
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    Praise for Doormaker


    “…reminded me a lot of HIS DARK MATERIALS…I really love the concept behind these books as while traveling to other worlds is hardly a new concept in fantasy, the idea of having no control over it as well as it affecting mundane life like being unable to open doors is wonderfully terrifying. It’s something Stephen King would come up with and makes the opening very evocative…” - BookNest, C.T. Phipps


    “Imagine not being able to open a door without mistakenly opening a portal to another world. It might sound glamorous to some people, but this "gift/curse" occurs whenever any type of door is opened, even a refrigerator...Once again Jamie Thornton has created a winner. I can't wait to get my hands on the rest of the series.“ - Amie's Book Reviews


    GoodReads Reviews


    “The friendship between Maella and Claritsa was without a doubt the best part of the story for me…there are boys, there is danger, and an engrossing story…” 


    “…If it wasn't for life getting in the way I would have read it in one sitting…just when you think you know what's going to happen there's a twist! Love it and definitely recommend it.”


    “Have you ever read a book and forgot that you were reading? Instead, a movie is playing in your mind as you flip through the pages, completely immersed in the story? Tower of Shadows (the entire Doormaker series, really) was like that for me….Can you say book hangover, much?”


    “…A lot of book series I say I can't wait to buy the next one and then forget all about it….This book series is haunting me.”


    “…makes the reader rabid to see what happens next!”


    “…the author puts little Easter eggs in her main books that she picks up in this short story and you get these "aha" moments.”


    “The story takes off on an adventure of epic proportions. The characters face challenges, and thrive in ways I could hardly imagine. They survive worlds that seem determined to exterminate them, finding friendship and developing new strengths. I needed to know more and immediately bought the next book.”


    “… a Sliders or Quantum Leap feel…” 


    “…reluctant heroes, uncertain supporters, suspicion, death defying situations, pain, suffering, addiction, small hints of friendship perhaps love, untruths, misunderstandings…Only to get stuck against a new door. Doors, Doors, Doors, and what one knows is not always the truth.”


    “…if you're into magic and gateways get this ASAP.”

  


  

  
    


    IGNEOUS BOOKS, PO Box 159, Roseville, CA 95678


    This novel is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.


    Copyright © 2017 by Jamie Thornton


    Cover Art by Deranged Doctor Design


    Copyedited by Melanie Lytle


    All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews. For information please write: Igneous Books, PO Box 159, Roseville, CA 95678.

  



    Doormaker


    Devil’s Harvest: A Short Story Prequel


    



by Jamie Thornton

  




  
    FREE BOOK DOWNLOADS


    Sign up for Jamie Thornton's Author Newsletter to download a book from each of her series, and exclusive bonus content, for free. Find out more at the end of this book or visit: JamieThornton.com

  


  
    Contents


    Praise for Doormaker


    Copyright


    Table of Contents


    Devil's Harvest


    Find out what happens next...

  


  TWO YEARS BEFORE Book 1


  
    Devil’s Harvest


    Esson had two hours to prove himself.


    Two hours to change his family’s future.


    Two hours to get the licatherin to Barth’s father in the first interstellar drug deal of his thirteen-year-old life.


    He pressed a hand to his pocket and hurried into the woods—away from the meeting that had changed his family’s fortune. Dead, knee-high grasses scratched at his bare legs. Everything smelled dry and brittle. The folded cash in his pocket felt like a good luck charm.


    It had been a risk, standing his ground, making Dustin—Barth’s father—pay half upfront for the drugs. But it had paid off, literally, and Dustin had looked at Esson with a grudging respect.


    But it would all fall violently apart if Esson didn’t deliver.


    A worried knot of pressure made him want to piss more badly than he could ever remember in his life. He broke out in a cold sweat in spite of the summer’s morning heat. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Dustin stare after him and Barth as the two boys rushed into the shade of the trees.


    “How much more of the Devil’s Harvest can you even get?” Barth said.


    “What?” Esson said, glancing back. The pressure from his bladder made him feel like a balloon about to burst. He needed to find a place to piss, but Dustin was still in sight.


    Barth sported a swollen jaw from the punch his father had dished out before giving them the two hour deadline. If Esson failed to meet Dustin’s deadline, his chance for making the money his family needed would vanish. Fury lodged in his stomach, two hours wasn’t enough. There was no reason for the deadline except Dustin wanted to be cruel and, Esson suspected, test Esson’s commitment to their deal. Dustin said if Esson could make the deadline, there would be more business opportunities ahead.


    But if Esson failed—Dustin had smiled coldly.


    It had taken everything inside Esson not to shiver in spite of the heat.


    Dustin had a reputation. A violent, cruel reputation, especially with those who failed him.


    Esson gritted his teeth. He would not fail.


    Barth’s camo t-shirt was dark at the armpits from sweat, the matching hat stained with dirt and smashed down over his greasy hair. “My dad’s expecting a lot of the Devil’s Harvest. How much is there?”


    Dustin had dismissed Esson’s name for the drug—licatherin—and changed it to Devil’s Harvest, saying it would sell like crazy with the new name.


    Esson took a deep breath but immediately regretted the pressure on his bladder. He shouldn’t have drunk so much water before the meeting. The drug sometimes took time to work, and he had wanted to dilute it—both to make his last few drops of the oil go further and to slow down the side effects.


    Esson had already taken Dustin’s money. He should have waited until he had all the drugs in hand, but he hadn’t expected the two hour ultimatum, and it was too late now to undo his mistake. “I’m stealing it. I don’t know. A lot.”


    Esson had stolen two bottles of licatherin oil last week, given part of one to Barth’s father to try, and kept the rest for himself. The licatherin smelled like licorice and made his skin tingle, helping him feel the potential doors around him. It also gave him energy on an empty stomach, clearing his mind, and making him feel a little reckless.


    Well, more than a little.


    The money Esson had gotten for just that one partial bottle made his head spin. When he handed it over to Grandmother, smiling, proud of himself, she had looked at him funny. He thought for an awful second she wasn’t going to take the money. But she did, stuffing it into her bra when she thought he wasn’t looking. Then she commented in a tone like she noticed he was wearing a different shirt than normal that he looked a little bruised and was he feeling okay?


    Esson ignored her comment. He had also caught the tint of purple to his skin these days. It was a side effect of the drug. For the last several days his mother had looked at him with a grim set to her lips.


    And his father?


    He hadn’t noticed a thing.


    Dustin didn’t know about the skin color side effect yet. Esson planned to have the rest of the money in his hands first.


    Barth opened his mouth. “We should—”


    Esson held up a hand, looking behind them. Finally, they were out of sight. He ran behind an oak tree and took a long piss. He chose not to notice the lavender tint to his urine. When he finished, he collapsed against the trunk in relief.


    “Come on, Eddy,” Barth said. “Stop fooling around.”


    Esson rubbed his face with his hands. Eddy was his name here because Esson sounded too strange—like it was the kind of name for someone from another world.


    Which was exactly the case.


    He didn’t know much more than that—his family came to this world, Earth, through a door his father opened when Esson had been six. His sister, Maella, had been four, his brother, Josa, one.


    Barth loomed into view, a sneer on his face. “Worried about pissing your pants? My dad’s not that scary.”


    Esson put himself back together. Barth only had the guts to say that now that his father was gone. The next task loomed like a mountain. But the cash in his pocket comforted him. He needed to ditch Barth and steal the licatherin without Barth discovering his family’s secret.


    Since before he could remember—this secret rule had controlled every part of his life.


    Never open a door.


    People in his family who broke the rule tended to unleash otherworldly violence upon themselves and everyone around when they opened something as simple as a drawer.


    People in his family who broke the rule—they had all died.


    That’s what he had been taught, at least.


    He came from a family of doormakers. He had been trained from birth to never open a door.


    Except.


    He had broken the rule.


    He had opened a door. Multiple doors, over the past few months, and he was still alive.


    Esson hiked through the trees, ignoring the weeds scratching his legs. He took a random path while thinking about how to ditch Barth. What would Dustin use Esson for if he found out Esson could open doors to other worlds? Nothing good.


    Suddenly Esson felt a push. He landed chin first on the ground, pain shooting up. He flipped onto his back and blocked Barth’s punch, then landed his own punch in Barth’s gut.


    “What the hell?” Esson said.


    “I know this isn’t the right way,” Barth said, gasping for air.


    Esson pushed himself up and rubbed his chin. His stomach flipped. “What are you talking about?”


    “I followed you before.” Barth’s face flushed. “I know your secret.”


    Esson followed the creek to the back field of some old farmer’s property. The field butted up against the woods and was used as a junkyard for rusting tools, broken down cars, an abandoned refrigerator, and a shed that leaned so far over, one more good storm would knock it down.


    Esson stalled for a moment, keeping his focus away from the secret door he had left open. What did Barth know?


    Barth scanned the field, taking in the machinery, the shed, the fridge, then looked expectantly at Esson.


    “You don’t actually know anything,” Esson said, feeling both relief and anger. If Barth didn’t know, that meant Dustin still didn’t know either. It also meant Esson had fallen for Barth’s stupid lie.


    “Whatever.” Barth grimaced. “I lost you after you got here. Where is it—where are the drugs—on the other side of the field? Don’t lie to me.”


    “It’s here,” Esson said. “The place is right here.”


    Barth brought a fist to within inches of Esson’s face. “I said don’t lie to me. I followed you here, but when I got here, you’d gone somewhere else.”


    Esson laughed. “Yeah, you could say that.”


    Barth’s expression turned ugly.


    “Wait here,” Esson said.


    “No way!” Barth said.


    “Where I’m going… where the drugs are—it’s dangerous.”


    “Letting my father down—that’s dangerous. That’s the kind of thing people do when they want to get hurt.”


    There was a long silence between them. Birds fluttered in the air, bees buzzed from flower to flower, the creek gurgled somewhere behind the trees.


    Two hours.


    Esson had two hours and he was wasting precious minutes arguing with a jerk like Barth.


    He should have gotten all the drugs before making the final deal with Dustin. But the deadline—the made up, just-for-kicks, two hour deadline had been a surprise. He should have known, but he was never thinking things through—that’s what his sister, Maella, would say. His father liked to say that Esson acted first and thought better about it later, when it was too late to take anything back.


    He patted the cash in his pocket.


    There was at least three months worth of rent, with more to come.


    His way of doing things had paid off big time.


    “Fine,” Esson said, confidence renewed. “Let’s go.”


