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PART ONE
THE BONE SHEPHERDS










CHAPTER ONE
THOMAS



My sign was propped up and ready on the trailer’s flat roof, its three letters painted in hairspray to make them flammable and visible to any cars heading west along the old highway at the edge of town. I wasn’t worried about cars heading east because there weren’t any.

Save our souls, I thought as I imagined the SOS burning. Save my soul would have been more accurate since I was the only one left in town, but there was no point in creating confusion by swapping the “O” for an “M.” The next car that passed might be the last, and I couldn’t risk blowing my chances of hitching a ride, even if it meant facing the danger of being outside and up on my roof.

I scanned the night sky again for dark silhouettes and listened for the telltale hum that was often the only warning a person might get before a flash of teeth and the stench of hot breath. The big prairie sky was clear and bursting with stars, though, and aside from a lone coyote howling off in the distance, all was silent.

I still couldn’t quite get over how much brighter the Milky Way seemed now that the electrical grid had gone dark, yet despite all that thermonuclear heat and cosmic radiance, I knew the universe was mostly cold and empty, a wasteland of ancient rocks and floating ice, with galaxies drifting farther and farther apart as they fizzled and died. Maybe my dad had been right; maybe darkness really was inevitable.

Here’s just as good as the next place, son. Ain’t no point in running …

I lowered my eyes to the highway across the field and settled in for another long night with only my thoughts for company. Questions about where my neighbors were now began to resurface. Had they made it as far as the coast? Were they safe there? A lump formed in my throat as my mind replayed scenes of rusty old truck beds packed with luggage and grim-faced survivors, the air thick with visible fumes and the stink of gas.

I should have gone with them when I still had the chance, but instead I’d stayed, hoping I could change my dad’s mind, just as I imagined my mom would have wanted.

If only I’d known.

I sighed and shivered in the cool night air. For the first time in more than five months, I could see my breath. Soon the leaves on our oak tree would yellow and fall, blanketing grass that hadn’t been cut since back in the spring. I remembered how my dad used to mow it with his shirt off when I was a kid, a beer in one hand and a cigar in the other, my mom watching from inside the house, shaking her head but smiling ever so slightly.

The memory almost seemed stolen, a snapshot from a life I no longer recognized as my own.

I blew on my hands and rubbed them together, then scanned around a second time, my rusty lawn chair groaning beneath me. It didn’t matter that I hadn’t seen a blitz in almost a month now; I knew the monsters were out there, chasing storms and riding thermals on dragon-like wings, methodically blacking out cities and plunging us all back into the dark ages.

My SOS sign was a new plan, and one I hoped would work better than my last, which had been simply to barricade the highway, forcing approaching cars to stop. It hadn’t occurred to me that a barricade might look like an ambush and that wary drivers would keep their distance. I’d watched two do exactly that, with both cars slowing before pulling U-turns and squealing off.

Getting the hell out of Dodge, as my dad might have said. My dad got the hell out, too, in his own sort of cowardly way. I tried not to think about that right now as I sat and waited.

The problem wasn’t only that there were so few people left in the east; it was also the shortage of functioning vehicles. A blitz swooping down from the heavens had the same effect as an electromagnetic pulse bomb going off. Modern cars with all their computers and electronic parts didn’t stand a chance. Pre-1980 models were best for not having their circuits fried, but I remembered hearing that a few from the nineties could withstand a blitz pass, too, provided it wasn’t a close pass, like the one that stopped my Uncle Steve in his big Dodge Ram, on this very same stretch of highway.

My dad saw the whole gruesome episode from beyond our back gate, staring across the field while the dragon-like menace clawed open the truck and plucked out my uncle like a sweet butter pickle from a jar, his scream of terror mixing with the belated wail of our town’s old air-raid siren. I was spared the trauma of seeing it myself thanks to a flu that had me cocooned in a mountain of blankets, where I shivered and dreamed of my mom, who had died of cancer almost a year before. I dreamed of her often and still found it hard to accept she was gone, but at least she’d been spared the horror of having to live through the end of the world.

