. And Laney, with her Glock in her hand, stands in the midst of it all, beautiful and strong and kicking more ass than anyone. 
 
   It’s working. As each Shifter succumbs to the onslaught, one of the clay warriors crumbles, collapsing to the earth with a thunderous boom that would rival that of a falling meteor, kicking up dust and debris and filling the air with a feverish haze. 
 
   And yet our numbers are dwindling and there are too many of them, the clay warriors taking out dozens of humans and magic-born with a single swing. I spot one of them swatting at his face, as if plagued by a pesky mosquito. Grogg! I almost scream. The little mud troll apparently wasn’t satisfied with warning me of the impending attack—now he’s thrown himself into the midst of the battle, popping from the clay warrior’s skin and then burrowing into it again. He repeats the motion over and over, as if threading a string through its earthy flesh. Finally he emerges for good, diving for the ground as the warrior’s head topples from its shoulders. 
 
   I cheer because I can’t help it. Grogg’s the only one who’s had any success fighting the clay monsters directly. My cheer fades when I see the headless warrior reach for the ground, its fingers blindly groping around and then clamping on its head, which it picks up and places back atop its massive neck. The cracks created by Grogg seal themselves and the soldier goes back to killing. 
 
   The sheer size of their numbers and strength will be our downfall, no matter how determined we are. We have to kill their leader, their god, the defeater of President Washington, the cruelest of the cruel. Flora must die. 
 
   I spy her on the fringe of the battle, avoiding Laney and her Glock and the three Resistors, including me. She’s smarter and more cautious than her fellow witches-turned-animals, going for the easy kills, protecting herself above anyone else. 
 
   Not anymore. My legs on fire, I pump toward her, my sword ready. My sword and I are both ready to end this. 
 
   The attack comes from above, a powerful hammer blow that smashes the earth at my feet, barely missing flattening me into a witch hunter pancake. When I look up, I realize why I failed to spot the enemy. The clay warrior is so enormous that his legs straddle the entirety of the battlefield, his torso the size of a building, his arms wielding a hammer each, one of which is sunk ten feet deep into the earth before me. Flora’s creation. And her protector. 
 
   A shadow looms over me, blotting out the sky, blotting out the entire world. The second hammer, rushing down. I push hard with my foot like a sprinter and take off, feeling more than seeing the looming threat, diving at the last second as the hammer pummels the earth behind me. 
 
   As I struggle to my feet, I know I won’t be able to get to her. She’s got me closed off at every turn, and I’ll be lucky to survive the next hammer blow, much less the rest of the battle. But when the avatar pulls the hammer from the earth, raising it for its next attack, I spot a flash of golden hair as Laney sneaks around the edge, curling in behind Flora, who’s stopped her bloody progress to concentrate on controlling the giant. 
 
   Flora lifts her paw and the clay monster does the same with the hammer, readying it for another attack. 
 
   Laney levels her Glock for the second time at the Shifter leader. 
 
   I don’t know how Flora knows, perhaps some innate animal sense for danger, but she seems to realize the attack is coming a split second before Laney pulls the trigger, twisting around and spinning away even as the Glock flashes. The panther’s body jerks as she’s hit by at least one of the bullets, but it doesn’t stop her lithe, muscled form from leaping on Laney, knocking her over.
 
   “Wait!” I shout, as Flora raises a clawed paw, but the panther doesn’t acknowledge me because she’s in control, her warrior raising his hammer to kill me at the same moment she kills Laney. 
 
   There’s movement near Flora, something small but quick, her long dress flapping in the breeze. A girl, so small, so thin, charging right toward the Shifter leader. For a moment I think Trish! but no, her hair is as red as the changing leaves, not golden blond. And anyway, Trish is dead, waiting to be reborn as a babe, not a young girl. 
 
   She dives on Flora’s back, both of her little fists rising and falling as if she’s punching her repeatedly. That’s when I catch the dual glints of steel in the moonlight. Not punching—stabbing. 
 
   Flora’s back arches and she howls, pushing herself back and throwing the young girl off. The girl rolls to a stop, staring at her hands, which are glistening with blood. “I did it,” she says, almost to herself. 
 
   Laney pushes to her feet and says, “Chloe?” 
 
   The girl named Chloe who Laney apparently knows says, “I killed the witch.” There’s pride and amazement in her voice as she stares in awe at the slain beast. With child-like curiosity, she approaches the fallen panther.
 
   “Back away,” Laney says sharply, taking a step toward her. Something’s not right, but I can’t quite put my finger on it. It hits me, and I look up, at the giant clay warrior still standing upright, having not crumbled, although it appears to be frozen in time. Flora is still alive.
 
   “Chloe!” Laney snaps, her rebuke like a gunshot, but it falls on deaf ears, the tiny sprite of a child reaching out to touch the bloody, matted fur of the Shifter leader.
 
   With a vicious snarl, Flora lunges, closing her jaws on Chloe’s arm, shaking her head, and tearing the appendage free, leaving the girl staring in shock and horror at the stump now spouting blood. 
 
   With a deep-throated scream, Laney pulls her weapon’s trigger again and again, but Flora, wounded but far from dead, bounds off, racing across the field and away from the waning battle, abandoning what’s left of her allies. 
 
   We can’t let her escape; we can’t. But that’s not what she wants. It’s not in her to run when she’s so close to destroying us all. She turns, still holding the poor girl’s arm in her bloody maw, her golden eyes the gateways to hell itself. 
 
   And she raises her paw.
 
   A hammer-shaped shadow looms over us. 
 
   “Flora!” a commanding voice yells, and the panther’s paw hovers in midair, her nose sniffing the air as if searching for a familiar scent. She drops her paw, but not in command of her clay warrior, which leaves his hammer blow unreleased. Her mouth gapes open and Chloe’s gruesome arm falls to the earth. 
 
   “Who said that?” Flora asks, her voice rising. “Who called my name?” Her tone is insistent, demanding a response.
 
   A tall woman walks through the grass toward the panther, her head held high, like that of a queen, regal and elegant. There’s no fear in her step; no hesitation. The way she moves leaves zero doubt in my mind that she’s magic-born, her long black dress seeming to paint the charred landscape with ash. “Flora,” she says again, this time softer and yet still fully in control. 
 
   The panther’s yellow eyes lock on the woman and widen visibly. “M-Mother?” she says, her voice that of a child, with an almost innocent quality to it, something that is so unexpected coming from the child killer that it leaves me feeling strangely light and breathless, like my feet have left the ground.
 
   “Yes, it is I, my daughter,” the woman says.
 
   “Tricks and lies,” Flora screeches. “I saw yow die. It destroyed me.” Flora rests back on her haunches, as if preparing to spring at the woman. The clay hammer continues to hover ominously overhead. 
 
   Somehow, the woman manages to remain composed, never flinching. “I faked my own death. I needed you to believe I was gone so you could stand on your own. But now I’m back for good.”
 
   “Liar!” Flora hisses, flashing her fangs.
 
   “I used to call you Fifi,” the woman says quickly. 
 
   The panther’s eyes widen into full moons. “No,” Flora yowls mournfully. “No. You’re gone. You’re dead. You’re…” As her voice falters, the fight seems to leave her, her body slackening with unexpended energy.
 
   Opening her arms, the woman reaches for her. “Come here, child.” 
 
   Something familiar about the woman’s demeanor registers deep inside me. She’s a remarkable actress, but not who she pretends to be. My feet are moving before I even have time to really consider the ramifications—all I know is that Flora isn’t stupid, regardless of her mental state.
 
   As I circle behind them, the woman cradles the panther’s head, which is still dripping blood, in her arms, gently stroking her fur. 
 
   “Hush, child, and go to sleep,” the woman says. There’s a flash of silver as the knife she’s been hiding in her hand catches a moonbeam. 
 
   Although Flora can’t see what I see, some primal animal instinct brings her to the same conclusion I’ve already reached. “No!” she growls, kicking at the woman with her powerful hind legs, shoving her “mother” backwards, where she lands lithely on her feet. The transformation is instantaneous, the woman’s flesh brightening to pale white and her dark hair blooming red. Her fraud discovered, Angelique hisses at the panther, her eyes wild with anger. 
 
   Flora pounces, moving like lightning, knocking the dagger from Angelique’s hand. The panther lands atop the Changeling’s chest, pressing her back hard into the earth. “Now yow die,” she hisses, raising a clawed paw. 
 
   But I haven’t been idle. I’ve continued moving closer, until I’m right behind my enemy. I reach around Flora and draw my sword across her flesh.
 
   The panther gags, her head lolling back to look at me with unfocused eyes. A curving line of blood appears across her slit throat, like a macabre smile. Her body slumps onto Angelique, who shrieks with disgust. “Blech! I smell like feral cat now,” she says, her voice her own again. 
 
   Before I can react, Bil and Rain are each grabbing one of my arms, shouting to hurry, pulling me out of the growing shadow I didn’t even notice. Dozens of other cries surround us as humans and magic-born alike scamper out of the path of the final clay warrior, which topples like a building under the force of a wrecking ball, shaking the ground and chattering our teeth. 
 
   Angelique glides up to me wearing a self-satisfied smile. “Guess you owe me one, witch hunter.”
 
   “I saved your life, so I’d say we’re even,” I reply. “But thank you. You knew she had lingering mommy issues and you took advantage. Smart.” 
 
   “More like genius,” Bil says, wiping flecks of blood and ash from his face. “Hey, want to hang out sometime? I think we could learn a lot from each other.”
 