    He led them to the refrigerator, feeling its hum as if plugged in, even though it was rusting in a dirt field.


    Barth didn’t feel a thing of course. That was the Devil’s Harvest inside Esson. He had never felt vibrations from doors until he had tried the oil.


    The refrigerator was old, dingy white, and sat unevenly on the dirt. Weeds curled around it, yellow, sharp, sticky, brittle. The handle had fallen off, and orange, rusted holes from the bolts remained. Little trails of rust ran down the front of the fridge from the holes like tear tracks down a face. It sat a few feet away from the rundown shed, like someone had intended to lug the fridge inside but gave up on the last few steps.


    Esson ignored the stickers that caught in his shoes. Barth cursed behind him but otherwise stayed silent.


    If he showed Barth that fridge, there was no going back.


    Esson took a deep breath and blocked out the blue sky, the yellow field, the broken down machinery, Barth’s anxious breathing, the smell of soil and grease. Because of what he had found on the other side of this door, he had gone behind his father’s back and made a deal with Dustin.


    He couldn’t take back that deal now.


    Anyway, he was tired of hiding and running and pretending there was nothing wrong with his family. Esson removed the stone set keep the door from closing on the fridge. He pushed the fridge door open, but stood so that Barth could not see inside. If the fridge door ever closed, he would lose everything.


    Doors never opened to the same place twice. At least, not the half dozen doors he had opened and closed over these past few months, daring death each time, searching for a solution to his family’s money problems.


    The vibrations from the door made his teeth chatter. The inside of the fridge—wasn’t. Instead, the door opened to a sort of broom closet lined with shelves, space enough for several people. In front of him were carefully positioned boxes to cover his side of the door if anyone bothered to look. The inside was dark, musty, and filled with equipment—straw brooms, wooden buckets, glass containers, cleaning brushes, a half broken chair.


    Esson ignored all that while he pushed the boxes aside on the shelves, his eyes searching for the other door on the far side of the closet. Sometimes it was open, sometimes it was closed.


    A faint line of light marked the bottom edge of the door frame. If he was lucky—


    Damn.


    The door was closed today.


    Esson stepped back and released his breath. He bumped into Barth.


    Barth hissed. “Where’s the stuff?”


    “We have a problem.” The door’s vibrations made his head swim. Being this close never felt good.


    Barth tried to push Esson aside. “Where is it?”


    “I need you to do something.” Esson didn’t know how to explain so he just said it. “I need you to go into the fridge and open the door on the other side.”


    “You must think I’m an idiot. You want me to climb into that fridge so you can lock me inside of it? Are you trying to kill me? Where are the drugs, Eddy?”


    “We’re running out of time.”


    “You’re running out of time. I vouched for you with my father.” Barth’s voice rose, a note of panic in it now. He rubbed his swollen jaw. “He’s going to make us both pay.”


    If Esson tried to open the closet door himself, like this, without any preparation, not only would it not go where he needed it to go, whatever or wherever he opened the door to would likely kill them.


    Esson thought quickly. “You don’t have to go all the way in. Just lean through. It’s a small enough room you can, I don’t know, step one foot inside, and just pop it open.”


    “So why can’t you do that?”


    “Because it’s locked against me!”


    “You’re not making sense.”


    What would Barth believe? Every argument he tried in his mind felt more unbelievable than the last. Especially the truth.


    I can’t just open a door. Every time someone in my family opens a door—cabinet door, front door, refrigerator door—it opens to another place, and someone usually dies because of it.


    Yeah.


    There was no way Barth would believe any of it in a million years.


    They had less than two hours.


    “Just do it,” Esson said, thinking fast. He noticed Barth’s swollen chin again. “If you don’t, then we might as well go back now to your father empty handed. This is a test for you as much as it is for me. What do you think he’s going to do to you if you come back with nothing again?”


    Barth’s face paled.


    Esson backed up until he was at the edge of the field near an abandoned lawn mower. “Look, I’ll stand way back over here. I’m not trying to trick you. But I can’t take all the risk. You have to prove we’re going to be partners in this. That we have each other’s back. Just open the door and I’ll do the rest.”


    The tires on the lawn mower were both flat and looked almost like they were melting into the ground. A fraying rope looked like it had once tied the seat to the mower, but the seat had gotten knocked loose and now the rope drooped across the machine like the longest worm in the entire world.


    Barth was at the fridge door, watching Esson.


    Esson nodded. Come on.


    He couldn’t let Barth know his family’s secret, but he couldn’t get the licatherin unless someone else opened that closet door.


    Finally, Barth peered into the fridge. His body froze, probably while his brain tried to make sense of what he saw.


    A fridge that wasn’t a fridge. A closet to nowhere.


    Not nowhere.


    A closet to all the Devil’s Harvest that Esson needed.


    Esson jiggled from foot to foot, nervous, like he had to piss again.


    The shed door near the fridge was open, a padlock hung from the latch. Esson stopped moving. All Barth knew right now was something was strange about that fridge. If he took Barth through with him, there would be too many things that would require an explanation. If Barth knew everything, it was only a matter of time before Dustin found out. Esson shivered. He didn’t want to imagine what Dustin would do with that kind of information.


    If he pushed Barth into the shed and locked him inside, he could keep everyone safe, including his family’s secret, for a little longer. That sounded worth it right now. He could think about how to explain it all to Barth later, when he had the drugs in his hands and had returned safely back to this side of the worlds.


    He ignored the little voice in his head that sounded an awful lot like Maella’s voice. It warned him he was about to act first and think later and it wasn’t going to end well. He reminded himself about all of the money currently in his pocket. Her tune would change once she saw what he brought home.


    Barth leaned into the fridge, propping himself up with one hand on the door, then stepped through.


    Esson fingered the rope coiled on the mower. In an instant, he made his decision. Soil and rust flecks flew into the air. He dashed across the field.


    Barth came back through, setting both feet onto the ground and began to turn. “I opened your damn door. Now tell me what the hell is going on? How is that place possible?”


    Esson slammed into Barth and sent them both tumbling. The weed stickers shot little needles of pain into Esson as he caught Barth in the rope. First hands, then legs. Barth kicked and punched. The old, decaying rope wouldn’t last long, but Esson only needed Barth out of the way for a little bit of time. Which was good, since that was all the time they had left.


    Barth shouted, struggled, kicked, and spit out curses.


    Esson slapped Barth across the face. “Shut up or they’ll hear you.”


    Barth went blotchy red and his eyes watered. “Who are you talking about?” Barth screamed. “What happened to that fridge? Who are you?”


    “I don’t know,” Esson said, speaking the truth. Anger bubbled inside his chest. He didn’t know because his family had kept everything secret. “But I do know there are people on the other side of that door, and if you don’t want to get trapped there, you’ll quiet down before they hear you.”


    Before Barth could respond, another problem appeared, standing in Esson’s way, literally.


    Claritsa.


    Esson sucked in a breath.


    She had walked up without him seeing her somehow.


    She had shining black braids and bangs that made her seem younger than her eleven years. She was thin like a stick and her clothes were well worn like they’d been washed a million times.


    She was his sister’s best friend, as much as anyone in his family could have a best friend when you couldn’t tell that friend about the most fundamental, secret part of you.


    “Stop!” Esson yelled.


    Claritsa flinched away from the fridge door, but then stood up straight, strong, rebellious.


    She had no idea what trouble she had walked into.


    “I heard his shouting,” Claritsa said, glancing first at Barth, then the open fridge, and then at Esson. “Why do you have him tied up?” She said with a waver in her voice.


    “You shouldn’t be here.” Esson felt the clock ticking. There wasn’t time to explain. He had played with her and Maella in the creek often enough, exploring, racing, acting out imaginary battles in the woods. Her parents had ditched her but her grandmother was cool. Claritsa was a nice kid, she didn’t deserve to get dragged into his mess. He kicked at the ground in frustration. A dirt clod flew into the air and hit the side of the shed wall.


    The shed.


    The roof looked partially caved in. A few narrow gaps from missing boards let light enter. The rusty padlock hung from the latch, open, like a gift.


    “I’m sorry,” Esson said. “Just know…just know that I’m probably saving your life. You don’t want to get mixed up in this. You really don’t.”


    “What—”


    Before she could say anything else, Esson dragged her into the shed.


    She was like a wild cat, scratching, biting, punching. He wasn’t a big thirteen year old, but she was a small eleven year old. He got her to the shed door, but then she twisted and lashed out, hitting her head on the door frame.


    She slumped to the ground, dazed.


    This couldn’t be happening. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” He was a monster. He felt the panic rising in him, ready to burst. “Ask Maella. Make her explain what she knows about the doors.”


    Claritsa looked up at him, horrified, her brown eyes huge and glassy through her bangs. He had put that look on her face.


    “Claritsa.” He shook her, trying to get her to focus. Instead, it made everything worse. She shrunk into herself.


    He scrambled away as if burned, and backed up to the shed door. “Claritsa, ask her. Tell Maella you saw me open a door. I promise I didn’t mean to hurt you.”


    He turned away, sick to his stomach, not sure if she had heard him. He closed the shed door. As soon as the door touched the frame, he cursed himself. Barth was still tied up outside, but now that the door had closed Esson could never open it again. If he hadn’t acted so quickly, he could have put Barth inside too. Now, someone else, someone not doomed with this doormaker crap would have to let Claritsa out.


    Fine. Maybe he was impulsive, but he was also creative. He’d make Barth open the door when all this was over, but since the point was to keep Claritsa safe inside, he forced the padlock to click closed.


    He figured he had less than an hour now.


    He left Barth in the weeds and stepped into the fridge, through the open space he’d made between the boxes, into the cool darkness. The closet smelled like cleaning fluids, harsh and acidic. Esson glanced back once through the fridge door. It was like an ugly picture framed on the wall—blue sky, a scraggly line of trees, rusted out machinery disappearing in weeds that had baked too long in the sun. The shed stood at the edge of the picture frame. He could hear Claritsa shouting.


    Esson turned. The closet door Barth had opened emptied into a hallway.


    He walked through.


    The hallway was gray, like concrete, but not quite the same material. Natural light filtered from the ceiling. Each of the half dozen times he had explored this place, he had never noticed electricity. No outlets or light fixtures or switches. The place felt old and different from any place he had experienced on Earth. Probably, he figured, because it wasn’t Earth.