My fever broke later that same day, but not before my dad’s spirit. Things trended downhill quickly in the days that followed. How many times had I tried to warn him?

One of these nights you’ll drink so much that you pass out for good …

A painful throb returned to my chest as I remembered jolting awake to the thud of a thick glass bottle hitting the floor and to an ominous knot in my stomach as I sat up in bed. It wasn’t the first time I’d thrown off my sheets to go check on my father, yet somehow I had sensed that this night was different, that reality had shifted in some meaningful way.

I remembered pausing behind my closed door, before trading the safety of one room for the stillness I feared in another. It was like stepping into a new kind of gravity or a stream in which time itself didn’t move like it should. Even now, the memory played out in slow motion, the whole thing fogged by the woody and sweet smell of whiskey and smoke.

The distant coyote was closer now, its howl a lonesome dirge that only sharpened my awareness of my own isolation.

Owww, owwww, owwwooooo …

I buried my dad in the flower bed in front of our trailer. It was as far as I’d been able or willing to drag him, and dirt was dirt, I figured. Maybe his body would help feed the soil and give strength to whatever flowers popped up in the spring. His death could be a catalyst for rebirth—at least there was purpose in that.

As if to seek refuge from the howling predator, a pure-black cat jumped up from the fence to the trailer’s roof, startling me as it landed. It meowed a greeting, and then meowed again as I reached out for it.

“You’re new,” I said. I wasn’t aware of any dogs that had been left behind, but while searching through neighborhood houses for food and supplies, I found and befriended seven different cats who, like me, had been abandoned. A few of the owners hadn’t even left a door or window open so the cats could escape once they finished whatever water and kibble remained in their bowls. I made daily rounds to feed them now and hoped that with humans being out of the picture, there would soon be plenty of mice to keep the cats going. The pet food I had rustled from cupboards was almost gone.

The black cat rubbed up against my pant leg and started to purr. I smiled and scratched it under its chin, at which point the purr changed and deepened, or at least that’s what it seemed like for a second. Then I realized I was actually hearing two different sounds at once: one a purr and the other a mechanical rumble from off in the distance—the rumble of an engine.

I stood up so fast that the cat went skittering back with a yowl of surprise. It stayed on the roof, though, uncertain if not quite scared.

A pair of headlights came into view as the source of the rumble crested a hill and started into the long winding curve that would bring it to the edge of town.

I scrambled, forgetting for a second where I’d left my lighter. It was in my pocket, of course. I took it out and knelt by the plywood sign, reminding myself not to light it too early. If I did, the flames would spread past the edge of the hairspray, the crucial letters vanishing in a conflagration. It couldn’t look like a random fire. It had to be recognizable as a call for help.

Seconds ticked by in slow motion. I knew how well sound could carry across the prairies on a perfectly calm night like this one, but even so, I was surprised the rumble had reached me from so far off. It seemed like an awfully loud engine for just a car. Unless, of course, it wasn’t just a car …

I squinted into the night as the vehicle rounded the bend, its headlights appearing dimmer now that they were no longer aimed right at me. With the glare reduced, I could finally make out the vehicle’s shape, and it was a big shape. Or rather, two big shapes. I realized that what I was looking at was a semi pulling a trailer.

I hesitated with the lighter. Back before the blitz first began to appear, my dad used to take me for lunch at a greasy spoon attached to the gas station at the edge of town. It was a popular spot for truckers to stop and eat at, and I clearly remembered how small and intimidated I used to feel when the tables surrounding our own would fill up with men who not only looked like they were part bear but who ate as if they were, too. I remembered their big bushy beards and their booming laughter and the way they smelled strongly of cigarettes.

Was that who was inside this truck? I swallowed hard at the thought, this despite the fact that my mom had always said to be careful about judging books by their covers.