   “I don’t date witch hunters,” Angelique says. “Although I might make an exception if Mr. Carter here ever decides to dump that psychotic bitc—
 
   “Carterrr!” Laney shouts, as if on cue.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-Seven
 
   Laney
 
    
 
   I’m not sure what happened beyond my little world, but it appears the battle is over. But none of that seems to matter one little bit right now, not when she’s losing too much blood, the crimson life spouting between my fingers, an unstoppable river. 
 
   “Stay with me,” I whisper to Chloe, whose breathing is shallow and getting shallower. “Carterrr!” I shout again.
 
   He’s by my side in an instant, his face awash with concern. “She’s dying,” I tell him. “Get help.”
 
   He races off while other faces hover around me. I might know them, I might not; I don’t care. All I care about is the broken doll bleeding out in my lap. Bil Nez pushes in beside me, cradling something in his hands.
 
   “It’s okay,” he says calmly. “I’ve got her arm.” And he does, the fingers turning bluish gray, mangled flesh hanging in ragged ribbons on the severed end above the elbow. 
 
   Although I don’t understand, I know I have to focus on putting pressure on the wound. The blood seems to be slowing, either because it’s clotting or because she’s running out. 
 
   Bil says, “The Claires might be able to reattach it.” I almost laugh hysterically now that I understand why he’s brought it to me. Instead, I only offer a tight nod and continue to squeeze her stump tightly. 
 
   Rhett arrives with three Claires, who look like shining angels against the backdrop of the dark sky. They don’t speak, recognizing the urgency of the situation. Two of them immediately lay their hands on Chloe’s head and speak to her without moving their lips. Although I can’t hear what they say, I can feel it in my bones, in my heart, like a warm summer breeze or a hug from an old friend. 
 
   When her blood begins to glow, turning the color of golden honey, the third Claire takes my hand and eases it away, replacing her arm, gingerly positioning it correctly. She runs a single finger along the wound, completing a full circle, the skin glowing and sparking and resealing itself. I’m held rapt with attention, my eyes glued to the miracle being performed mere feet from my gaze. 
 
   When the Claires release Chloe, she is whole, but motionless, her chest no longer rising and falling. She has lost a lot of blood, one of them speaks in my mind. 
 
   “Is she…” I refuse to say it. Refuse to say the word that will mean the end of this strong, resilient, brave little girl who fought to save my life. 
 
   She coughs, golden spittle flowing from her mouth, her bright green eyes flashing open. And she takes a deep breath, her eyelids fluttering and then closing. I raise a hand to my mouth and feel the tears slide down my cheeks to meet my fingers. She is weak, but she will be strong again soon, the Claire says, and they drift away. 
 
   “Thank you,” I say. “Thank you.” To Bil, I add, “And you.”
 
   “I’ll take an ‘and you’ from you any day,” he says, and I allow myself a selfish smile of relief. Bil stands and leaves, fading into the background. The aftermath of war, which is hazy and surreal and filled with the tangy bite of copper and death, surrounds everything. 
 
   Rhett settles in beside me. “Hey, you,” he says.
 
   “Thanks for helping with her,” I say, gesturing to Chloe, who’s sleeping in my arms. “She saved my life twice.”
 
   Rhett nods. “I’ll always help you, or at least try.”
 
   “This world is a crappy place,” I say.
 
   “The crappiest,” Rhett agrees.
 
   I take a deep breath, the words falling into place like dominos, the way they always have for me. But that doesn’t mean they’re easy to say. That’s doesn’t mean I have the strength. “This world may be a huge pile of dog poo, but as long as you love me, the world can rage and burn and destroy itself a million times over, and I’ll still be complete. I’ll still be happy.”
 
   And when he looks at me with his deep brown fathomless eyes, I’m glad I was brave enough to open my heart, even if only for one frozen moment.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
   Rhett
 
    
 
   As I soak up the light in her brilliantly blue eyes, the right words fall like rain in my mind, landing haphazardly, impossible to catch, slipping through cracks and creases. It’s as if each drop I reach for trickles between my fingers, cascading down my skin and away, gone forever. I remember when I missed my opportunity to tell Beth how I felt about her, how much she meant to me. I thought I’d lost everything when Beth died—and I had, for a while—but even the most shattered vase can be glued back together with time and patience. In the world we live in, there won’t always be another chance to tell those you love how you feel, so you have to take advantage of every opportunity. Although my voice cracks with emotion from the first word, I don’t stop until I’m done. “I love you, even if you could probably beat me up.” I’m sure I could write something more poetic, but right now, these feel like the perfect words for Laney.
 
   She seems to agree because she laughs and punches me on the arm, pulling me into the only kind of hug she knows how to give, one that makes you feel as if she might squeeze you until you pop. 
 
   I don’t want to let go, but someone clears their voice behind me. “What now?” I say in frustration, wondering why we can’t have one damn moment to be happy. 
 
   The Reaper’s ghostly face turns my anger on its head. His face is drawn, all sharp angles and sunken cheeks. Shadows grow beneath his eyes as he seems to fight to get the words out. “Xave is injured,” he says.
 
   My heart stutters, remembering the Caster’s spell hitting him in the chest. How Mr. Jackson had to pull him to his feet. How he stumbled a few times. “I saw him get up. I saw him run away with you.”
 
   “It was a slow-acting curse,” he says. 
 
   I feel a pain in my chest. “The Claires,” I say.
 
   “They’re doing everything they can, but he doesn’t have long.”
 
   Laney says, “We just watched the Claires reattach this little girl’s arm and save her life. Surely they can save Xave.”
 
   He shakes his head and I can see the sadness there. “They can’t identify the curse. The Caster that created it was very powerful. It’s killing him and all they can do is ease his pain.”
 
   “No,” I say, in denial. Then again: “No.” Not Xave. Not the kid I grew up with, my stalwart defender. Not when I was finally beginning to understand him again. “Take me,” I say.
 
   Laney carries Chloe, handing her to Bil Nez as we pass him without a word. Words are too painful right now. 
 
   Five Claires are working on Xave when we arrive, which is a lot considering how few there are left. “Xavier,” I say, stooping down by his side. “You are not dying.” The tremble in my voice belies the truth, but his eyes ebb open. 
 
   He manages a tight smile. “It hurts like hell,” he says, a tear bullying its way from one of his eyes, drawing a jagged line down his cheek.
 
   The Claires stand and shake their heads, drifting into the night to find another soul still capable of being saved.
 
   “You always were the tough one,” I say, fighting back tears of my own.
 
   “Not anymore,” he says. “You are one bad dude.” His voice weakens on the last two words and he grimaces, wracked by the effects of whatever fast-acting curse wormed its way inside him.
 
   I laugh, although it’s interrupted by a sob. “Don’t speak, man. You’re going to be okay.”
 
   “Liar,” he croaks, but there’s no anger in his voice. Only acceptance.
 
   “Rhett,” someone says. Yet another interruption at the wrong time. 
 
   “Get in line,” I say, refusing to look away from Xave.
 
   “It’s our father. He doesn’t have long.” The voice is Rain’s, the sister I’ve known for about two seconds. Our father. Like he belongs to both of us in equal measure, although he really doesn’t belong to either of us at all. 
 
   I say nothing. There’s nothing to say.
 
   “Please,” she says, her voice breaking. “It wasn’t me before, but I’ve said some bad things to him. I need time to make things right. It’s my fault he’s dying. I have to save him.”
 
   “You can’t,” I say bitterly, still refusing to meet her eyes. “No one can.”
 
   “There must be another way,” Rain says.
 
   “There is,” Laney says, jumping in. “Martin was going to tell me, but then we didn’t have time. He said there was another way to remove the curse.”
 
   I laugh without humor. “Yeah, there is. Tara told me all about it. It’s genius really, a pure act of evil on the part of our old friend, President Washington. But I won’t tell you.”
 
   “Rhett,” Laney says, but not even her sharpest rebuke can sway my decision. 
 
   “You don’t have to tell us,” Xave says. “I already know.”
 
   I stare at him, frowning. He couldn’t possibly know what I’m about to say, could he?
 
   “I’m sorry,” Xave says. “I followed you. Eavesdropped.” He levels a stare at Laney. “The curse can be transferred to someone who loves Rhett or Rain as much as Martin Carter does.” 
 
   No. I shake my head. “So Rain and I gain a dad and lose someone else. Awesome. Where do I sign?” The words rushing from my mouth feel like venom, or molten lava, angry and cynical and slick with at least three coats of resentment after a primer of contempt. “Forget about the curse. It’s over.”
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
   Laney
 
    
 
   Sometimes one second is like a thousand years, filled to the point of bursting with emotion, with sadness, with love, with truths—whether cold or harsh or surreal or beautiful—with knowledge. Sometimes that one second is enough to watch your life flash before your eyes and to see every crucial moment in your shattered and jagged existence dotting a dusty old roadmap of experiences leading you to one single point in time, like a ray of golden sunlight bursting through a foreboding thundercloud, where you know exactly what you have to do without even thinking about it. 
 
   That’s power. That’s the wisdom of philosophers. That’s truth. That’s life.
 
   And that’s love.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
   Rhett
 
    
 
   “I’ll do it,” Laney says immediately. “I’ll take the curse.”
 