    He took careful, silent steps down the hallway until it opened up to a larger, factory floor area and headed for what he thought of as the packing station—the wooden crates, the straw used for cushioning, and the licatherin bottles ready, he guessed, for shipment. Though he had no idea where the bottles were supposed to go.


    He would take what he needed and get the hell out of there and—he decided in that instant—close the fridge door on this place. With as many bottles gone missing as he planned to take, they would tear apart the factory and find his door.


    He couldn’t let any of what he was about to do lead back to his family.


    What he took today would help his family pay the rent and fix the doors and put food on the table for months.


    After that? He’d figure out something else.


    He listened for footsteps, talking, machinery, security guards. But all was silent. If time on both sides of the door matched up, then it was early morning here—before the factory started its work day.


    Several crates were already packed. He couldn’t open those, not without risking a door. When he found a half-packed crate, still open, he realized he hadn’t brought a bag.


    Stupid—his sister would say.


    Impulsive—his mother would say while holding his little brother in her arms. His grandmother would shake her head and his father would look at him with disappointment in his eyes.


    Creative—that’s what Esson would say about himself. It was his job to protect Maella and Josa. He was going to keep a roof over their heads and food on the table. He might not have thought ahead enough to bring a bag, but that wouldn’t stop him.


    He set to work filling his shirt with dozens of bottles, each no bigger than a hummingbird.


    He stopped to uncork one, and took three drops of licatherin onto his tongue. Sweet licorice filled his senses.


    He didn’t need the drug, he told himself. Not to do this next part, but it helped clear his head.


    The licatherin sizzled through him like an electric shock. His dizziness faded. He could do this. He was so close. He would save his family and his father would have to notice him. The glass bottles clinked together in his shirt. His heart soared. They represented a solution. Money. Answers.


    A shout interrupted his thoughts.


    He looked around wildly, searching for the source of the noise, zeroing in on a man running toward him with a stick—no, a sword.


    The guy was carrying a sword.


    Esson raced away, zigzagging through the crates. The man shouted in a language Esson could not understand. He understood the sword well enough. He had forgotten about the security guard.


    “Idiot!” Esson said to himself. But no matter. He had what he needed and would make it back through the door in time to close it on this guard’s face. He raced down the hallway, slipped into the closet, closing that door behind him. He used the half broken chair against the handle as a makeshift lock.


    He turned, careful of the bottles in his shirt, and saw Barth blocked the way out. Barth held a rusting crowbar in his hands.


    In his panic, Esson gripped his shirt too tightly. There was a crunch and he felt wetness seep through to his skin. Licorice smells mixed with the cleaning smells. Energy poured through him, bringing back the dizziness and his headache. No, wait, that was the door. The fridge door was open and he was so close to it, the vibrations pulled at him.


    Barth sneered and glanced down. “Finally pissed yourself, did you?”


    Esson looked down, the broken bottle of Devil’s Harvest had soaked his shorts. It didn’t matter, he told himself. There were plenty of bottles left.


    “Let me through,” Esson shouted.


    Something big slammed into the closet door behind him.


    The guard.


    “Hand over the drugs,” Barth said.


    Esson bit his lip. He didn’t have time for this. He considered barreling through Barth. They could fight it out on the other side. But what about the bottles? How many would break in the process?


    “Don’t even think about it.” Barth swung the crowbar around. “If you make a move, I’ll close this door and won’t let you out until I feel like it.”


    “You close that door and you’ll never see me again.” Esson’s stomach sank. Barth didn’t know how any of this worked. “You’ll kill me.”


    “Don’t be stupid. I won’t kill you. I’ll just teach you a lesson you and my father don’t seem to have learned yet—to never underestimate me.”


    Esson heard Claritsa’s shouts from the shed. Guilt seared him as he pictured the way her head had knocked against the door frame and taken all the fight out of her. He had done that and he couldn’t ever take that back. Maella would kill him once she found out.


    Esson clutched the bottles in his shirt. The door behind him sounded like it was splintering under the security guard’s assault.


    He grabbed a few bottles out of his shirt and passed them over to Barth, then rushed Barth like he was a football player. Barth stood, feet planted, ready for him. Esson shouldn’t have been surprised. Sometimes Barth seemed stupid, but he was more cunning than anyone gave him credit for.


    Barth swung the crowbar, hitting Esson on the collarbone. Something cracked inside Esson and all the bottles tumbled out of his shirt, breaking on the hard floor, scattering glass shards and Devil’s Harvest until the entire room filled with the suffocating scent of licorice.


    Esson fell to the floor. Each panicked breath shot pain through him.


    “Stay there,” Barth said, pointing the crow bar at him, and stepping back. His other hand was on the fridge door.


    “No!” Esson said, holding out his hand to stop Barth.


    “I’m getting my father. You’ll wish you hadn’t done any of this—”


    Barth was a black hole blocking the sun, trees, home.


    The door moved. Creaking.


    Esson scrambled to his feet in spite of the pain. He wanted to puke.


    No, no, no, no.


    The sunlight and blue sky became a thin sliver, then it was gone.


    Esson forced himself between the shelves and slapped his hands against the wall, searching.


    The door closed with a suctioning sound. The rectangular outline of golden light stuck around for a few seconds, then vanished, leaving behind a blank wall.


    Nothing.


    No door, no handle.


    His head spun.


    Doors didn’t open to the same place twice. Doors didn’t always open to any place at all. And now Barth knew something was deeply wrong with his family. Maybe not all of it, maybe not most of it, but enough to somehow use it against them.


    He had failed his family.


    He might never get back home.


    The pounding on the door behind him brought him back. The inside of the closet, all those bottles of Devil’s Harvest, looked like how he felt.


    Destroyed. Shattered.


    He would never be able to fix this.


    The chair bowed and slipped an inch under the pounding the guard gave the door.


    He waited for his fate.


    No.


    That’s what his parents had done. They had fled some terrible fate and were just waiting now. He didn’t know for what, but it was killing them, this waiting. They had stopped living. They were grieving for a life long dead, waiting for this one to catch up.


    No.


    He would not live like that.


    There was something more he could do. It might bring out something worse than the guard breaking down the door. It might kill him. But in that moment he didn’t care.


    Let them all go to hell, and if that meant he went too, so be it.


    Esson wrestled with the chair, splinters digging into his fingers, pain shooting through his collarbone. He threw the chair aside and pulled the closet door open before the guard could open it himself.


    The pounding stopped. There was no guard.


    His heartbeat increased.


    The door opened to—


    Nothing.


    Desert.


    Miles and miles of sand for as far as the eye could see until the horizon disappeared into heat waves.


    The bottles were crushed on the floor at his feet, staining the floor a dark inky purple. He noticed, as if from a distance, that his legs bled, cut up from the glass, adding red to the puddles of licatherin oil. He didn’t know how long he stared, lost in the insanity of trying to make sense of what he had just done.


    When he finally came back, he let out a deep breath, as if waking from a long sleep.


    He stepped across the door’s threshold and into the heat. A sharp edge dug into his leg. He looked down. The money. It peeked from his jean shorts pocket. He pulled out the cash and felt its smooth paper between his fingers. His family would never see this money now. The air in this new place was dry, the ground grainy. A brief breeze picked at his clothes before settling.


    Esson gulped back a sob as he took in the harsh, empty landscape that surrounded him. The cash slipped out of his hand, the green pile of bills landing with a soft thud onto the golden ground. The breeze picked up the paper, throwing the bills lazily into the sky, taunting him.


    Dustin would be angry. Barth would guess his secret.


    Esson had failed completely.


    He was lost.


    He had destroyed his family’s future.


    In two hours he had failed more completely than he could have ever imagined.
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Chapter 1

  


  
    Before Maella’s father left, he made her promise to never, ever open a door.


    Maella still didn’t understand why those were his last words to her.


    She knew the family rule.


    She had kept her promise even as her family had broken it again and again.


    Her cousin fixated on a medicine cabinet and opened it to a starry void that sucked him away. A car dashboard mesmerized her aunt and she brushed it open to an angry swarm of wasps—she died from an allergic reaction after swelling to twice her size. Her uncle had been in a depression while house-sitting for a neighbor, and he opened the fridge door. A tiger dragged him into a humid jungle, neither cat nor uncle seen again.


    Two years after moving to their current house, her older brother, Esson, had disappeared through a door. He had only been thirteen.


    She lived with her mother, her grandmother, and her little brother, Josa. They were all who remained of the family, but Maella didn’t dwell on it. Well, she did, but only at night, when the darkness created its own form of privacy, since, after all, there was no door for her bedroom.


    The lack of privacy bothered her more than it used to, but on days when Josa’s noise and her mother’s demands and her grandmother’s guilting became too much, she escaped to the overgrown field behind the house. No one could see her there. It was the closest thing she had to a closed door.


    She sat on a decomposing oak log and faced the door in the field. The field backed up to a creek that ran dry most of the year—but not right now in the spring. She always faced the door in the field, even on days like today when the grass had grown tall enough to hide it. The door was a black hole of decay and death and magic and magnetism.


    “Maella!”


    Maella stood on top of the log and waved her hands. “Over here, Claritsa!” She was tall enough to see the stalks of grass shift as Claritsa moved.


    Claritsa came crashing onto the flattened space around the log, stirring up lizards and pollen and mold. Out of the whole neighborhood, maybe this whole world, only Claritsa knew about her family’s door problem. A pair of dark braids whipped around her shoulders. Her thick bangs were just a little too long, but she had screamed bloody murder when her grandmother tried to cut them. “It’s the latest style in Hollywood,” Claritsa had said later to Maella.


    Maella’s mouse brown hair clung to her head in tight curls. She’d been born that way. She knew that because her grandmother always brought up this troubling fact when Maella acted rudely.


    Claritsa stumbled on a clump of crabgrass, caught herself, and collapsed on the log. Between gulping breaths she said, “Cheyanne’s got a new bike…it’s red and has a basket on front…and these bars on the back for someone to stand on…she said she would take us around!”


    “Let’s go see it!” Maella jumped from the log, squished her shoes in the mud—there had been a light rain the night before—and ran away laughing while Claritsa gasp-yelled for her to wait.


    Bicycles were safe, and Cheyanne, even though she was much older, always wanted to play with the two of them. Everyone on the lane knew Cheyanne had brain problems, but her family had no money to name it, or do anything about it, and none of it mattered to Maella anyway.