My heart pounded as the truck got closer. I had imagined my moment of rescue a hundred times over, and it was always the same: a wholesome-looking family in one of those old wood-paneled station wagons. The dad would have thick-rimmed glasses, and the mom would be wearing a sundress. The two young children—a boy and his sister—would be riding along as if on their way to a county fair rather than some theoretical safe-zone on the coast. Try as I might, I couldn’t reconcile that vision with reality; I couldn’t picture myself riding shotgun next to a bear.

But what if I waited and my wood-paneled wagon never came? I would slowly run out of food until I was forced to leave town on foot. That or a blitz would find me first. The one that got my uncle and spurred our town’s exodus west had been hunting alone, but the larger horde could arrive any day now. Was it worth it to waste a real opportunity for a silly bit of wishful thinking?

No, I decided, it wasn’t.

I thumbed the small metal wheel and watched as the lighter sparked but failed to light. I thumbed it again, and the same thing happened. My eyes darted back to the truck as a growing panic tightened my chest.

“C’mon, you piece of shit!” I gave the lighter a shake and kept trying. Spark, spark, spark.

I was just about to scream when it finally took, the SOS going up with a whoosh that sent the already wary black cat off and running, down to the fence below and into the darkness, howling coyotes be damned.

The rumble from the big rig changed as the driver slowed and began to downshift through the gears.

I whooped with triumph in the firelight.

I didn’t wait to see if the truck would stop completely. Instead, I launched myself across the roof and down the ladder, taking the rungs as fast as I dared before hitting the ground and rushing through the gate to the field beyond, a dancing aurora now visible in the sky above me.








CHAPTER TWO
CASSIE



“You’re crazy!” Jenna Behrens’s voice echoed from below me. “You know that, right?”

I was twenty feet up a rock face with ten more to go to reach the top. There didn’t seem to be any good fingerholds left to find, though.

“Shh,” I replied with annoyance. I needed to concentrate and had actually come here to be alone. Climbing was something I did to remember my dad, who used to let me tag along with him and his friends on their weekend bouldering trips to the Gravity Zone, which was basically just a big warehouse full of faux-stone walls. My older sister, Rachel, said I was reckless to keep up the hobby out here in the wild, and I guess since I didn’t use rope, she probably had a point.

“Yeah,” said Corbet mockingly. “Shh!”

He and Jenna had spied me from camp, and I guess had wandered over because they thought it might be entertaining to spectate. I generally didn’t mind their company—this was lucky since we were the only teens in a group of fifty-four survivors—but if I had known I would soon have an audience, I never would have started the climb in the first place. Even as they both fell silent, I could still feel their eyes on me, like four little tractor beams gently tugging.

I continued to sweep the stone in search of a promising lip or a wide enough fissure to wedge my hand in, but there was nothing. The crag’s upper surface was irritatingly smooth.

“Are you stuck?” Corbet finally asked me.

If I could have found a loose rock to bean him with, I would have gladly thrown it.

“I could go get your sister,” he went on, no doubt smirking now at the thought of me getting a lecture while trying to descend, which I almost certainly would.

“Seriously, though,” Jenna said. “Are you okay? Can you get down?”

Maybe I should have told her the only thing stopping me was the fact that they wouldn’t shut up, but instead I just sighed and tried to relocate my previous hold. When I successfully lowered myself several inches, Jenna clapped.

Friggin’ hell. I gave my head the subtlest shake and reached for my next hold only to pause at a sound from the opposite side of camp. It started off as a low nasal whine and quickly intensified into a wail that pulled my heart up into my throat. It was the hand-cranked siren we used to warn of attack.

“Shit!” said Corbet as dread bloomed like hoarfrost inside me.

Don’t panic, I immediately cautioned myself while scanning the sky above. Panic was a climber’s worst enemy, or at least that’s what my dad used to say whenever I froze halfway through an ascent. Panic led to sweat, and sweat caused slippage, which was the reason so many rock climbers carried chalk bags. Not that I had one.

“Where is it?” cried Jenna. “I don’t see anything!”