   “No,” I say, finally twisting around to face the two strong women at my shoulders. While Rain’s expression is one of surprise and hope, Laney’s is strength and determination personified. She’s changed in a lot of ways since the hands of fate chose to slam us together, but she’s never lost her strength. I can see it in the pools of the crystal clear mountain lakes of her eyes. She’ll do this for me. Whether I ask for her sacrifice or not—she’ll do it. “Laney, I can’t lose you. I love you.”
 
   Laney’s expression is firm but compassionate as she takes my face in her hands. “I never wanted to love you, Rhett. Or anyone for that matter. To love you was to be hurt again. Irreparably hurt. But I’ve never been one to be told what to do, and that includes my heart. I love you, too. And that’s what will allow me to save your father.”
 
   “I won’t let you,” I say, pushing her hands away. “I refuse. I’m sorry, Rain, but I can’t do this.”
 
   Laney opens her mouth to object, but she’s cut off by a wheezing croak of a voice. “Me,” Xave says. “It’s me who will do it.”
 
   “Xave,” I say, a warning, but his weak voice seems to gain strength, crashing right through my rebuttal.
 
   “I’m dying—already cursed. And Rhett, I love you, too. We’re freaking blood brothers. Why should your father and I die when only one of us has to? Let me do this.” He was already planning this when he sent his father over to get me—I can see it in the peacefulness in his eyes. He already knew about the way to reverse the curse and that he’d be able to do it. I’m crying and shaking my head and Xave is gripping my hand tightly but not crying anymore, his eyes dry and determined. I don’t want it to be Xave, but he’s right. There’s no hope for him, not if the Claires can’t save him. “There’s not much time. Take me to him.”
 
   His father and I carry him to my father, who can barely look at Rain or me without unleashing a howl of pain. We’re literally killing him with our love. 
 
   Hex, my father’s stalwart protector, bounds up and licks my hand. “I’ve missed you,” I say, and his smile is enough to tell me he missed me too. Huckle scratches him behind the ears while I turn to face my father.
 
   I won’t say why we’re here, and if Xave doesn’t have the strength to say it himself, then this doesn’t have to happen. 
 
   Xave says, “Give it to me. Give me the curse.” He coughs, and Martin answers him with a hack of his own. They sound horrible together. I don’t want to be here, don’t want to watch this, but I can’t leave either. Not when I’ll never hear their voices again. 
 
   When we lay Xave down next to Martin, Laney kisses his cheek and says thank you, and then Rain does the same. The final kiss is delicately placed on his forehead by his father, the Reaper of Souls. For once he looks just like any other dad. 
 
   When it’s my turn, I smother him with a hug and soak his cloak with my tears.” What you did today—what you’re able to do—is beautiful,” I tell him. “I’m sorry I didn’t see it sooner.”
 
   “That’s okay,” he manages. “You were always stubborn.”
 
   For the first time ever, I hear Martin speak from his very own mouth, his wriggling stump of a tongue struggling over each garbled word. “It’s…now…or…never,” he says, his voice shaking and slurring. He clasps Xave’s hand and his eyes say thank you and my best friend’s body starts shaking as if wracked with seizures. And then he goes still, suddenly and completely still.
 
   My heart is in my throat, my eyelids a dam against the deluge of tears still threatening like a river swollen by heavy rain. I am a lost soul. I am a broken teenage boy with too many years left to think about those I’ve loved and lost. I am a sinner. I am a saint. I am human, weak and strong, and made stronger by the lifeless kid before me. No more.
 
   No more.
 
   Rain throws herself into my side, wrenching me from my own darkly introspective thoughts. “We’re too late,” she cries. And I know she’s right, because Martin is still dying, his face still contorted with the agony of being near his children, and Xave isn’t breathing. He died a moment too soon, the very act of transferring the curse more than his body could take. 
 
   “No, there’s still a chance,” Laney says. “I know CPR. If I can revive him for even a second, you can transfer the curse.” She’s already in motion, positioning her hands just below his sternum, locking her elbows, performing chest compressions. I’m numb, as if watching from a distance as the love of my life tries to save my best friend long enough to kill him again.
 
   She breathes into Xave’s mouth once, twice. Nothing. He’s dead. More compressions. More rescue breathing. To my left, my father is concentrating on pushing the curse away, into Xave, if he happens to wake up. Slowly the light is disappearing from his eyes. 
 
   Eventually, Laney stops the CPR. The magic that killed Xave was not to be thwarted, not even for a second. Not even to save my father. When she looks back at me, her face is laced with pain.
 
   I think it’s because she failed, and she hates to fail. But wait. No. Her fingers are balled into fists, her body shaking. I mistook her hard expression for emotional pain. 
 
   It’s not. She’s in physical pain. Not aches and bruises from the battle, but something else. Something much worse. 
 
   “Oh, god,” I say.
 
   Bil Nez says, “Look.”
 
   My lip trembling, I wrench my gaze away from Laney to look at my father, Martin Carter, who’s changing before our very eyes. His wrinkles are smoothing, his hair growing back in thick gray tufts that seem to knit together, his pockmarked skin returning to a consistent rich shade of brown, his muscles once more becoming ropy and strong, filling out his too-skinny body. It’s as if he’s an old man who took a dip in the fountain of youth, shedding forty to fifty years of life in a few miraculous seconds.
 
   When my eyes return to Laney, I say, “You did this on purpose. You knew you’d get the curse by accident.” I can hardly see her, my vision blinded by pools of sadness.
 
   She doesn’t deny it. “I wanted it. I’d do anything for you, Rhett Carter,” she says, her voice trembling with pain. Pain that I’m causing her. “I love you.”
 
   And then she’s gone, racing into the night, and I can’t follow.
 
   If I follow the girl I love, she’ll die.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-Eight
 
   Laney
 
    
 
   Chloe reminds me of my sister. As I watch her chest rising and falling, she seems to gain strength with each cycle of inhalation and exhalation. She’s small. She’s underestimated. 
 
   She’s a hero, in her own way.
 
   I know exactly what I’m doing. I’m not in denial. Watching Chloe, I want her to be my way forward. I want her to be my antidote for grief. A girl saved. A girl who saved me without having to die. A reason to forget about Trish and her sacrifice. A reason to forget about Rhett, who I can never be close to again. Even now, I’m still too close to Rhett, pain lashing through me like electric charges frying my nerve endings. But I’m not ready to go further just yet.
 
   But Chloe is not my way forward. She’s just a girl who needs friends and role models. A girl who needs a hundred good memories to replace the million bad ones, stretching endlessly like a legion of nightmares. She twitches in her sleep and I know she’s remembering. 
 
   Reliving. 
 
   Re-feeling. 
 
   A hundred good memories will do it, I think. Because these days every good memory is as precious as a diamond, and as powerful as ten thousand bad ones.
 
   I’ll help her find each and every one. I’ll help her live again. 
 
   She is not Trish, but she is Chloe, and she is special.
 
   A sound at the tent flap draws my attention and sends my heart fluttering…until it stops, becoming more still than a stone in a graveyard.
 
   “You,” I say. Without even trying I’m able to make it sound like I’m referring to an obscenely large mound of steaming cow dung.
 
   “You,” Angelique echoes, providing a vicious but beautiful smile that makes me want to barf. 
 
   And yet, I am curious. Of all people, I least expected—or wanted—to see her, just as I least expected her to swoop in to distract Flora long enough for Rhett to kill her. “Why?” I say. Why did you help the humans? Why are you here?
 
   “You probably see me as a complex person,” Angelique starts. Something about her is different. She’s obviously not the distraught suicidal woman with the kohl-smeared eyes that she was at the end of the last battle. But she’s also not the strong, devastatingly beautiful woman she was before that either. She’s something else. Something other. Still beautiful, but thinner, more reed-like, like she hasn’t eaten in weeks. 
 
   “Why don’t you go munch on a celery stick or whatever it is you eat,” I say, unable to soften my sharp tongue. Old habits die hard, even in the aftermath of war.
 
   She says nothing, her expression feigning indifference. But I can see through it. She desperately wants to tell me something, otherwise she wouldn’t be here. A confession?
 
   “Worms aren’t that complex,” I say, which is probably not too nice of a thing to say to the woman who helped save the world.
 
   She remains silent. 
 
   Gah, why won’t she just leave me alone? I take a deep breath and say, “Okay. Fine. Spill. Say what you have to say.”
 
   She continues on as if I hadn’t sidetracked our conversation at all. “But my motivations are generally quite simple.”
 
   Yeah, inflict as much pain as possible on anyone who gets too close. I remain silent this time, keeping my thoughts to myself.
 
   “Nothing to say?” the red-haired witch says. “No clever insult?”
 
   “You hated the humans,” I say. “Although you seemed to hate most of the magic-born, too. So maybe you just like stirring things up. Maybe you live to watch others be destroyed. Hey, I’m not complaining, in this case it helped save us. But next time I suspect we won’t be so lucky.”
 
   Her head is shaking halfway through my monologue and continues long after I finish. “You’re wrong,” she says. “I might not care about the close-minded humans who would rather trample me under their feet than offer a hand to help me up, but I do care about this world. I do care about peace.”
 
   I sense an undercurrent to her words, a big, huge, finger-raising “But!” that’s surely coming. “But that’s not why you helped us kill Flora,” I say, an unapologetic attempt to steal her thunder. 
 
   She laughs. “You’re smarter than you look,” she says. “Perhaps even a smidgen smarter than a worm.” 
 
   Damn. I can’t hold back the smile when she uses my own metaphor against me. It’s something I would do. I wipe my face blank and wait.
 