    Maella raced through the grass and heard Claritsa’s steps behind her. Morning dew still clung to the stalks and transferred to their bare legs. Claritsa wore Maella’s worn-out skirt and her own shirt. Maella wore Claritsa’s shabby khaki shorts, a thin t-shirt, and a jacket tied around her waist. Instead of two almost nonexistent wardrobes, the girls pooled what they had into a single small one.


    They made it to the back end of the field, their holey socks soaked, their legs covered in flecks of mud. People Maella knew didn’t buy things, they bartered or salvaged or did without. She thrilled to the thought of seeing something new, even just a bicycle.


    Maella made sure to take a path away from the part of the field where the grass hid the front door. When she was four years old, Josa only a year old, and Esson six years old, her family had escaped from their old home. They moved from place to place for years. But then the gold ran out and the servants left and her family moved into this ramshackle house. Her father hired someone to remove all the doors to the cabinets, drawer faces, bedrooms. They put up screen material as a front door. They lived without a fridge. They were poor. Everyone on their country lane said so.


    It was her mother who found the front door.


    It was like discovering a spot of quicksand, or hearing a rattler’s telltale warning, or finding a mountain lion’s den and not knowing if mom and cubs were still inside.


    The workman had abandoned the door in the field without telling them. Maybe he’d had no room to haul it away, maybe he’d forgotten to take it, maybe he’d left it out of spite for the money Grandmother begrudgingly paid him from the last fold of damp, crumpled bills she kept tucked into her voluminous bra.


    Once the door was laid to rest there, it settled in, besieged Maella’s thoughts at night, taunted her with its solidness, its soiled permanence. The family couldn’t move it. Mother was the only one who could open doors without killing them all and the door in the field was too heavy for her.


    They were new to the neighborhood, known as the strange strangers who trashed all their doors, and they had no money to hire anyone else. They dared not burn it for fear it might spread and take out the field and grove and house and street.


    Her father tried to destroy it. He used a sledgehammer and yet the door remained. He tried a saw, but her mother feared his fingers lifting the edge—it took so little—and she made him stop. So her father left the door to decay, and made Maella and both her brothers promise to never, ever go near it.


    Sometimes Maella woke in the middle of the night, so late even the frogs and the crickets and night birds had gone to bed, and pictured the door. Its metal knob a chipped bronze. The wood a discolored, splintering gray. This door should not have been there. This door haunted her. This door had taken her father.


    After all his warnings and stories and promises, one day last summer her father opened the door in the field. Like it was nothing. Like it didn’t matter to him what was on the other side. She’d screamed and run for her mother and found her sitting at the cracked metal breakfast table, crying over her eggs and coffee.


    “He had to, Maella.” Tears streamed down her red face and between her small breasts and behind her faded cotton dress.


    “Why?” Maella demanded. She had turned twelve a few weeks before and promised herself she wouldn’t cry about Esson, about anything anymore. But her voice cracked from a mix of emotions she didn’t know how to name. She felt outside herself, like the real Maella wasn’t really standing at the table watching her mother fall apart and feeling her own insides break into pieces.


    Her mother shook her head and lowered it.


    Maella noticed a crumpled paper on the table. She smoothed it out but couldn’t read the writing. Her mother and father had never taught her and her brothers their own language, only English. The note was in her father’s handwriting and their Botron family symbol marked the bottom of the page.


    A curved quarter moon, its points sharp like knives—that’s us, the doormakers, Grandmother explained once. Three links, separate yet attached, pierced by the moon. They are the—


    But father had caught them before Grandmother finished.


    The only sound in the kitchen with Mother for a long minute was the drip from the kitchen faucet.


    “To keep us safe. Your father left to keep us safe,” Mother finally said in answer to Maella’s question. She would not utter another word of explanation.


    That evening Maella took a broken golf club to all the windows on the first floor of their two-story house.


    Josa watched with clenched fists and a blank look on his face, and her mother slapped her, but her grandmother folded her to her bosom, and then took in her mother and brother as well. All three of the women cried, and no one talked about fixing the windows because everyone knew there was no money. And her mother did not speak about blame.


    Sometimes her mother still cried over her eggs, and this past winter’s cold flowed effortlessly through the screens they hung up to keep out the bugs. It reminded Maella every day that her father had ignored all his promises and gone through a door. She would never forgive him for that, or herself for breaking the windows in a temper.


    They used the last of Grandmother’s folded bills to buy extra firewood. There wouldn’t be money to cool the house once the summer heat waves came.


    Maella hated that door in the field, how beautiful flowers had grown up around it, how it lay there rotting. How it taunted her. How no one trusted her enough to explain what really happened when someone stepped through a door. How they never talked about what happened at all.


    Claritsa caught up and cut in front, making Maella slip on the wet grass. Green stained her bare knees. Maella ran faster to escape the dark turn of her thoughts and followed Claritsa through a grove of trees.


    Their favorite path included a bridge of stepping-stones Claritsa positioned so they could cross the creek without getting their feet wet. Each stone was a potential door. Lift up an edge of one with her hands and who knew what might come out. But Maella was careful. It didn’t matter if she walked or ran or skipped. Grandmother and mother had trained her—clasp your hands behind your back, focus on how your feet land. Never lose that focus. She galloped behind Claritsa, eager to see the bike, with hands clasped and the water gurgling cold around her shoes.


    Claritsa froze on the last stone. Maella slammed into the back of her, sprawling them both forward onto the bank and shooting sand into the folds of their skin.


    “Claritsa!” Maella said, fear making her heart pound so strongly it caught in her throat. She looked over her shoulder, back at the gurgling stream and the stepping stones—searching. Their shoes had left wet prints, but otherwise the stones were unmoved. No open doors. No starry voids. Her heartbeat settled.


    “Maella.” There was a warning note in Claritsa’s voice.


    Maella looked up and into Barth’s glittering stare. Daniel stood just behind him. Jack was on his right. Bartholemeau Hedrick—Barth, not Bart, for short unless you wanted a pounding—had dropped out of high school a couple of months ago at fifteen to help run his father’s prescription drug business. Esson had been friends with him before disappearing through a door two years ago. Her mother made her promise to never go near Barth, but grandmother dealt some sort of business with him every week.


    Jack was Barth’s shadow, but Daniel had been nice to Maella on occasion. He even brought over a baked casserole from his mother after the lane gossiped about her father’s abandonment.


    “Well, look at this,” Barth said. He sneered and wiped his nose on his arm. Barth’s plaid shirt was rolled at the sleeves and hung over a shredded pair of jean shorts. The other two boys matched him for shirts and shorts—Daniel’s a muted green, Jack’s a sickly yellow plaid. The boys looked burnt from too much sun, except they almost weren’t boys anymore. Hair covered their legs, muscle roped their arms, their shoulders were broad.


    Claritsa stood up and jerked her skirt down to better cover her legs. Maella stood up next to her.


    “We’re going to see Cheyanne,” Maella said with a confidence she did not feel. “Let us through, Barth.”


    He laughed and shook away dirty blond hair from his eyes. “That retard? Why bother with her?”


    “Leave her alone,” Claritsa said. “She’s our friend!”


    Anger flushed Maella’s cheeks. Maella didn’t understand how Esson could have ever been friends with Barth. He always went out of his way to prove he wasn’t a loser by cutting everyone else down. She wasn’t going to let anyone make fun of Cheyanne, especially this jerk. “Maybe you should look in the mirror sometime. That way you know what a real retard looks like.”


    Maella knew it was a stupid comeback as soon as the words left her mouth. Claritsa squeezed her hand. She was too old for such stupid insults. She blamed it on not going to school like the rest of them had—how could she when every locker or book or classroom door might swallow her up?


    Daniel shook his head. Jack laughed. Bad move.


    “Yeah, oh, I’m sooo sorry.” Barth rolled his eyes. “That cut so deep, you know. I feel terrible, just terrible. You’ve made me see the error of my ways. And I feel so bad about myself.”


    He grabbed Claritsa around the arms and lifted her to his chest.


    Claritsa screamed and thrashed but he was too strong.


    Maella launched herself at Barth, kicking and clawing. Sand flew into the air. His muscles did not budge until Maella sunk her teeth deep into his forearm.


    Barth yelped, dropped Claritsa, shook off Maella, and swore. “You’re going to pay for that.”


    “They’re just kids, man, we’ve got better things to do,” Daniel said.


    This offended Maella more than if the boys had hurled horrible insults. She gritted her teeth. She was not just a kid. She’d gotten her period six months ago and knew Claritsa had started three months before.


    “Whose side are you on?” Barth demanded.


    “Yeah,” Jack said. He crossed his arms, trying to look tough.


    Maella couldn’t help herself. Her mother always warned her to stop running at the mouth, but Grandmother said she was too pigheaded to learn anyway but the hard way. “Jack Cord, you look like a clown in that shirt. Is that why you dropped out of school? To join the circus? Though I bet they wouldn’t take you, would they?”


    Better. She could live with that insult. At least it wasn’t as embarrassing as her first one.


    Jack’s meaty hand snaked out and slapped her, sending stars across her eyes. Hot pain flashed across her cheek.


    “Stop that!” Claritsa yelled. She dragged Maella backwards into the creek. Maella stumbled over a rock and they both fell. The creek water soaked their clothes and made goose bumps stand out on Maella’s skin. Maella’s brain screamed at her in all of her family’s voices—get your hands off the rocks! Don’t open a door!


    The boys stood in a line along the water’s far edge, Barth with his arms crossed, Jack huffing and red in the face, Daniel looking disturbed.


    “Run?” Claritsa whispered into her ear.


    Maella tensed her muscles.


    “Come here, girl. You’re gonna take what’s coming to you.” Barth took one step into the water.


    “Run!” Maella screamed.


    The girls scrambled across the rocks and the water. They made it to the other side and dashed back through the grove of trees. Claritsa pumped her thin legs next to Maella’s.


    Maella heard the stomp of shoes behind them.


    The boys were following.


    If they could make it to the house…Barth was afraid of Grandmother. She would send the boys packing.


    Maella felt a push. There was a sickening sense of imbalance and then all of a sudden she was sprawled on the ground. Her hands burned from hitting something sharp in the weeds. She forced herself to stand, but her knee buckled and blood welled out. Her heart beat out of control. A loud wind filled her ears. Claritsa tumbled down a few feet away, a deep scratch on her cheek weeping blood.


    Barth came around and cut off their escape route to the house. Maella felt Daniel and Jack move in behind them.