Maybe it was a false alarm. Maybe whoever was minding the crank was simply jumping at shadows, though my thundering heart didn’t believe it.

Shouts of terror from the center of camp joined the siren as it reached its crescendo, and only now did I finally start feeling a prickling sensation of pins and needles in my fingers and toes. Intuition was a physical thing for me, but sometimes the warnings came late, and other times I just flat-out failed to pick up on them—I guess because of how easily I got distracted.

Rachel! I thought as a shadow passed overhead, plunging the entire rock face I was clinging to into shadow.

Corbet ran yelling into the woods while Jenna shrieked at me to hurry up and climb down, as if that golden nugget of an idea might not have occurred to me sans prompting. The alternative was to let myself drop and almost certainly break a leg. Jenna didn’t wait for me to make up my mind, though. A second later, she was gone, too, even as the first shouts of panic and fear turned to earsplitting screams.

I swore as my fingers slipped and my stomach plunged like a diver in freefall, my f-bomb echoed by the heavy thwap of wingbeats and a high-voltage hum, along with a heart-stopping roar and the hollow snap of aluminum tent poles breaking. There were dozens of tents scattered around our camp, some of them certainly full despite the early-evening hour. All I could do was pray that my sister wasn’t napping.

But at least those down on the ground had a chance to run.

The sudden smell of ozone and the blast of wind it came in on effectively welded me to the rock face. I closed my eyes and hugged the stone for dear life, its surface rough against my cheek. If only my clothes were gray to match my surroundings, maybe the blitz wouldn’t see me, wouldn’t pop me up off the crag like prying an oyster away from its shell. Or maybe if I held my breath and stayed perfectly still, my camouflage jacket and my army-green pants would simply look like a big patch of lichen growing on stone, and never mind my bright red Irish hair.

“Cassie!” my sister whisper-yelled from below.

The sound of her voice snapped me back to reality and, perhaps more importantly, sent a fresh burst of strength to my quivering muscles. Thank god she was okay. She was the only true family I had left. I found my next five holds in quick succession before finally dropping, my knees bent to cushion the landing. I hadn’t even straightened up yet when a heavy backpack was roughly thrust into my midsection.

I let out an audible oof as Rachel cursed at me and gave me a push toward the tree line.

“So much for your stupid intuition!” she whispered fiercely, her hair looking wild and wiry from the static charge in the air.

I started to go but then stopped myself. “Bones!” I said. “We have to find him!”

Bones was the unofficial leader of our camp, and someone who had become like an uncle to Rachel and me over the course of the last few weeks. I felt sick at the thought of him getting crushed inside his tent along with the small collection of mysterious skeletons that had earned him his nickname.

Rachel grabbed me by one of my pack straps and literally spun me as I tried to go back, the blitz a thrashing mountain of shiny scales and spiky protrusions less than forty yards away. My legs went weak at the sight of it. This was the closest I’d ever been to one, and it really did feel like being in the shadow of a dragon. The ground shook beneath me as another scream gave way to a wet and guttural moan that chilled me right to my marrow.

“Bones can take care of himself!” Rachel barked at me. “I almost died just trying to find you!” She gave me another push, and this time I went, with the added weight of guilt to go with my pack.

I already knew how foolish it was to be wandering off on my own to climb random crags, but how else was I supposed to stay sane? It wasn’t natural for sisters to spend every waking moment in each other’s company, especially if one of those sisters always made it seem like an undeserved chore, as if it were somehow my fault the universe had robbed us of both our parents. Maybe Rachel needed reminding that I was sixteen now and no longer in need of her indentured servitude.

Even as the din of carnage faded behind us as we raced through the forest toward the creek, I couldn’t stop looking over my shoulder and up past the trembling aspens that towered above us. Was it only the one, or were there others still up in the air? Had the blitz horde finally arrived?