   “Revenge,” she says. “I didn’t do it to save those stupid humans or even to save your beloved Rhett Carter. I attacked Flora because she was the reason my sisters are dead.”
 
   For once, the Changeling leader has surprised me, my mind churning through a dozen possibilities, each of which make less sense than the one before. “She had nothing to do with it,” I say. “President Washington’s magic-born killed your Changelings. Flora—regardless of her plans—is the only reason we won that battle.”
 
   Angelique’s eyes darken. “You fool. You underestimated her exactly the way everyone else did. She played us all from the very beginning. We had an alliance, you see?”
 
   A piece clicks into place, but I’m not ready to accept it. “You were allied with the Claires,” I say. “With my sister.”
 
   “You think I would content myself with a single alliance? The plan was foolproof. The Claires get the Changelings past the missiles and into New Washington—”
 
   “And then you defeat President Washington,” I say, cutting her off and finishing her thought.
 
   “Yes…and no. I knew as well as anyone that President Washington could not be defeated so easily.”
 
   Another piece moves into position. “You knew Flora would betray her. You knew half of President Washington’s allies weren’t real, that they wouldn’t fight for her.”
 
   Angelique smiles, as if reliving her beautiful plan. “Of course. It was the only way we’d have a chance.” Her smile drops into a pain-filled grimace. “A fool’s chance. Our agreement was more than that. She was supposed to attack with her supporters at the same time. We would’ve crushed President Washington and her pathetic allies. We would’ve piled their corpses to the sky.”
 
   As unlovely as that image is, the puzzle is complete, and it takes my breath away. “She betrayed you the same way she betrayed President Washington,” I say.
 
   “My sisters were slaughtered like cattle. She didn’t want us to defeat President Washington. She wanted us to defeat each other.”
 
   Flora’s cunning and evil went way beyond anything I could’ve possibly imagined. An unexpected swell of compassion rolls through me.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I say. When the witch looks at me in surprise, I explain. “About your sisters. No one should have to lose a sister of any kind.”
 
   Her sparkling green eyes transform to cold, flat, black obsidian marbles. “None of that matters anymore,” she lies. “Flora is dead and I am happy. What I don’t get, however, is why you did what you did. You and Rhett could’ve been together, even if the very thought of it makes me sick. It wasn’t your job to save his father.”
 
   “That’s where you’re wrong,” I say. “Even if I didn’t know it until yesterday, it was my purpose all along.”
 
   Angelique raises an unconvinced eyebrow, but then manages a single quick dip of her chin. 
 
   As she somehow makes her stomping exit from the tent appear graceful, she looks anything but happy. I don’t miss the fact that her hand rises to her cheek, wiping something unseen away with remarkable efficiency.
 
   And then the impossible happens:
 
   I feel sorry for her.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
   Rhett
 
    
 
   “How is she?” I ask Bil when he approaches the fire after checking on Laney.
 
   “Sleeping,” he says, “but she woke up long enough to tell me to take a hike.”
 
   In any other circumstance I’d laugh, but not tonight. Maybe not ever again. Bil drops onto the bench beside me. On my opposite side, Tillman Huckle plays a handheld video game. He’s some sort of a demon hunter fighting lizard-like creatures with red scales and teeth-filled mouths almost as big as his character. And, as usual, he’s winning. 
 
   “Thanks Huckle,” I say, because of what he did during the battle. And for what he did afterwards, when he watched over my father.
 
   Huckle doesn’t look up, another roaring demon falling under his character’s sword, which, remarkably, looks exactly like a light saber. “I didn’t do anything,” he says. “I was too scared. I watched the battle from far away. But then I saw Laney and she needed help.”
 
   “You did everything,” I say. “Never forget that. We all do our part in different ways.”
 
   Although Huckle doesn’t answer, his fingers flying over his controller, I see the change in his eyes and the lines of his jaw. My words mean more to him than anything.
 
   Weariness sweeps through me as I picture the pain on Laney’s face before she took off. Exhaustion in my body: my bones ache, my muscles scream, my nerves burn. Exhaustion in my mind: bloody memories and vivid images of all the dead from my past cascade in an endless waterfall of regret. Exhaustion in my soul: Laney and Xave. Their names are like candles, lit and then snuffed out, again and again, their light fading with each attempt, the wax of their lives pooling at the base. One of them is dead and the other just feels like she is.
 
   “Your dog is freaking hilarious,” Bil Nez says, which isn’t any kind of a revelation, but does pull my attention away from my emotions, which are bare and raw, and to Hex. He’s licking the fire and then breathing out flames across the ground. Grogg dances and hops from foot to foot, avoiding them, his mud softening and melting off in oozing lumps. 
 
   The mud troll is giggling hysterically. At least I think it’s his version of giggling, which sounds more like rusty nails being crushed in a compactor. 
 
   As we watch the antics of my dog and his new best friend, Bil rests an elbow on my shoulder. “Where’s your dad?” he asks.
 
   “With Rain,” I say. Shortly after Bil left to check on Laney, Rain asked Martin—I mean, our father—to go for a walk. Although I desperately need to talk to him too, I don’t know if I’m ready. I think Rain’s memories are coming back to her, even the ones that happened when she was under the wizard’s control. Her face was ashen when they left. 
 
   “What happened to you guys?” I ask Bil, changing the subject, knowing full well that none of us will be able to sleep tonight.
 
   Bil tells the whole story in monotone, not even stopping when my eyebrows go up at the part about Laney hugging him. When he finishes, there are so many more important questions to ask, but I can’t help myself.
 
   “So you and Laney, uh, you guys are like…cool…and stuff?” 
 
   Bil chuckles. “It’s not like we’re going to share our innermost secrets and make each other friendship bracelets,” he says. “But yeah, we’re cool.”
 
   “I’m glad,” I say, clinging to the news like a single bright point in a sea of darkness.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The rain arrives with dawn’s light, rattling over the blood-soaked world like machine gun chatter, as if cleansing the earth of evil. As if washing away our sins.
 
   I’m drenched in seconds, pulling Laney after me into our tent, which is surprisingly still standing and somehow managing to keep out most of the rain—at least, so far. 
 
   Although it feels like we’re both broken in a million pieces, damaged beyond repair, somehow when our cold, shivering bodies meet we’re complete again, instantly warm—no, beyond warm; on fire. Our lips are a dance and our hands the music, as our lives intertwine like individual strands of pure silk woven together. Through our love, we represent the Living. Through our love, we are the Rememberers of the Dead. Through our love, we are the Past and the Present and the Future. We will do our part. We will make life worth living again. 
 
   We will be happy.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   When I awake, the dream immediately begins to fade into reality. Tears prick my eyes as I realize that the only truth in the dream was the rain, which pelts the pitched roof of my tent. 
 
   The rains come and go, but eventually the clouds move on and the sun comes out, warming an otherwise chilly day. Shirtless, I stick my head out of our tent and Bil Nez immediately catcalls, “Sexy beast!” which is so inappropriate considering what happened last night. I think he’s as uncomfortable with sorrow as I am.
 
   My face heats and I duck back inside, pulling on a shirt just as the tent flap pushes open. 
 
   I’m about to tell Bil to leave me alone when I see her face.
 
   Laney’s expression is etched with pain, her teeth clamped tightly together, her eyes filled with liquid steel. 
 
   And even as my heart breaks in half, I say, “You can’t be here. You have to go. Now!”
 
   When she doesn’t move, I attempt to push past her, to escape through the mouth of the tent; if she won’t leave, I will. She dives at me, tackling me, hugging me around the chest from behind. All the while she’s hissing through her teeth, choking out sobs. 
 
   “Laney?” I say. “Laney, you’re killing yourself!” But she won’t let go, her tears soaking through the back of my shirt, wetting my neck. 
 
   “Okay,” I say. “Okay. I won’t run. Just let go of me.”
 
   She gasps when she releases me, collapsing in a heap. I want to go to her, to comfort her, but instead I’m as still as stone. Helpless. It’s the worst feeling in the world to see someone you love in pain and not be able to take it away for them. Worse still when you’re the reason for their pain.
 
   Her body is shaking as she looks up from tearstained cheeks. “I had to say goodbye. I couldn’t just leave.”
 
   Something in me breaks. It’s too much; I might’ve faced down pure evil and come out on top, but losing Laney is a completely other beast. “No,” I say. “You don’t have to go. I’ll go. My dad and Rain and I will go. You stay. It’s safe here for now.”
 
   She shakes her head, her nostrils flaring as a pang of invisible agony washes over her. “It’s better that I go,” she says. “Bil and Huckle said they’d travel with me for a while. Chloe too.”
 
   This is impossible. “Laney, I—”
 
   “I know, Rhett,” she says. “I love you, too.” And then her lips are mashed against mine and though tremors wrack her strong body, I let the kiss linger for longer than I should, relishing the waves of warmth I feel in my bones. When she pulls away it’s as if my soul has been ripped from my chest. And when she leaves the tent, it’s as if the sun has been swallowed by the moon. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Laney is long gone, but thankfully I have the worst kind of work to take my mind off of her.
 
   Burying the dead is a task of monumental proportions simply because of how many there are and how few of us there are. Everyone pitches in, except for the injured and the Claires who are caring for them. The witch hunters, still led by Floss—who I’m beginning to think is un-killable—seem to work twice as hard as everyone else. Regardless, the work is painfully slow. I don’t know if there’s any magic that could make the work faster, but no one suggests it—we have to bear this burden the old-fashioned way, with our backs and arms and legs. There aren’t enough shovels, so some people use their hands. Even Hex gets involved, shoveling the dirt between his legs into piles that Grogg immediately packs onto his body in exceptionally creative ways. When it’s time to cover the bodies, Grogg covers them with himself. 
 