    Barth laughed and pointed at Maella’s chest. “Look at that.”


    She looked down and saw the water and her fall into the grass had plastered her pale blue shirt to her skin. Her training bra had been too soiled to wear today and her jacket was still tied around her waist. Mom washed everything by bucket because they didn’t dare own a washer and dryer with lids. Even she could see the dark pokes her nipples made. She wanted to die, just die. Barth would never let her live this down.


    A scary smile was plastered on Barth’s face. He held his hands wide, to block their path. “Your brother gave my father a lot of trouble.”


    “Josa is only ten,” Maella said. “He can’t—”


    “Eddy cost my dad a lot of business and money,” Barth said.


    Maella had forgotten they called him Eddy. Esson said his name sounded too weird, like someone not from around here, because they weren’t from around here. Esson didn’t like being different, so he’d told people to call him Eddy.


    “It’s time to pay it back,” Barth said. “All of it.”


    Claritsa huddled against Maella. No one could see them, not with the tall grass stalks in the way. When Maella looked to Daniel for help he avoided her eyes. Jack looked like he was enjoying himself. Maella wanted to wring his neck like Grandmother did to the chickens they ate for holiday dinners.


    “Grab her,” Barth said.


    Claritsa made a furious dash away.


    Barth went for Maella and caught the edge of her shorts, tripping her to the ground again. She tried to scramble away and felt a hard edge underneath her hands. Splinters of wood shot into her palms.


    The door.


    Jack dragged Claritsa back and pushed her next to Maella. The smells of wet mud and broken grass and sweaty skin filled their punched-down section of weeds. Jack and Barth stood over them as two dark shadows, the sun behind their backs.


    Maella had never been this close to the door. She had never dared touch it before. She scrambled to her feet, keeping as much of herself not touching the door as possible. Her stomach flipped in fear, but she dared not let it show. “Do you think we would have any money when we don’t even have windows?”


    Barth motioned for Jack to move to the other side, blocking their escape.


    “Idiot,” Maella said between clenched teeth.


    Barth’s fist snaked out and punched Maella in the stomach. She lost her breath and fell onto her hands and knees, onto the door’s rough, splintering wood. It felt like she was drowning and she couldn’t get her lungs to work.


    “Call me an idiot, again,” Barth said. “Go ahead.”


    Maella took gulping breaths and forced herself to look up at Barth. He stood over her, face dark with the shadows the sun made. Anger made blood rush by her ears. She felt reckless, that same recklessness that had filled her when she broke all the windows with a golf club, and it mixed with her fear and her anger until she couldn’t separate them anymore.


    “Idiot.”


    The word escaped her lips the same time as Claritsa’s.


    Maella’s heart soared. This was why they were best friends.


    Claritsa rested a hand on her shoulder and stood rigid, her expression fierce. Her twin braids fell straight down her back and bangs. Maella promised herself she would tell Claritsa later about how good her bangs looked—like a really tough movie star in an action movie.


    Barth’s expression turned ugly. “Hold them.”


    Jack grabbed Maella and Claritsa by their necks. He squeezed until Maella thought he would cut off the blood to her brain.


    The sunlight brought tears to Maella’s eyes. She clawed at Jack’s hands and her head spun. Barth advanced. Then there was a blur of motion and Barth fell over onto the grass—Daniel on top of him.


    Jack’s grip faltered. “What the hell?”


    Maella yanked herself away. Claritsa rubbed at her throat and fell to her knees. Maella tried to drag Claritsa away. “Get up, get up,” Maella whispered.


    Claritsa coughed, hacking, gulping coughs.


    Daniel jumped back up. “This is stupid. Just stupid. Leave them alone. Eddy isn’t worth this.”


    Barth swept his leg around, taking Daniel to the ground. He jumped up and delivered a savage kick to Daniel’s belly. Daniel grunted. “You shouldn’t have done that.” Barth kicked Daniel again and brushed dirt off his shirt like this was all no big deal.


    Jack still blocked off their escape. It stopped the girls in their tracks. Right on top of the door again. Maella felt dizzy. She never wanted to touch this thing. She never even wanted to come near it. This door had taken her father.


    She looked at Barth and Jack and how far away the house was and how Daniel lay on the ground gasping for air. If they split up and ran, they might make it to Grandmother. Even though it made her feel little and weak and young, Maella thought about Grandmother and the safety of her arms and wished for it with all her strength. But that sick feeling in her stomach told her they wouldn’t make it in time. She could still feel the violence in Barth’s fist where he punched her and the way her lungs still stuttered, like they weren’t sure of this whole breathing thing. But the way he looked at Claritsa when he had grabbed her made Maella more scared than anything else.


    Claritsa tore her tear-streaked gaze away from Barth and focused on Maella. There was a coldness in her eyes that made Maella shiver. She felt glad Claritsa’s anger wasn’t meant for her.


    Both Barth and Jack closed in.


    Claritsa stared, the question back in her eyes. Maella shook her head. They would run for Grandmother. They would make it. They would have to make it.


    Something in Claritsa’s face shuttered close.


    “Run!” Maella yelled.


    The girls sprang off the door. Maella leapt into the grass, the dew soaking her socks.


    She expected to hear Claritsa’s stomp next to her.


    But there was nothing.


    Maella stopped and turned back.


    Claritsa grabbed the edge of the door and was pulling up.


    Barth laughed. “What the hell? What do you think that piece of wood will do? You going to hide like a bug under a rock?”


    There was a pause. Like the whole world went silent for just a moment. Maella wanted to shout into that silence for Claritsa to let go of the door. Let go. Let go—


    —And then Maella was shoved.


    She flailed, trying to avoid Claritsa and the door that was heavy, almost unmovable. But Claritsa had moved it, just a few inches.


    Maella fell into Claritsa. She became wedged in between the door and the dirt. It smelled like wet soil and Josa’s musty socks. It felt cold and slimy and the wood dug splinters into her back and through her clothes. Maella held her breath and waited for something to happen—a wave of water, an explosion of fire, a pile of snakes, her father and Esson waiting on the other side, laughing at the joke they’d played on her all these years.


    All the adults in her life had made her promise never to open a door because she was too young to understand the dangers, even as they turned the knob and invited themselves into danger’s living room.


    Darkness and silence greeted her.


    Maella tried to slither out, but could only turn away from the darkness, the wood scratching her back and the mud soaking its coldness into her clothes and getting underneath her fingernails. She was pinned.


    Barth, Daniel, and Jack shouted at each other. A cool, humid breeze brushed her face.


    “Come on, Maella.”


    “I’m stuck.”


    Claritsa pushed up on the door. Maella clawed at the ground. Half her body was in sunlight, half pressed into the dirt under the door, and Maella felt both relief and fear that’s all it was—dirt and darkness and bugs. Maybe there was something wrong with her. Maybe the terrible thing the rest of her family could do didn’t work for her.


    The door lifted off their backs.


    “Maella,” Claritsa whispered, frantic.


    Barth held the door off of them, his outline framed by a sun so bright it hurt Maella’s eyes.


    He laughed.


    She felt around with her hand, desperate for anything other than dirt and dampness and slimy worms.


    What was wrong with her?


    Then she felt it—a lip, an edge of dirt.


    “There,” Maella breathed out the word like a sigh.


    Maella pushed her hand out over the lip and felt only emptiness. She didn’t let herself think about the dangers yet. Instead, she focused everything she had on one goal—closing the door before whatever was on the other side could kill them.


    Claritsa grabbed Maella’s other hand. “Don’t let go of me.”


    Maella tried to snatch her hand away. She didn’t want Claritsa getting hurt. Something bad could come out at any moment.


    She stood—


    Barth kicked Maella in the stomach.


    The pain made her want to vomit. She lost the ability to breathe and fell backwards. Claritsa’s grip on her hand was like iron. Claritsa was falling with her—


    Before Maella could feel afraid, before the darkness consumed them, she saw the look of shock on Barth’s face.


    She fell over the edge, breaking the promise she had made her father.


    





Chapter 2


    Maella hit something cold, wet, and soft.


    The cold of it shocked her into breathing again. She thought they would fall for ages but it had felt like only a few steps.


    The darkness was so thick and complete, it was like she had been buried alive under the ground. Her heart raced. She didn’t want Barth to close the door and lock her down here to die in the darkness. Her hands dug into damp, gritty, squishiness, exploring, trying to find something to hold onto. It all smelled like a weird coldness. Part of her brain recognized she was touching mud, but another larger part of her brain didn’t recognize anything at all except that she had opened a door and that door had buried her alive.


    “Maella?”


    Claritsa’s voice stilled Maella’s hands, but more importantly, broke the panicked race of her thoughts.


    She wasn’t alone.


    “I’m here,” Maella said. Her voice echoed strangely in the darkness, like they were in a large, cavernous space.


    “Why did you…” Maella started. “We could have made it to Grandmother, but you made me—”


    “Maella—”


    “We could have—”


    “Maella.” Claritsa’s voice was scratchy, panicked.


    Maella felt Claritsa paw at her arm and then grab her hand with a strength that made her wince.


    Then Maella remembered.


    Claritsa did not do well in the dark, not since Maella had found her locked in a small shed two years ago. Claritsa had been yelling—Maella didn’t know for how long before she found her but—long enough that Claritsa’s voice had turned scratchy and dull. Maella had feared she’d lost Claritsa through the door with Esson.


    It’s how come Claritsa knew. It’s how come they could be friends. Two years ago Claritsa had seen Esson open a door and then gotten locked in a shed. Maella had broken the shed lock with a prybar rusting in the grass. It took five minutes of coaxing to get Claritsa to actually open the door since Maella could not. Claritsa fell into a stony, dangerous silence whenever Maella mentioned anything about the shed.


    Maella squeezed Claritsa’s hand. “It’ll be okay.” She looked around for any hint of light that would show a way out. Her eyes constantly searched for anything to lock onto, making her dizzy. Finally she closed them and the spinning stilled.


    “Where are we?” Claritsa’s voice floated away and bounced back.


    “I don’t know.” A part of her didn’t even care. They were alive. The door hadn’t killed them.


    She didn’t know what that meant.


    The mud suctioned at her knees. A faint clash of metal echoed from somewhere far off. She opened her eyes, searching for the sound, but that just made her dizzy again.


    “Did you hear that?” Maella whispered. Talking loudly didn’t feel right, not at all. She decided they must be inside something with walls and a ceiling because she couldn’t see any stars, if stars existed here, and the air felt so still, like it hadn’t moved in years.