Blitz was short for blitzesser, a German word meaning “lightning eater.” It was just one of the names made popular before the big blackout. Others included “teslas” and “volts,” both of which made the monsters sound almost mechanical, when in reality they looked a whole lot like the dragons of myth and legend, albeit with electric eyes and fearsome quill cuffs encircling their forelegs. And unlike dragons, they didn’t breathe fire. Instead, they drew energy in, absorbing it like a sponge.

I swore I could still feel the low vibration of its high-voltage hum coursing through me. Or maybe that was a leftover charge from the burst of intuition I had failed to recognize while I was bouldering, like a final tremor through a caldera before a volcano goes silent and dormant again. If only I could control it. Maybe then I could start using it to help others.

We reached the creek and jumped it—no small feat when you’re carrying nearly twenty percent of your body weight on your back. We always kept our packs fully loaded and ready to move at a moment’s notice. Abandoned tents and sleeping bags could be recovered later by a small retrieval crew, assuming the predetermined rendezvous point wasn’t too far away.

Rachel and I both had emergency tents just in case—the ultralight kind that backcountry hikers and army scouts like Dad used to keep weight to a minimum. The ones we carried tipped the scales at only two pounds each, and it was actually Dad who had told us to buy them, in the last letter we would ever receive from him, delivered by mail and written on actual paper.

The letter contained a whole list of packable survival supplies to be purchased with his credit card, items such as miniature water filtration kits and compressible down-filled quilts, as well as freeze-dried food packets (which we were almost out of) and rollable foam sleeping mats. You would have thought he was trying to prepare us for an epic camping trip, when the truth was that he simply knew what was coming. He’d seen it with his own eyes and hoped to give us a little head start.

Where he was now, we had no idea. We’d waited as long as we could, and longer than we should have, the city a dark and smoking ruin as we hiked our way out.

The forest beyond the creek was a maze of deadfall and a tangle of berry bushes whose wiry branches kept snagging my jacket and scratching my face. These were edible Saskatoon berries that we normally would have stopped to collect, but not today. Fallen ones squished underfoot as we fought through the snarl.

The obstacles kept coming, with hard tree roots lying like hazards beneath the leaf litter, continually tripping us up. I lost count of how many times we both went sprawling with pinwheeling arms, but somehow we always managed to stay on our feet. I grimaced as we skirted the edge of a small slice of meadow. My toes were throbbing.

Then more woods, more tangle, more roots. More of everything.

We ran until our legs felt like concrete.

“Okay, stop!” Rachel gasped from behind me. “I think this is far enough!”

I turned to find her doubled over and panting like a dog. I was slammed, too, but could have pushed on if I really forced myself. It didn’t matter, though; we needed to stop anyway. If we went much farther without checking our map, we’d be off course for sure. We both spent a minute getting our breath back before I asked Rachel to dig the map out, at which point her eyes widened slowly while all the color drained from her face.

“I don’t have it,” she said.

“What do you mean?” She had to have it. She always had it.

“I loaned it to Daniel so he could make a copy.”

Daniel was a fellow campmate and a former EMT who Rachel had the hots for even though he was probably ten years older than she was.

My heart dropped into my stomach. “And you didn’t think to get it back!” I yelled, then quickly hushed myself. “Dammit, Rachel, your stupid boyfriends are going to be the death of us.”

The look she gave me could have melted iron.

“It’s not like I didn’t mean to get it back, and it wouldn’t even have mattered if you’d been in camp instead of climbing that stupid rock! We all could have left together!”

“So it’s my fault we don’t have a map now?” My sister had never been shy about shifting blame or reframing reality whenever it suited her, but this was next level.

“Look, it just happened, okay? Freaking out about it won’t help anything. I’ve still got my compass. I’m pretty sure I can get us there with just that.”

Pretty sure. The rendezvous point was several miles away. We knew it was west, but surely it wasn’t precisely west. Being off by a few degrees over that kind of distance could be disastrous.

“Oh my god,” I said, burying my face in my hands.

“All we have to do is get to higher ground,” she continued, unfazed, or at least with the forced appearance of unfazed. “Then we can get our bearings.”