   No one speaks. There are no tears. There is no laughter. Only breathing—in and out, in and out—and the occasional grunt and groan. The pain will come later, as will the tears. 
 
   We even bury our enemies, their majestic animal forms sometimes requiring dozens of us to roll them into the massive holes. 
 
   We don’t finish the first day. Nor the second. Our task becomes a shared mission, one in which we will finish if it takes a hundred years. From dawn until dusk we toil together, magic-born and humans alike. Although it’s probably more a product of exhaustion than anything else, there’s no animosity between us, not even a tattered shred. We share peace while we seek to give the same peace to those who died for us. 
 
   When we finally finish, there are tears and wails and hugs. We don’t know why we’re the ones chosen to live, only that we must go on for those who cannot. 
 
   Mr. Jackson and I stand next to Xave’s grave, which we’ve identified with a reddish-brown rock marked with an X. 
 
   “Why don’t you Reanimate them?” I ask, a question that’s been gnawing at me from the moment I noticed Mr. Jackson helping us with the burials.
 
   “It’s not what Xave would’ve wanted,” he says, “and Necros, by our very nature, respect the dead as much as the living.”
 
   Six months ago, I wouldn’t have understood what he means, but now I do. Still… “Are you sure it’s not because the war is over?” I ask.
 
   He looks at me sharply. “Over? The war is never over,” he says.
 
   My heart seems to sink to my toes. What next? 
 
   Seeming to read my expression, he says, “I don’t know if there will be another foe as powerful as the Shifters and their allies, but as long as there are humans and magic-born living on this planet, there will always be evil.”
 
   “Then there’s no hope?” I say, not because I think it, but because the Reaper seems to.
 
   “Quite the opposite,” Mr. Jackson says, offering a thin smile. “Because where there are humans and magic-born, there will also always be good.”
 
   He squeezes my shoulder and walks away, leaving me to stare at my friend’s grave alone. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
   Hex
 
    
 
   Although it’s been a few days since the Big Battle, Hex can still smell and taste and feel the death. Some of it was caused by others, but a lot of it was caused by him. Even though the old smells and tastes and feels are interesting, they’re more bad-interesting than good-interesting, and he wishes they would go away. Hex doesn’t like the feeling he gets inside when he thinks about that day, even if he knows he only did what he had to do to protect his friends, who are really his family. 
 
   So most of the time he only thinks of the Here and the Now and the beauty of the Two-Leggers and the even greater beauty of Grogg. These things make his tail go so crazy that he feels convinced he won’t be able to do anything else until he catches it. 
 
   Hex helps wherever he can, mostly following his favorite Two-Legger around and sometimes doing what he asks—like moving things with his mind (boulders or trees or rubble) or making things beautiful again (resurrecting dead flowers, fixing destroyed streets and buildings). But sometimes he pretends not to hear Rhett, as if he’s distracted by a butterfly or rodent. Hex doesn’t want Rhett to think he’s his master. Oh no, neither he nor Grogg will ever have a master again, nor do they need one. 
 
   And when Hex needs a break, he and Grogg go to the only place where only they can go and no one else without getting sick: the Other Here. The Here that’s always in the corner of your eye but that you can never see. Well, unless you’re Hex, of course, which no one else is. Sometimes when he’s there, he thinks about why he is the way he is, a question which he’s pretty sure doesn’t have an answer. But most of the time, he and Grogg just play and roll in the mud and run circles around each other, and yes…
 
   They live.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
   Rhett
 
    
 
   Cameron Hardy is holding his daughter flush against his chest as he approaches me. I’ve seen him around, participating in the burials like everyone else, but have made no attempt to speak to him, nor him to me. His clothes are singed, bloody and tattered, although his daughter’s black dress is relatively clean. With a start, I realize it’s the same combination of button-down shirt and slacks he was wearing when he led the humans out of New Washington. 
 
   For some reason, he reminds me of a drunk driver who once came to speak at my school. The guy had killed a woman and her daughter when he fell asleep at the wheel and jumped the curb, careening across a parking median before crashing into their car. They’d just gotten inside after shopping for new clothes before the teenage girl left for college. The drunk survived, which he considered to be the worst punishment of all, his own personal hell. 
 
   The expression on Cameron’s face is the same as the drunk driver’s. Shredded. That’s the only way I can describe it. 
 
   I shouldn’t feel sorry for him, but I do. His wife was too young to die. All those who died were. And I know what it’s like to have the love of your life ripped away from you by forces seemingly out of your control.
 
   His lip quivers as he tries to speak, his words overcome by emotion before they can exit his lips. He tries again and again while I wait patiently. Finally, he says, “She’s so young,” and I know he means his daughter.
 
   I don’t know what to say to this man. I try to stare past him, but my eyes keep returning to his. He looks lost, like he could wander for years and years and never find a familiar place. I want to be angry, to scathe him with the kind of clever words Laney would be proud of, which this man probably deserves, but I can’t. Maybe it’s because his daughter is sleeping in his arms. Maybe it’s because he just lost his wife. Or maybe it’s because I just don’t have that in me anymore, if I ever did before. 
 
   “At one point I had to make a choice,” he says, biting on his lips and his words, chewing them to bits, fighting for control. “Who to protect. There were so many enemies around us. So many. I know what my wife wanted. She told me with her eyes. So I grabbed her”—he motions to his daughter—“and ran as hard as I could, somehow getting away. I hid her in the woods and went back for my wife, but it was too…” He finally loses his composure and sobs into his daughter’s hair. 
 
   “Your wife is safe now,” I say. “None can hurt her where she’s gone.” Even I don’t know what I’m trying to do. To comfort him? To comfort myself over my own losses?
 
   His eyes glistening, he looks up. “This was my fault. All my fault. I don’t deserve to live. She deserves a better father.”
 
   In some ways he’s probably right. But not in all ways. “What she deserves is a father who loves her,” I say.
 
   “I do love her,” he says.
 
   “Then she deserves you, and you her. And anyway, the Shifters and their allies would’ve come either way. They were already coming. We were always going to have to fight.”
 
   He tries to speak but I wave off his rebuttal with a quick swipe of my hand, because I already know what he’s going to say. We could’ve been more prepared. We could’ve fought on our own turf. We might’ve had fewer losses. All of that is true, and maybe he’d be right. But if there’s one thing I’ve learned since this all began, it’s that, “Regret will claw you apart from the inside out. We can be more than the sum of our regrets. We can learn from our mistakes and be better. We can go forward even when the path appears unpassable. Do it for your girl. And then do it for yourself.”
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The truth is, I’ve been avoiding my dad. He’s tried to speak to me three or four times, but I always make up an excuse about having some urgent business to attend to. I don’t want to be angry, but every time I see him I think of how Laney and I are apart because of him. I know that’s not fair, but I can’t help it. I’m afraid to ask him the only question whose answer might bring me peace. 
 
   However, today when my father parts ways with Rain after their daily walk, I approach him. I can’t help but notice the way his shoulders slump as he watches his daughter walk away.
 
   “Dad?” I say, and he turns toward me. To my surprise, there are tears glistening in his eyes. “Are you okay?”
 
   He nods, but I know there are pages and pages of words behind his simple expression. “Your sister is hurt,” he says.
 
   “What happened?” I ask, thinking he means she’s injured.
 
   “In here,” he clarifies, tapping his chest.
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “She’s got a lot of hate in her still. Most of it is aimed at herself. We’re trying to work through things, but it’s going to take time.”
 
   I’m confused. “None of this was her fault,” I say. “She was being controlled. Once she was freed, she helped us.”
 
   “That’s not entirely true,” he says, and I frown. “She was being controlled by Flora’s wizard, but she was the one who originally joined the Shifters, offering her Resistor abilities to help them.”
 
   “I—I don’t understand.”
 
   My dad says, “Walk with me,” and I’m surprised at how normal it feels to fall into step beside him. Now I understand why Rain insists on these daily walks. It’s almost like we’re staying just out of reach of all of our problems while talking about them at the same time. 
 
   “Rain thought the world was against her. And Flora was full of clever words about making the world a better place and getting rid of all the evil. This was before Flora Shifted into a panther, mind you.”
 
   I didn’t know any of this. I’ve talked to Rain a few times, but our conversations have always been light and superficial, as if we’re both too afraid to dive into the depths of our souls with each other. 
 
   “If Rain was already willing to help her, then why did Flora have to control her at all?” I ask.
 
   A light mist streams from the sky, and my father stops, tilting his head skyward, letting the cool moisture coat his skin. When his eyes return to mine, he says, “At first Flora was like a mother to her—a mother she never had. But slowly Rain began to see the madness in Flora’s eyes, particularly after she Shifted. Rain witnessed Flora committing atrocities, and eventually decided she couldn’t be a part of the Shifter’s plans anymore. She tried to escape, but Flora caught her. That’s all she remembers. The wizard must’ve cast his spell and you know the rest.”
 
   “She tried to do the right thing. She tried to get away,” I say. 
 
   “I think she’s slowly coming to terms with that,” my dad says. “But that’s not the only thing that’s troubling her.”
 
   He begins to walk again, and I follow, waiting patiently for him to continue, content to avoid the question I have yet to ask him.
 
   “She’s hated me for a long time,” he continues. “She still blames me for abandoning you and her and never trying to reconnect to explain myself.”
 