    Claritsa whispered, her voice shaky. “I heard it.”


    “I think maybe we should follow it.”


    “I can’t tell where it’s coming from.” Claritsa almost wailed these words.


    Claritsa’s entire body shook against her. Maella bit her lip to keep from telling her to shut up. It felt wrong to be loud. One time, after her father had left, after Claritsa had caught her crying, she’d taken Maella over to her house. They’d leaned up against the side of Claritsa’s washing machine during the spin cycle. Claritsa talked about roller coasters and car races and it had felt dangerous, being that close to the machine’s lid, imagining what would happen if she lifted it—would she see the clothes spin into a vortex that would suck her inside?


    But she didn’t open it.


    Instead she let its shaking take over and control the way her insides shook so that she wouldn’t fall to pieces.


    Claritsa was falling into pieces in the dark. Maella couldn’t let herself do the same, no matter how strongly fear twisted her insides. She had to help Claritsa and get them out.


    Maella tugged on Claritsa’s hand and forced them to stumble through the ankle-deep muck. She hoped they were going in the right direction. The cold brought out goosebumps on her skin. They were dressed for spring weather and were now wet with icy mud. They were like blind people feeling their way through the unknown bowels of a monster.


    Claritsa hiccuped beside her. Maella’s free hand hit against something rough, something that finally wasn’t mud. It felt like rock, like the inside of a cave. “I think I found a wall.”


    She followed its ragged edge. The clanging started again, and this time Maella swore she heard a man yell. She stumbled on a stick of some sort. The sounds seemed closer, like maybe they were going the right direction after all.


    She tugged at Claritsa’s hand while keeping one hand on the wall. The space began to lighten. Suddenly she could see the cragged rock wall they followed, the dark iron color of the wet mud they stumbled through, the mud-covered sticks strewn around them in piles.


    Then her straining eyes caught a pinprick of impossibly bright light ahead. “Do you see the light?” Maella said, forgetting to whisper. “Do you see it there? It must be the way out.”


    A noise sounded from behind them.


    Not metal. A muffle, like an animal sniffing. Maella turned but only saw the barest glint of Claritsa’s shining eyes.


    “I see it!” Claritsa moved ahead, tugging on Maella’s hand.


    Maella followed Claritsa’s lead now.


    Another snuffle, or maybe just a rush of wind, sounded above and behind her. The wind felt hot and humid. Claritsa dropped Maella’s hand, rushing ahead.


    “Wait,” Maella said. She tried to run but stumbled instead. She forced herself up and heard the suctioning steps of something big moving behind her. Bigger than a bear, bigger than an elephant, bigger than anything she knew could exist.


    “There’s something following us,” Maella said. “There’s something—”


    Claritsa looked over her shoulder. Even though she was back lit with light Maella saw her eyes widen as they traveled up.


    “Run, Maella! Run!”


    Maella put all her muscle into lifting each leg out of the mud. Each step felt slow. The hot wind of the monster felt right on top of her.


    The light grew, revealing a long rock tube, like the largest worm in the universe had burrowed through it. The piles of sticks strewn about, making her stumble—she realized they weren’t sticks. Some of the sticks were cracked in half, others not yet covered in mud were almost white.


    There was a click, like the sound that a neighbor’s dog had made the time it missed Grandmother’s chickens by an inch.


    The monster snorted and something brushed the top of her head. Before it blocked the light from the end of the tunnel, Maella saw it took up almost the entire space. It wasn’t a worm, it was something with wings and a tail.


    She fell and cold mud covered her face. The light disappeared. Fear made it a struggle to breathe. The mud grabbed at her clothes and held her down. Grit crunched between her teeth. She wiped at her eyes, scratching her skin. The light came back but it seemed so impossibly far away.


    The monster’s step caught the edge of her jacket. The weight of its step sunk the mud around her, turning it into a kind of quicksand. A loud pop hurt her ears when the mud released.


    Claritsa screamed.


    Maella struggled to wipe away the mud from her face and mouth so that she could breathe, so that she could yell at Claritsa to run, hide, to draw the monster’s attention so that Claritsa would be safe. All she managed was a coughing sound lost in the suctioning steps of the monster.


    Claritsa screamed again.


    Another sickening click of the jaw.


    Claritsa stopped screaming.


    The steps continued, warping the air around her.


    Maella fought off the mud and stumbled forward. At least she hoped it was forward. The light was gone.


    She felt the rocky wall in front of her. Cold, unforgiving. She took a deep breath and picked a direction. She would keep her hand on the wall and follow it out and find Claritsa safe, oh please, let it be the right way.


    It was so hard to hear anything over the pounding in her ears. Her eyes tried to focus on something, anything. One step, another step. She wanted to puke. She couldn’t let herself.


    Light burst out, but it came from the corner of her eye, from behind her.


    She had chosen the wrong direction.


    Maella cried out in frustration and panic. She faced the light and ran as fast as she could, each step dragging in the mud.


    There.


    Against a small crevasse in the wall was a crumpled shape. Beyond that, the opening.


    A pile of sticks lay next to the shape.


    Not sticks.


    Bones.


    The sticks were bones.


    Maella ran to the crumpled shape as fast as the mud would let her. She cursed like she heard her dad curse when he discovered the door in the field.


    She crept within inches, but Claritsa wasn’t moving.


    Maella began to shake. She couldn’t hear anything except for the pounding blood in her ears. What if she reached out and touched her friend and—


    Claritsa hiccuped.


    Maella fell onto Claritsa, hugging her fiercely.


    “I heard the snap,” Claritsa whispered between hiccups. “I thought it must have got you. And then I felt its breath and it must be huge. But then I pressed myself into the wall and it kept going. I think it’s too big to turn around. I think it has to go all the way out and—”


    As if to confirm the truth of her words, the light ahead of them winked off again.


    A trumpet sound blasted down the length of the tunnel. Maella clapped her hands over her ears from the pain. She held her breath, waiting for the monster to return. Instead the light reappeared.


    People screamed so loud she could hear it over the ringing.


    The monster no longer blocked the exit.


    She tugged Claritsa away from the wall and through the last section of tunnel. They burst into the ring of light at the tunnel opening like they were jumping into a pool. Instead of finding wet mud, the ground was firm beneath their feet.


    The light seared Maella’s eyes—the sun hot and big in the sky, hanging bigger than Maella could ever remember. A sound like a shot came from behind—from the cave’s darkness. Maella whirled around. She blinked and felt hot tears streak down her cheeks from the pain of going from dark to light and back to dark. “Did you hear that, Claritsa? There’s something else—”


    “Maella, Maella, oh, my God, Maella. It’s eating them!”


    Maella turned away from the cave’s darkness. Her eyes took long seconds to bring the world into focus. She saw only a few yards ahead at first, enough to know they had come out on the ledge of a hillside covered in a forest of trees she didn’t recognize, not that she knew her trees very well. Grandma always wanted her to pay attention to plants, but she never did, other than to make sure she knew poison oak when she saw it.


    They stood above a small valley with an open meadow in its center. Trees rimmed the meadow, forming a thick forest that sloped up to their ledge and covered the surrounding hills. Shapes in the small valley below fluttered and flicked and one shape flew around.


    At first, it looked like some of the people were fighting each other. Horses, spears, swords, bodies in the grass that didn’t move. Metal clashed, but then the fighting just seemed to stop as they realized a monster flew above them. They ran for the trees, but many weren’t fast enough.


    In spite of the sunlight, the monster was dark like the cave. There were no contours to its body, no sense of muscles and joints and limbs. If it had feet they were tucked underneath it. Its body was as big as a whale, its tail long and lashing about like a whip. Its snout was long, and even from their ledge, large white teeth glinted in the sunlight as it flew around, trumpeting, and scooping up people.


    People were dying right in front of her. The monster had almost killed her and Claritsa but instead was killing these people. Maella felt sick to her stomach.


    Was this her fault?


    “Maella, we need to get out of here.”


    A part of Maella detached herself. This part saw Claritsa covered from head to toe in drying mud, hiccups rippling her body like a series of small earthquakes, her eyes wide and shining with tears.


    But the other part of Maella, the bigger part, couldn’t think about anything, except—the monster had been sleeping and the door woke it up and you weren’t supposed to open doors because someone always died.


    “Come away from there!” A woman’s voice yelled from behind them. “Don’t you know better than to go near the Klylup’s home?”


    A hand roughly grabbed Maella’s arm, slipped off the mud that caked Maella like it did Claritsa, then renewed the grip, digging claw-like fingers into her flesh, yanking her up from the ground.


    “Hey!” Claritsa said. “Let her go!”


    Maella didn’t fight the way the hand seemed ready to tear her arm from her shoulder. What did the pain matter stacked up against the pain she witnessed below?


    The woman sucked in her breath. “Covered in the Klylup’s mud…You went inside? You woke it?”


    “We didn’t do anything,” Claritsa said. “We were being attacked and we—”


    “You’ve got its mud all over you, girl. It only comes from one place in these mountains. Everyone knows better than to disturb the Klylup—”


    Maella tore her eyes away from the massacre to really look at the woman. She was middle-aged, squat, stout, wearing some sort of beige-colored wrap for clothing like out of some history book. Her face was lined with wrinkles. Piercing blue eyes frowned at Maella. The woman’s other hand shook Claritsa’s arm, almost lifting her from the ground.


    “I did it. I woke the Klylup.”


    “What did you say, girl?”


    Maella returned her gaze to the valley. Some of the fighters had made it safely to the trees. The last one in the meadow dashed for safety. She held her breath and prayed he would make it. Please. Make it to the trees.


    He was only a few yards away, jumping over dead horses and dead soldiers. The monster trumpeted and dived. It snapped its mouth and beat its wings to return to the sky.


    “I opened the door,” Maella said, staring at the spot where the man had been gulped up.


    “Maella!” Claritsa shook her head, warning her to shut up.


    But she couldn’t. She wouldn’t.


    “I shouldn’t have done it. But I did. I opened the door.”


    “You opened a door? What fool talk is that?” The woman scrunched up her face, her eyes disappearing into folds of skin.


    “I opened a door and we were in one place and now we’re in another. And my father told me to never open the door, especially the door in the field. He told me never to open the door—” Maella repeated the words until she was crying. He had told her and she had tried not to disobey, and now those people in the valley were dead because of her and—


    She felt a swat on her head. Claritsa yelped a second later. As the stars cleared from her vision, she felt another blow, harder.


    “The last doormaker came through two years ago. There’s none left, you hear?”


    “I opened the door and I shouldn’t have, but I did.” Maella waited for another blow. The woman did not disappoint her.


    “Stop lying, girl.”


    “She’s not lying,” Claritsa said fiercely.


    The woman looked at each girl in turn. “Filthy, Klylup-covered, disobedient, wretched children.” The woman grabbed great handfuls of their hair.


    Pain erupted on Maella’s scalp and she gritted her teeth to keep from yelling out. She deserved this pain. She deserved so much more than this.


    The woman dragged them along the hillside on a small little dirt trail that overlooked the valley. “Foster will deal with you. Figure out who your kin is and beat you until you’re bloody for these lies and for waking up the Klylup.” She began mumbling to herself. “No sense in it, no sense in all the fighting they done, but not right either to mess with the Klylup. Not right at all, not right.”


    Claritsa stared holes into Maella’s skull trying to get her to look. Maella couldn’t bear it right then. No matter how hard her scalp hurt, her heart hurt worse. Instead she focused on keeping in step with the woman’s gait so her hair wasn’t torn out of her head.


    They stayed high up, along the edge of the hills, before dropping down to the valley, avoiding the battle that was no longer a battle. The Klylup had flown off and the surviving people had all fled into the trees. The silence made Maella’s ears ring.


    They walked for what seemed ages, Maella and Claritsa stumbling along on tiptoe. The path through the forest became flat, wide, and the trees changed from forest to orchard. Neat, ordered lines of trees so unlike Mr. Harry’s overgrown mandarin forest at home. Maella and Claritsa liked to run around in it when the limbs were almost ready to break from the weight of the fruit. But if Mr. Harry caught you he wasn’t against firing a rifle shot or two just to scare you.


    The last line of orchard trees opened to the edge of a small stonework village set in a circular pattern. A dozen or more single-story buildings were carefully laid out to face the open space in the center.


    Claritsa had stopped trying to catch her attention. She purposefully looked away from Maella now—off to the side or ahead, but definitely, absolutely, not at Maella. There would be hell to pay later. But Maella had probably just helped kill people, and she didn’t know how to act or feel about it, except that she felt sick and like she didn’t want to speak another word for the rest of her life.


    The trail beneath their feet became smooth, hard-packed, and once it hit the outer edge of the buildings, stone. It looked like one of those fancy brick neighborhoods Maella had only seen from the bus window that one day she disobeyed and went to school in spite of the danger—just to see what normal school was like.


    A few women wearing clothes similar to their hair-dragging escort hurried with purpose in and out of buildings, carrying baskets and jars. Cooking smells made Maella’s stomach cramp. People spoke in languages she didn’t understand and couldn’t even place. Even through her horror, she wondered how the woman knew to speak English. But then Maella overheard people speaking English just before rounding a corner. Something about boiling rice and bandages.


    The woman dragged them across the center of the open space. Another woman carrying a basket heaped with cloth strips stopped to watch them.


    “Linn Weavey, let go of their hair before you draw blood.”


    Their escort bobbed her head at the speaker. She clenched her hands more firmly into Maella’s scalp. “Sorry, ma’am, but this is business for Foster, they—”


    “They are two young, dirty, scared little girls who you are causing a great deal of pain—”


    “But Samay—the Klylup.” Linn stopped and brought Maella and Claritsa up short, not letting go.


    Samay approached. She looked Maella’s mother’s age, but there were barely any lines around her eyes, whereas her mother had plenty of lines.


    Samay turned her gaze back onto Linn. “Did you see?”


    Linn nodded. “It’s over.”


    “So, they’ll be back soon with the wounded. Foster is already back.”


    “It’s the Klylup that ended it. These girls woke it.”


    “Yes, I can see the mud shows where they’ve—”


    “They woke it.”


    “Linn, you need to stop interrupting me.”


    Maella felt Linn crouch a few inches. “Yes, ma’am.”


    “Whether it was them or the battle those men decided to fight over territory…” She lapsed into silence and her expression became troubled. She cleared her face into blankness. “…take them to Foster in one piece!”


    Maella held her breath, wondering who would win this and why it even mattered to Samay. Finally Linn loosened her grip and then let go of Maella and Claritsa’s hair altogether.


    “Better,” Samay said.


    Maella rubbed her scalp and felt the blood return to her head.


    “Girls, look at me.”


    Maella did as she asked. Samay’s eyes were brown and looked at Maella as if she could see into her soul.


    “I don’t know whose girls you are under all that Klylup filth, but once Foster is done with you, I expect your help with these bandages, and once the wounded—” her voice broke on that word and Maella knew there must be someone she cared about fighting in that valley. She hoped it wasn’t someone the Klylup ate—hoped it with all her might to not be responsible for killing someone this woman loved.


    “Once they return, we need everyone here and helping.” She tilted her head toward Linn. “Everyone.” Without another word, Samay hurried into the shadow of a building, and called out an order that made everyone pick up speed with their tasks.


    Maella felt a push on her back that almost sent her sprawling on the stone.


    “Get going.” Linn pushed the girls until the three of them stood before a wood door carved full with symbols.


    Linn pushed Maella at the door latch. “Open it.” Linn raised her hand as if to strike Maella.


    “So you don’t actually want to bring us to Foster?” Claritsa said.


    “What foolish talk is that? This is Foster’s place.”


    “I will not open that door.” Maella stepped a few inches away and folded her arms across her chest. She planted her legs into the stone like she’d seen her mother do to her father when he pushed her too far on something. It didn’t work so well since her legs still shook.


    “Fool girl. Open the damn door.”


    “You’re the fool,” Claritsa said.


    Mud covered Claritsa from head to toe, the scratch on her cheek no longer bleeding. Maella barely recognized her except for her flashing eyes and the flip of her bangs. “She says she can open doors to other worlds and get people killed, but you want her to open this door?”


    Linn’s hand froze in mid-strike. A hint of fear flitted across her face.


    “Idiot.” Claritsa stepped to the door, ready to open it for the both of them like she’d done for the last two years.


    “Wait.” Linn said in a panicked voice, as if she thought better of Claritsa opening the door too, but it was too late.


    The door opened to a stone room with a stone floor and a couple of chairs. Light streamed from wood blinds mounted between the beams of the ceiling. Several men surrounded a large desk covered in papers in the middle of the room. The men wore thick leather that covered their bodies like shields. Swords were strapped to their waists. Beards covered their faces. Dust and blood covered them from head to toe. They talked in hushed, urgent whispers, gesturing at the papers.


    “Mr. Foster,” Linn said, her voice suddenly high-pitched.


    Three sets of bloodshot eyes turned onto Maella and Claritsa and Linn.


    Maella stood strong, her feet planted on the floor, her hands clasped behind her back like Grandmother had taught her. She was used to being scrutinized, laughed at, ignored, looked down upon. They could go jump in the creek for all she cared.


    “Sorry to interrupt,” Linn said. “It’s just…I was on the ridge…I was…”


    One of the men sat. Shadows obscured all but his outline. He was a large man who swallowed the chair he sat in. “Spit it out, now,” said the man Maella supposed must be Foster.


    “I saw these two come out of the Klylup’s cave. They’re covered in its filth. They disturbed the Klylup!”


    Foster rose from his chair. A slant of light illuminated his face, strong-boned with a well-kept beard. His hair was matted with dried blood. Then the shadows obscured his features again. He approached and though Maella could not see his eyes, she could feel him examine her and Claritsa.


    “Whose kin are you?” Foster asked, looming over them.


    Maella looked up but did not answer.


    “She says—”


    “I opened the door,” Maella said, interrupting Linn. “I opened the door and we came through it and I woke the Klylup.”


    “What childish games are you trying to play, girl?” Foster said, quietly. “We have plans to make, men to save. We’ve fought a battle and been driven back and we have not yet accounted for all our wounded and you talk about doors and Klylups—do you have a death wish? Did someone you love fall in battle and now you want to join him?”


    Maella only stared at where she thought his eyes must be and waited.


    Foster took a step back and looked at the three other men. “You recognize these girls?”


    “Maybe if they were cleaned up,” one said. His leg was slashed from knee to ankle, the leather pants hanging open like a flap, blood running down his skin in a thin line that formed a puddle on the stone floor at his feet.


    The other man said something in a language Maella thought could be French and shrugged his shoulders.


    “Men are dying, spilling their blood to protect this place, our crops, our home. And you bring this to interrupt me?” Foster didn’t bother looking at Linn, as if she was beneath his notice.


    “But I thought—”


    “I did it,” Maella said, becoming angry that he didn’t believe her, angry that she wasn’t being held responsible for unleashing the monster. If they didn’t punish her, she would never be able to live with herself. “We were in some place different and I opened the door and now we’re here.”


    It happened so fast Maella didn’t register his movement at first.


    Foster grabbed and carried her over to his small, flimsy desk, took her hand in his, and pressed it roughly against a drawer handle. He smelled like blood and scared animals and sweat and something else she couldn’t name at first—a terrible dead smell that choked her.


    Claritsa yelled and rushed up, clawing at Foster’s grip, but he brushed her off and two of the men pulled her away, holding her back like she was a wild animal.


    “Leave her alone! Don’t hurt her,” Claritsa said.


    “I don’t like liars,” Foster said. “And I don’t tolerate doormakers to live. Open the drawer, girl.”


    Maella’s hand trembled inside Foster’s grip. She wasn’t supposed to touch drawers, or closet doors, or refrigerator doors, or cabinets, or—


    “Open it, and we shall see a drawer of pencils and knick-knacks,” Foster said.


    “Sir,” said the man with the slashed leg. “What if she is a doormaker? Let us bring in more men, let us—”


    “Silence,” Foster said. “I killed the last one by my own hand. There are no more. Only impostors and petulant, lying girls.”


    “Don’t!” Claritsa cried out. “She’s telling the truth.”


    Maella’s hand numbed under his grip. She tried to make sense of his words, but it was all too much. The smooth metal of the drawer handle felt cold on her skin. She did not at all feel it when he forced her to pull open the drawer an inch.


    Orange flames erupted.


    The flames from nowhere shot out and lapped at Foster’s hand covering hers. His grip was so tight she barely felt the heat. Foster’s skin began to bubble on his fingers. There was shouting and the smell of burning flesh and the room turned to chaos.