   “I get that,” I say. “It’s taken me a while to be okay with that.”
 
   “But you never hated me for it?” he says.
 
   “No. Not for that,” I say, suddenly dangerously close to the conversation I’ve been avoiding for days. 
 
   He stops again, grabbing my shoulder, forcing me to look him in the eyes. “The answer is no,” he says. “I didn’t purposely transfer the curse to Laney. I was trying to push it into Xave, in case there was still life in him. Somehow she got it. I don’t—I don’t know.” He bites his bottom lip and turns his head to fight off the tears. He’s not lying. He knows the sacrifice Laney made so that we can be together. 
 
   We can’t waste one second of it—not anymore. 
 
   I pull him into a hug and say, “I know, Dad. I know.” He hugs me back and the warmth I feel makes me realize that my entire life I haven’t even known the power of what I was missing:
 
   A father’s love.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Epilogue
 
   Months later
 
    
 
   Laney,
 
    
 
   I miss you. I miss you every day. I think I’ve finally realized that time marches on regardless of our actions, our desires, our deaths, or our lives. Maybe that’s okay. Maybe the inevitability of time is a good thing, one of the few things we can count on, don’t you think?
 
    
 
   Have you heard about the new alliances? According to the Reaper’s scouts, new pacts between humans and magic-born have been popping up all across the country, forging a new way forward, the only way that’s worked in defeating those who would threaten our survival. 
 
    
 
   There are no witch hunters here anymore. I mean, Floss and her gang are still around, but they call themselves hunters of evil, whether in the form of humans or magic-born. We’re still fighting for our lives each and every day, but we’re not the same people we were even a few months ago. We’re better, stronger. Because of both our losses and our victories. Is that how you feel?
 
    
 
   When Salem’s Revenge hit, I lost my two best friends. Finding Xave was like a miracle in the same way losing Beth was a tragedy, even if he was different than what I was expecting. He might’ve changed in a lot of ways, but not in the important ones. Not in the ones that mattered to me. To me, he was still Xave, even if it took me a while to realize it. Although painful, his ending was poetic in a lot of ways. He was always my defender, my strength, my brother. And though we were orphans together, he didn’t die one, and in his last breaths he tried to make sure I wasn’t an orphan either, even if that didn’t work out the way we planned. No, you’re the one who gave me a father, even if I lost part of my heart in the process. 
 
    
 
   While I’m writing you this letter, my dad and Rain are sitting nearby, talking. My sister and I share Martin’s time now, enjoying our daily walks, catching up on the years we’ve lost. Sometimes the three of us go together, and now we laugh more than we cry. I wish you were a part of it.
 
    
 
   Love always,
 
    
 
   Rhett
 
    
 
   P.S. Bil and Huckle are champs for taking turns delivering these letters. But don’t tell them I said that or they may get big heads.
 
   P.P.S. I don’t want to jinx anything or get either of our hopes up, but the Claires and my dad have been working on possible solutions to the curse. They say it’s a one in a million chance, but hey, someone has to win the lottery, right?
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Rhett!
 
    
 
   Your letter made me smile and cry at the same time. I had to hide my face from Bil so he wouldn’t think I’m becoming soft. Both he and Huckle have been pretty awesome, I have to admit. They’re better friends than I could possibly ask for. 
 
    
 
   I don’t think I’m as comfortable with time as you are. I wish it would just stop until we could figure out a way to get rid of this damn curse. Surely Hex can come up with something even if the Claires and your dad can’t :) I’m trying not to get my hopes up, but I miss you too. More than anything.
 
    
 
   Word of the new alliances has been reaching our little settlement too. We’re all hopeful a broader peace can eventually be achieved. I’m tired of hearing about people dying because of rogue humans and magic-born.
 
    
 
   I’m glad you’ve achieved peace with your family. That’s all I ever wanted for you. It’s my own selfishness that wants more, but maybe that’s not our fate. 
 
    
 
   I’ve been keeping busy too. I don’t know why, but I’ve found a measure of solace in helping to deliver newborn babies. The local Claires don’t need me for the job, but I need them, as if just being close to Trish’s Children can ease the insistent pain of her passing. Chloe—who’s fully recovered from saving my life—helps, too, because I think we both need each other more than we realize.
 
    
 
   You’d be proud of me, Rhett. I also encourage the human women to allow the Claires to touch them and assist with their deliveries. I guess we’ve both come a long way. Although we’ve made great strides in easing the strife between the groups, there are still old fears and unhealed wounds. With each day the distance between us seems to lessen, if only by the tiniest of degrees. You’re right—we’re getting stronger each and every day.
 
    
 
   Yours,
 
    
 
   Laney
 
    
 
   P.S. I’ll tell our local group of Claires what you said about a solution to the curse, maybe they’ll have some ideas.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Laney,
 
    
 
   Sorry it’s been so long. Both Bil and I are crazy busy, and he hasn’t been ready to make the journey until now. With the threat against us dwindling, we’ve been working with the magic-born to reestablish communication with the rest of the world. This was a global attack. Although most countries have managed to get through the worst of it via peaceful treaties with the magic-born, we have all suffered enormous losses. Billions of souls lost. And the situation in some countries is still unknown, with little information, if any, forthcoming. It will take a united world effort to overcome the odds stacked against us. But we will do it. I doubt a lot of things, but not that.
 
    
 
   We’re keeping busy, all of us. Pitching in where we can. Working with other leaders across the region to restore order and establish the society we all took for granted. It will take decades, if not centuries to fully recover. 
 
    
 
   Mr. Jackson has assumed the lead in the Northeast, and so far his results have been nothing short of miraculous. As far as I know, he hasn’t used magic for any of it, not raising a single corpse from the dead. But, of course, I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s squirrelled a Reanimate army away somewhere, just in case.
 
    
 
   I’m glad you’ve found a place you feel comfortable helping…but babies? Really? I don’t know, I guess I never thought of you as the nurturing type. *ducks to avoid being hit* Am I wrong?
 
    
 
   God, I miss you. I try not to stop moving for a single second in the day, because then the pain I feel can’t catch up to me. Call me a wimp, but that’s how I feel.
 
    
 
   Love always,
 
    
 
   Rhett
 
    
 
   P.S. The Claires don’t think the curse can be removed, but my dad isn’t giving up. Sorry I don’t have better news.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Rhett!
 
    
 
   You’re such a softy. (Notice how I didn’t call you ‘wimp’ like you requested.) I’ll try to throw some of my tough-as-nails attitude your way, if that helps? The truth is, I’m not feeling very strong either these days. Most of the time I feel like I’m sleepwalking through the day. Maybe we gave each other strength? If so, where can we get it now? I wish there was a magic spell for a broken heart.
 
    
 
   Congratulations on everything you and the others have achieved. I’m even proud of Mr. Jackson, as much as it hurts to write that. You guys make a great team. Remember all the times I told you to stop being so freaking chivalrous? I’m glad you ignored me. I love you for who you are.
 
    
 
   The Claires here don’t have an answer for the curse either. They ran a few magical tests on me, but from what they can tell, the curse was so well-constructed that it would take someone far more powerful than them to remove it. I’m losing hope.
 
    
 
   And for the record, I am so NOT nurturing. Delivering babies is more like catching a football than anything else. Plus I get to cut the cord, which is cool in a gross sort of way.
 
    
 
   Wish I could see you,
 
    
 
   Laney
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
   Laney
 
    
 
   When Bil arrives, the mother is screaming, pushing through the pain to bring her baby into the world. When I first encouraged him to come to a birth, Bil was reluctant. Looking extremely uncomfortable, he told me “women stuff” wasn’t really his thing, which made me crack up. He can be such a guy sometimes. But when I explained to him that the father of the unborn child would only allow the Claires to help with the birth if a Resistor was present, he agreed immediately. I think Bil will keep on changing in a lot of ways, continuing to surprise me again and again.
 
   He stands to the side, wide-eyed and looking more scared than if he was facing a firing squad. I shoot him a quick, grateful smile, but then refocus on the mother, who is breathing in short bursts, preparing for the next push. Her night-dark skin is sheened with sweat. Two Claires flank her, issuing commands without so much as moving their lips. 
 
   Now, one says in our heads, so we can all hear. Push!
 
   She does and I feel myself pushing along with her, deep in my gut, trying to will the child out. The head comes first, wet and bloody and beautiful, then the torso, and finally its tiny legs, sprawling into my waiting arms, where I wrap it in a warm towel. A girl, already crying and trying to open her sleepy eyelids.
 
   “She’s beautiful,” Chloe murmurs, her usual response, her bright eyes filled with wonder.
 
   And as usual, I reply, “She’s perfect,” because, of course, all babies are. 
 
   After cutting the umbilical cord, I use a wet towel to clean off her skin, which is a rich, smooth, perfect brown, the precise mixture of her pale Caucasian father and dark African-American mother. I’m about to hand the child to her mother, when one of the Claires stops me, resting a hand on my shoulder. 
 
   Her eyes are filled with stars and awe. “I know her. I know this soul.”
 
   “Who is she?” I ask. 
 
   “Mother,” the Claire says.
 
   My own eyes widen as I look upon the bundle of perfection in my arms. “Oh Trish,” I say, lifting the baby closer to my face. Her eyes are fully opened now, as brown as liquid soil, bigger than the full moon rising high over our heads. And I see her. Like a window opened to let in a cool breeze, I See the real her through her eyes, which shimmer in the starlight. 
 