    Foster jumped backward, tumbling to the floor while cradling his hand. The flames sputtered for a moment, then came back stronger, two feet higher than the drawer. Smoke curled at the ceiling as the desk itself caught fire. Maella sat on the floor where Foster had thrown her.


    Linn was nowhere to be seen, but the two men edged around the desk to the door. The flames made it easy to see their sweating faces, rolling, bloodshot eyes, fear in every line of their battle-weary muscles. They must have lost their hold on Claritsa because she appeared on her knees at Maella’s side.


    “Get up, Maella. Get up! We’ve got to get out.”


    Maella couldn’t tear her gaze away from the desk. The flames reached higher and black smoke filled the room. Soon the drawer would disintegrate altogether and no one would be able to close the door.


    Maella pictured the flames filling the room, and then expanding from it, eating the other buildings and the crops and the nearby forest orchard. Because she’d opened another door. Because she’d broken the one family rule.


    She wished desperately for Grandmother to appear and fix this. To tell her what to do to make it right, or at least make it stop. And then as if Grandmother stood next to her, as if she had walked into the room and come upon the scene of this mess like she had done when Maella had broken the windows—she heard Grandmother’s voice.


    Close the damn door, Maella. Just close the damn thing.


    Maella pried off Claritsa’s hands, jumped up, and ran to the inferno that used to be the desk. The drawer was still intact, its edges smoking, its metal handle red with heat.


    Maella wrapped her hand in her shirt. She held her breath and dove toward the drawer, hand and arm extended. She hit the metal straight on with her palm, felt a dull burning as the heat transferred through the cloth, and only realized once pain bloomed harsh across her hand that she could have just used her shoe to kick the damn door closed.


    The drawer shut and the wood desk exploded into a shower of sparks. Burning splinters grazed Maella’s face before she stumbled away to collapse next to Claritsa on the cool, stone floor.


    Within seconds the desk turned into a pile of softly glowing coals. The door burst open and men charged in with water buckets, shouting at each other as they doused the last of the embers. At Foster’s command, Maella and Claritsa were tied up with their hands behind their backs. Darkness overtook Maella again when the men threw hoods over their heads.


    The last thing Maella saw before the hood came down was a roomful of men, horror etched across their faces, all staring at her.


    





Chapter 3


    “Maella?”


    Maella sniffed. They were alone somewhere, inside a different building than the one that had contained the burned desk. The hood over her head smelled like wet wool.


    “Are you crying?” Claritsa said.


    “I’m sorry, Claritsa. I’m sorry I did this to you.”


    “I’m not sorry.”


    “But Foster said they’re going to kill us. That they don’t allow people like me, like my family, to live.”


    “But we’re just kids. People don’t kill kids.”


    “I don’t think that matters.”


    Claritsa didn’t respond.


    A part of Maella knew she was too dangerous, she deserved to die. “What if the flames had come out of the door in the field? We would have been killed.”


    “But they didn’t.”


    “It was the one rule. I will never, ever open a door again.”


    Silence filled the dark space between them.


    “I’m sorry, Maella. I’m sorry I made you open the door. I…this is my fault. If I hadn’t lifted the door in the field—but if they’re going to kill us, then you’ve got to open another door. You’ve got to get us out of here.”


    “Don’t you remember the flames? No. I’m not going to do it. Better to die than open another door.”


    “Maella.” Claritsa’s voice sounded soft and strangled. “I don’t want to die.”


    Maella didn’t respond. What was there to say? That she’d gotten her best friend involved in her family’s mess and now was willing to let her die because of it?


    But what choice did she have?


    Maella heard a scratching sound. She couldn’t figure out how far away it was, or what size creature made it. Was there a guard in the room with them? Had he heard everything they just said?


    A young male voice whispered their names, shocking Maella into a rigid, upright position.


    “Maella? Claritsa?”


    “Who’s there?” Maella could feel someone so close his hot breath tickled her skin beneath the cloth covering her face.


    “Shhh, keep your voice down.”


    Daniel.


    Strong arms reached around her and embraced her as she felt him fumble to untie the bindings around her wrists. She felt cloth against the cloth covering her face, the warmth of a body, the beating of a heart, the smell of grass and sunshine and their creek. It comforted her and made her feel weird all at the same time.


    The ties fell from her wrists and he worked at the head covering. All at once the cloth wisped across her face, as if he took off a piece of her clothing. And then suddenly she was inches away from large brown eyes, a scruffy, familiar face, a green plaid shirt, clothes and skin smudged with dried Klylup mud.


    “What are you doing here?” Claritsa exclaimed when Daniel uncovered her head next.


    “Shut up. They’re right outside.”


    Claritsa lowered her voice. “What are you doing here?”


    “Where’s here? Where the hell is here?” Daniel settled an accusing stare onto Maella.


    Maella knew they weren’t in the same world anymore. Or if they were, it was a different time period, or—she really had no clue, except they spoke lots of different languages and used swords and spears to fight flying monsters.


    “I don’t know,” Maella said finally.


    “Then do you know how to get back?” He asked.


    Maella shook her head.


    “Answer my question,” Claritsa said, almost hissing. “Why are you here?”


    He shrugged, stood up, and went to the window. He must have stood on something on the other side to pull himself through. It looked too high and small otherwise. Maella wouldn’t get through it without help.


    “Barth pushed me because I helped you. I don’t think he knew it would…he thought you’d fallen into some sort of cave, and he pushed me in to punish me.”


    “Did they follow?” Claritsa said, her voice raising a notch.


    He paused for a long second before answering. “No.”


    “How do you know?” Claritsa said.


    “I know.”


    “But how do you know?” She said.


    He whirled around, frowning, then turned away again. “They used the door to push me down. They closed it on me. That’s how I know.”


    Maella breathed out a sigh of relief. She didn’t know exactly how it all worked, but she was pretty sure once a door closed it became a regular door again. Dangerous for her family to open, but nothing special to anyone else.


    If one of the boys had to follow them through, she was glad it was Daniel. Even though he was friends with the others, and in on whatever business Grandmother had with Barth, he’d tried to stop the other two at least.


    She didn’t trust him, but she didn’t not trust him either.


    “Anyway,” Daniel said, sounding like he was trying to force his voice to relax. “I thought you should know everyone’s running around like crazy trying to take care of the wounded. They’re calling you a doormaker and how that means there’ll be an execution in the morning, no matter the wounded, and whether Madame Heller likes it or not, whoever she is.”


    Maella brushed off the name. She had no idea who Madame Heller was. “You have to help us. You have to—”


    “All I want to know…” He jittered from foot to foot, nervous, glancing at the open window and then locking eyes with Maella, “…is if you know how to get us home. You did it, didn’t you? You made that door in the field into—I don’t know. Can you get us back? Do you have any idea how to get us back?”


    Maella shook her head slowly. “I have no idea.”


    “Can’t you just open another door?” Claritsa said. “Maybe the next one will take us home.”


    “Did you already forget what happened when I opened the drawer?”


    “What are you talking about?” Daniel asked.


    “Foster made her open the desk drawer,” Claritsa said. “There was a fire.”


    “That was you? What’s wrong with you?” Daniel looked at Maella like she had some sort of contagious disease.


    “I…” It seemed like Claritsa had always known and Maella had kept it a secret for so long, she didn’t know how to explain it now. “We’ve always—my whole family—has always opened doors and had horrible things happen.”


    “So you weren’t just too poor to get new doors. You did all that on purpose?”


    Maella nodded. “It happens when we open any kind of door, like a drawer, or a cupboard, or…” But she stopped because she could hear the litany in her head, her grandmother and mother making her repeat all the things she wasn’t allowed to touch or move or open. Just in case. Just in case whatever this thing was that was wrong with her and her brothers and her father and her grandmother was wrong with her too.


    She hadn’t been allowed to keep the locket Claritsa had given her last year for her birthday. She wasn’t allowed to use toothpaste that came from a tube. She wasn’t allowed to go to school. But she didn’t want Daniel to know all that—all the ways she was handicapped, disabled, all the things wrong with her.


    “Then I’m out,” Daniel said, biting his lip.


    “What are you talking about?” Claritsa said.


    “If you can’t get me home, I don’t want to be saddled with two little girls. There are people fighting out there, and…and there are animals I haven’t seen before.”


    “You can’t leave us!” Claritsa said, flipping her braid over her shoulder.


    “I untied you, uncovered your heads, and unlocked the window. They’re all busy with their stupid battle and all the people dying. I think I’ve done more than enough for two brats. Two brats who got me sent to who-the-hell-knows-where!”


    Claritsa took a step closer, not afraid of his tallness, his adultness, like Maella was. “You jerk. You plaid-shirted jerk. You have to help us. You have to get us out of here. If your friends, your disgusting, horrible monsters for friends had let us cross the creek, none of this—”


    “You’re the one who lifted the door for her—”


    “Because you trapped us!”


    “If her brother—”


    “This is your fault—”


    Daniel and Claritsa raised their voices even as they stepped toward each other. Claritsa’s head barely reached Daniel’s shoulder. Maella heard noises outside the locked door. “Shut up! There’s someone coming!”


    They froze mid-yell.


    There were stomping feet and someone yelled, “Get the key, open it up!”


    Daniel jumped and pulled himself up through the window, disappearing.


    Maella despaired at the window’s height. She waited for Daniel to come back, poke his head up, reach a hand over, jump back through, boost them out.


    Nothing.


    She tried jumping for the window anyway. Claritsa grabbed her legs, lifting her up.


    The door burst open and three men with swords came in, surrounding a woman—Samay.


    The guards didn’t look happy to see Maella and Claritsa unbound and uncovered. They moved the girls to another room. This time one without a window.


    Part of Maella was tempted, so tempted, to figure out a way to open a door after all. She had so many questions. Her family hadn’t exactly lied, but they’d kept the truth, the full truth, from her for her entire life. There must have been a good reason, but she couldn’t see it. Not now, not here, when she was like a baby in the face of Foster’s hatred and Linn’s disgust and even Samay’s anxious handling of Maella like she was a wild animal about to bite.


    As the guards retied their bonds, sending dried bits of mud from their clothes to the floor like brown snowflakes, Samay promised to get them a stay of execution.


    Maella had hid this thing about herself for so long—now all these people had found out. They confirmed what she already knew.


    She would never be normal. And she would pay for it for the rest of her life—however long that lasted.
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