   I see her soul and
 
   it's beautiful.
 
   No.
 
   Beyond beautiful. Perfection brought to life. Goodness and light and the future and the past. 
 
   Trish reaches for my face with a tiny hand, a single finger outstretched.
 
   Her finger is glowing with a bright white light I haven’t seen in months, since she led Rhett and I back together again. When she touches my cheek, I feel her power run through all of me, from my feet to my heart to the tips of my ears to the very marrow of my bones. Stitching broken parts back together. Cleansing the dirty edges of my soul.
 
   And when she pulls away, I feel a great darkness follow her touch, leaving me gasping and laughing and…
 
   Yes.
 
   Believing.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
   Rhett
 
    
 
   This time, there’s someone with Bil as he approaches the settlement. Normally it’s just him—he prefers to travel alone.
 
   I squint into the fading daylight, trying to make out his companion. It’s not Huckle, who would be about a head taller than Bil. A dying beam of sunlight reflects off his companion, displaying long golden hair and a devil-may-care smile that once took my world and flipped it upside down.
 
   But no. I can’t. Even as Hex bounds off the porch and charges for Laney, my feet are glued to the ground. As much as I want to run to her, to sweep her into a hug and squeeze her against me, I won’t—not when it will hurt her. Already she’s too close, hiding the pain she surely feels behind a carefree mask. 
 
   And yet she keeps coming. I wave her away, emotion rushing up my throat. Tears pool in my eyes. This is our fate. Always so close but impossibly far away. 
 
   If she won’t stop coming, I’ll run as fast as I can. It doesn’t matter where I go, only that it’s not near her. I jump off the porch and take off, blinking away tears. 
 
   Laney shouts something but I can’t make out her words. It doesn’t matter what she has to say; I can’t hurt her again. And then Hex is there, in front of me, barking his head off and blocking my path. He jumps up and paws at my stomach. 
 
   Laney’s shouts are getting nearer and I try to push past my dog, but his efforts to block me become more frantic, as if he’s determined to trip me up rather than let me escape. “Hex, sit!” I say. “Stay!”
 
   Of course, he doesn’t listen, just continues to bark and leap in front of me when I try to move. Desperate, I whip my head around to find Laney jogging toward me, so close now—too close. A deadly nearness. I start to wave her away again, but then I realize something:
 
   She’s still smiling.
 
   Although she is one of the toughest people I know, and her pain tolerance is impressively high, not even she’s been able to disguise the agony she feels when we’re in close proximity. 
 
   Something resonates deep inside me, like a plucked bowstring, vibrating with truth and realization. All breath leaves me and my knees lock and it’s all I can do to just stand still as Hurricane Laney rushes toward me with the power of a gale force wind.
 
   She leaps onto me, wrapping her arms around my neck, her legs around my legs, and I just hold her and hold her and hold her. We cry and we laugh and we kiss until the day turns to night and even Hex gives up on getting our attention, heading back inside the Carter cabin where a warm meal is surely being prepared by Rain and my father. But we don’t follow, content to share the closest space possible with each other, our breaths mingling, our words embracing, our lips touching. It doesn’t matter how or why or who—at least not right now; we are together, and we are complete again. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   I’ve lost so much, just like everybody else, but I’ve come to realize that what we have to live for—and die for—is so much greater: Laney Harris, the Master of Witty Comebacks and Love of my Life, Tillman Huckle, the Surprisingly Brave Gamer and Weapons Seller, Hex, the Wonderdog (and so much more!), Grogg, the Master-less Mud Troll, Floss, the Pierced Non-Witch-Hunter, Trish, The Breaker of Curses and Bringer of Hope, Rain Carter, The Prodigal Daughter, Martin Carter, My Dad, and yes, even Bil-freaking-Nez, who hasn’t had a blackout in months, and the Reaper, who’s not such a bad guy after all. 
 
   This life is far from perfect—that’s one thing that hasn’t changed in a world that seems like a whole different planet to what it was a year ago. And my journey was even further from perfect—filled with insanely sharp twists and turns, cavernous potholes and fortress-like roadblocks. 
 
   But that’s what makes life worth it. Not knowing what will come next. Being sure of nothing except the people around you, the people who love you. The unpredictability of our lives isn’t a reason to hide in bed all day beneath the covers; it’s THE reason to live.
 
   Sometimes, in the dark of night, I indulge myself in wishing I could bring back those I’ve lost along the way. My mother, who I never really met. My last foster family, rest their kindhearted souls. My first love, Beth. Xavier Jackson, the brave hero. 
 
   It’s a child’s wish. 
 
   Yet when I close my eyes I can still see them like it was yesterday. In a way, they’re still here. They’re still with me. Not lost.
 
   If there’s one thing this journey has taught me it’s that there’s magic—real magic—in this screwed up world we live in. Some of it’s held in the spells and concoctions of the magic-born, while even more of it is contained within the furry four-legged innocence of a dog named Hex. 
 
   But the vast majority of it, the part that’s the hardest to see, the hardest to grasp, the kind of magic you can only believe in through faith alone, resides in the hearts of the earth’s inhabitants. That kind of magic never falters, never fails, never takes a day off.
 
   The best magic of all is our love for each other, and as long as we never lose that, we’ll survive until the end of time.
 
   And so I hold Laney’s hand as often as I can, relishing the warmth of her skin. She’s mine, and I’m hers, and nothing the world throws at us can change that. 
 
   Ever.
 
    
 
   ~~~ * ~~~
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A sample of a new boxed set, the Slip Trilogy, by David Estes, available NOW! “Someone must die before another can be born…”
 
    
 
   Book One—SLIP
 
    
 
   PART ONE: THE BOY WITH NO NAME
 
    
 
   Past article from the Saint Louis Times:
 
   Controversial Population Control Decree Written Into Law 
 
   Since the cataclysmic natural events referred to globally as the Rise and the Fall, American lawmakers have discussed various ways to control the growing population to ensure sufficient resources for survival. A five-year study has determined that the ideal economic and social population for the Reorganized United States of America is 504 million. As our great country is on the verge of reaching our ideal population, a population control system will be instituted on the 5th of December of this year. Prior to pregnancy, all couples planning a family must register with the Department of Population Control of the Reorganized United States of America, and pay a nonrefundable processing fee. After processing, each couple will receive a ‘pregnancy offset,’ which the media is casually referring to as a Death Match, someone who is likely to die in the near future. Only when their Death Match has died will the couple be authorized for pregnancy and child-bearing, thus maintaining the population status quo. This process has been coined Birth Neutrality, and is being referred to as ‘the cornerstone of our survival,’ by recently elected President Ford. In the event of an unsuccessful pregnancy, the Death Match will be voided and provided to another couple in need of a match. At that time, the couple may reapply and try again. Punishment for non-compliance will fall under the jurisdiction of the newly established Department of Population Control, which has been nicknamed Pop Con. 
 
    
 
   For more information on the topics discussed in this article, speak “Pop Con and you” into your holo-screen. 
 
    
 
   Have a comment on this article? Speak them into your holo-screen now. 
 
    
 
   Comments:
 
   JimBob006: I think this is a positive step forward. My grocery store is always packed and the shelves are empty. More people will mean even less food to go around. Something’s got to give.
 
    
 
   CyborgLuvr12: This is bulls!$*!
 
    
 
   LingLi8: Now I know how my great-grandparents felt. 
 
    
 
   GovHater: JimBob006 probably works for Pop Con.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Michael Kelly’s stomach is in knots.
 
   It’s no different than he’s felt since his promotion to Head of Population Control, except that the knots seem to tighten with each word that his second in command, Corrigan Mars, speaks. “Finally,” Corr says slowly, “we’ve got a Slip.”
 
   Damn, he thinks, but he can’t say that. “What do we know?” he asks instead. As usual, he’s playing his role and playing it well. 
 
   “Not much,” Corr says. “Except she’s young, maybe three or four years old, female.”
 
   “The doctor?” Michael says.
 
   “Dead. He was particularly good at keeping secrets, even under our most sophisticated interrogation procedures. His mind was stronger than his body.”
 
   Michael knows exactly what that means, and it makes him cringe inwardly. Torture. But he doesn’t show his revulsion on his face, his false expression stalwart and emotionless. “Just one child slipped through the cracks though, right?” Michael’s chest tightens when he realizes his mistake. His loose tongue. He called the Slip a ‘child.’ A child born illegally is no child, is nothing more than an enemy of the state, something he should know better than anyone.
 
   Corr blinks once, but if he notices the error he doesn’t show it. Instead he only nods in confirmation. “There were others, but none had reached the age of mobility. The doctor started doing illegal births a few years back. He began slowly, as most of them do, but then ramped up operations as he gained confidence. The Slip was his first.”
 
   “How’d we catch the others?”
 
   “After the first, the doc started keeping records. He used code names and misdirection, but we managed to crack the code during his interrogation. From there it was relatively easy. The Hunters tracked every last UnBee down.”
 
   UnBees, Michael thinks, hating the slang term more than ever. Unauthorized Beings. “How many?” he asks, wishing he didn’t have to. Wishing he could walk out and never return. 
 
   “Dozens.” His old friend says it with a smile, like killing more children than can be counted on two hands is something to be proud of. When did the gap in their beliefs widen into an eternal chasm?
 
   “Good,” Michael says, bitterness coating his tongue. “Catch the Slip. Use every resource we have available. Our careers may depend on it.”
 
   The smile never leaves Corr’s blood-red lips. “Don’t you worry, Boss. We’ll catch her and we’ll kill her. Her parents, too.”
 
   The moment Corrigan Mars exits his office, Michael Kelly slumps back in his chair, his body shaking with regret. All he wants to do is run home to be with his son, the boy with no name.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Two
 
    
 
   The boy doesn’t even know his own name. 
 
   At age five he wonders if it’s ‘Son,’ as his father always calls him.
 
   “What’s my name?” he asks his father.
 
   He knows his father doesn’t like the question because he won’t look him in the eyes. “You are special, Son,” his father says into his ear. “You don’t need a name. A name will only let them control you. Even the smallest and most unwanted seed can slip through the cracks and, against all odds, grow up to be a tall, strong, beautiful thing.”
 
   He doesn’t know what his father means, but he stays silent. He sits on the bed and watches as his father pulls on his black pants, black belt, black shirt, black tie, black coat, and black shoes. Even his father’s socks are black. But he sees his father’s secret: His red underwear is like a brightly colored kite that someone has thrown a dark blanket over, smothering its brilliance. It reminds him of the kites he sees the other kids fly sometimes, rising over the sheet-metal fence surrounding the backyard. A memory flits through his mind.
 
   “What are they?” he once asked his father. 
 
   “Kites,” his father said, standing next to him and gazing at the bright sky, shielding his eyes with his hands.
 
   Mimicking his father’s stance and posture, the boy asked, “Are they magic? Like the dragons on the holo-screens?”
 
   His father laughed, and it was like music to his ears—he hadn’t heard such a beautiful sound from his lips in a while. “No, Son. The other children are flying them. Do you see the strings? Look hard.”
 
   Other children. He knew who his father meant. He’d seen them through a tiny hole he found in the metal barrier, just big enough for him to peer through, one eye closed and one open. He’d been trying for weeks to gather up enough courage to ask about them.
 
   He looked very hard, but still couldn’t see the strings, which was strange because he could usually see everything. The kites seemed more like magic to him. He desperately wanted to run to his secret hole to look for the other children, but he didn’t dare.
 
   The memory flies away, just like the magic kites.
 
   Dressed fully in black—other than his hidden red underwear—his father is ready to leave for the day, to go to a place called work. Sometimes he calls it Population Control or Pop Con, too. The boy knows his father must be an important man there, because they always need him. His father never seems happy to leave, however, so the boy wonders why he goes at all. But he doesn’t ask his father. He saves that question for Janice.
 
   As usual, Janice is late, looking as if she just woke up, with wisps of static-charged hair shooting out of a messy bun; and, as always, Janice wraps him up in the biggest hug of his life, even bigger than the one she gave him the day before. Even as he squeezes back, he wonders if one day she’ll squeeze him so hard he’ll pop.
 
   “I swear you’ve grown three centimeters taller since yesterday, child,” Janice says, standing up from the hug. The boy’s not sure if she’s right, but those piercing blue eyes of hers do look a little closer than before. 
 
   “Can we measure?” he asks, looking at his father for permission.
 
   His father smiles, but it doesn’t look right. His eyes don’t crinkle at the corners like they usually do. They look wet and glossy. But then he blinks and they’re back to normal. He tousles the boy’s hair and says, “Ask Janice. I’ve got to go.”
 
   His father reaches for Janice stiffly, almost like the robots on his second favorite holo-screen program, Bot Heroes, and touches her shoulder. His lips part like he wants to say something, but then they close and bulge outward. He turns away and strides for the door, which opens from bottom to top with a whoosh as he approaches. He stops briefly and looks back. “Listen to Janice, Son,” he says. “See you later.”
 
   “See you later,” the boy says, copying his father’s words because they taste so good in his mouth. 
 
   The door whooshes closed and the boy looks at Janice, who’s wiping her eyes with the cuff of her white, silky shirt. He wonders if there’s something in the air today that causes wet eyes, but his feel so dry they’re burning a little.
 
   “Janice?” he says.
 
   She finishes dabbing her eyes, flashes a quick smile that fades as quickly as his father’s smiles do these days, and says, “Speak your mind, child.”
 
   The question about why his father goes to work when he doesn’t like it rolls around on his tongue, but he swallows and it disappears, replaced by a different question. “What’s my name?” he asks.
 
   Janice closes her eyes. Her face is as blank as one of the white sheets of paper the boy uses to draw on, but there’s no mistaking the quiver on her lips, the tiny drop of liquid that squeezes from the corner of one of her eyes, like juice from a lemon.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he says. “I just…don’t understand.”
 
   “Neither do I,” Janice says, opening her eyes and once more wiping away the moisture, this time with her knuckle. “All I know is that caged monkeys will rebel every single time.” The boy wonders what monkeys have to do with anything, but he doesn’t ask, because Janice’s eyes have that faraway look they sometimes get, like her mind has left the house while her body remains. 
 
   He sits on the couch and waits for it to pass.
 
   After a few minutes she flinches, as if startling from a heavy sleep. “Let’s get you measured,” she says, forcing a smile. 
 
   She was right. He has grown three centimeters since the last time they marked his height on the wall by the incinerator.
 
   But she never answers his question about his name.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   When he’s six years old, they have a big celebration.
 
   Everyone he knows is there. Father and Janice at the same time, and for more than the time it takes to say hello and goodbye. 
 
   It takes a full twenty-six minutes for the food-maker to prepare the cake, but he watches the whole time through the hazy window. He can almost catch a whiff of the smell on the tip of his nose. He can almost taste the sweetness on the tip of his tongue.
 
   When the bell dings and the door pops open, he has to resist the sudden urge to grab the cake and shovel it into his mouth. His nose twitches when he smells the aroma. Having his father take away his backyard privileges might almost be worth being the first to taste the warm chocolate.
 
   “It’ll be hot like burnt toast,” Janice says, reaching past him to remove the cake. “We have to let it cool down.” As she places it on a wiry pedestal on the counter, his eyes never leave the rich, brown form. It’s the same shape as everything that comes out of the food-maker—square—but it looks so much better.
 
   “Why is it called devil’s food cake?” he asks Janice. “Aren’t devils bad?”
 
   “It’s hard to tell the difference between devils and saints these days,” Janice says, pinching his earlobe.
 
   He ducks and giggles, trying to pull himself up onto the countertop. Now that he’s six years old he thinks he’s surely old enough to climb like the kids he sees clambering onto tree branches. The ones he wishes he could talk to. 
 
   He struggles for a moment, his legs skittering against the side of the counter, his arms shaking with strain. Just as he’s about to fall back to the floor, a strong arm surrounds him and lifts him up. 
 
   He’s sitting next to the cake.
 
   “It’s called devil’s food cake because it tastes so good it’s almost wrong to eat it,” his father says, a gleam in his eye.
 
   “But it’s not wrong?” the boy asks.
 
   “Not everything that people say is wrong actually is,” his father explains.
 
   Like many things his father says, he’s not sure he understands. Why would people say something is wrong when it isn’t? But he doesn’t ask, because all he really wants is to eat the cake. 
 
   His father begins to set out plates and forks, but Janice waves him away. “Let’s just eat it,” she says.
 
   “It hasn’t cooled,” his father says.
 
   “It’s cool enough,” Janice says. “You first.” She motions to the boy. “Happy birthday, child.”
 
   A hungry gleam in his eyes, the boy reaches for a fork, but she stops him with a hand on his wrist. “Not with that,” she says. “Use your hands.”
 
   The boy’s eyes widen, and for a moment he wonders if she’s testing him, but she only nods toward the cake, a wild look in her eyes. The boy grins so wide he thinks his face might split in half.
 
   “Janice,” his father says.
 
   “It’s okay, Michael,” Janice says. Michael? Is that his father’s name? He’s never heard Janice call him that. He can’t remember her ever calling him anything.
 
   But he can barely think about that, can barely think about anything but the tantalizing smell of the devil’s food cake resting next to him. 
 
   Before his father can stop him, the boy reaches over and pushes his fingers into the cake, feeling the gooey warmth surround his skin. When he pulls his hand back, a fist-sized clump breaks apart. With unabashed glee, he stuffs it into his mouth. Although he opens his lips as widely as he can, smears of chocolate rub onto the skin around his mouth. He can even see a dab of chocolate hanging from his nose. He doesn’t care about any of that though, because…mmmmm!
 
   It’s the best taste he’s ever tasted. Better than spaghetti—the red and white and brown squares that are usually his favorite food. 
 
   Unexpectedly, his father laughs. “Son, it’s all over your face. Let me help you.” He reaches for him with a cloth, but Janice’s hand shoots out faster, grabbing a handful of cake and smashing it into his father’s mouth.
 
   “Janice!” Michael screams. At first his tone is one of protest, but as he licks his lips it morphs into one of delight. “God Almighty, this is…heavenly,” he says. “I’ve never tasted anything like it.”
 
   Then, quick as a beam of light, he grabs a clump of chocolate and pushes it into Janice’s face. The boy stares, astonished, trying to hold back the laugh that rises up in his chest. Janice’s face looks as if she’s been playing in the mud. 
 
   To the boy’s utter shock, she laughs, her signature high squeal. It’s the truest laugh he’s ever heard, borne by a grown woman with a chocolatey smile. 
 
   For the next half hour they eat cake with their hands, oblivious to how silly they must look with chocolate all over their mouths. 
 
   Spent with his father and Janice, it’s the best day of the nameless boy’s short life.
 
    
 
   The Slip Trilogy boxed set by David Estes, available NOW!
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