There were hills that rose above the tree line to the west. I had glimpsed them while I was at the highest point of my climb. I also remembered seeing them on the map.

“Fine,” I said. As if we had any other choice.

We went on at a less reckless pace, picking our way through the eerie stillness of the forest instead of haphazardly crashing through its undergrowth. It was less than an hour until nightfall, and with every minute that passed, our way became increasingly dark.

I could tell by her hyperalertness that my sister was scared, almost certainly more for me than for herself. Attaching ourselves to a group had eased some of the burden she felt in keeping me safe, and suddenly that was gone again. I was back to being a kid and she my guardian, this silly illusion owing mostly to the fact that Rachel was seven years older than me and was still learning how to see me as something more than the headstrong brat she always got stuck taking care of during Dad’s deployments. Mom had been gone since I was just six, from freak complications caused by a virus she was exposed to in the clinic where she worked as a nurse.

Thirty minutes of exhausting effort finally brought us to the base of a long and gradual slope whose upward track would push our legs to their absolute limit, while around us the trees grew thinner and began to give way to a scattering of boulders too small for actual bouldering. We hadn’t heard a single shriek-roar since leaving camp, but that didn’t mean there weren’t blitz out here, stealthily picking off anyone who foolishly ventured into the open, as we were about to.

We paused by a last stand of pines to raise our eyes to a sky turning tangerine orange as the sun began to dip. A haze hung above the western horizon, diffusing the sun’s last light in such a way as to lend everything a sort of false look, as if two separate worlds had merged and each was blurring the other just a little, almost like how a 3D image appears when viewed without proper glasses.

As always when I searched the heavens for grim silhouettes, I reached up for my clover necklace, the one I got from my dad on my eleventh birthday. For luck, he’d said. It was a four-leaf clover cast in silver. But the necklace wasn’t there. I patted my breastbone in a sudden panic.

“What is it?” asked Rachel.

“My necklace! It must have snagged in those stupid berry bushes! We have to go back!” I felt as if part of my heart had been ripped from my chest.

Rachel shook her head, her eyes full of sympathy. “I’m sorry, Cass, but we can’t.”

She knew how much the necklace meant to me, and she was right, of course, devastating as it was. Going back would be foolish. I understood that even as I said it, but I felt like I needed to say it anyway, as if it would be a betrayal to Dad if I didn’t.

“We’re almost there,” Rachel gently added. “Let’s do this before it gets dark.” She took off her pack to make herself lighter and nimbler for the final sprint to the top of the rise, where a large lip of rock jutted out from the hillside like a natural viewing platform.

With a sigh of resignation, I shrugged free of mine as well, leaning it up against the trunk of one of the pine trees. My body felt suddenly weightless.

Rachel rolled her shoulders and took a deep breath, screwing up her courage. “Ready?” she asked me.

I almost certainly would have felt more ready with my necklace, but nevertheless, I nodded.

On the count of three, we bolted up the last fifty yards, side by side until we reached the top gasping and nearly collapsed, our legs as wobbly as those of a newborn deer.

Rachel immediately started searching the surrounding landscape for identifiable markers. I started searching, too, but with my eyes on the sky instead of the ground, my body rotating like a radar dish. Once again, I tried not to think about the screams I had heard back in camp.

“There!” said Rachel after a moment. She pointed to a body of water off in the distance. “I’m pretty sure that’s Heart Lake. There should be a river that loops from there …” She turned back the other way to better triangulate our position. “To right over there.”

I looked down only for a second before my attention snapped back to the sky. My feet were suddenly tingling. It’s nothing, I tried to tell myself. It’s probably from all the running. But deep down, I knew better. This wasn’t the feeling of having my feet fall asleep inside shoes; this was different and familiar and persistent in a way I dared not ignore.

I knelt down and put my hands to the rock beneath us, I guess with the hope that nature itself might serve as an amplifier. Sure enough, I could feel a vibration in my hands now, too, like the harmonization of two separate frequencies: my own and that of the earth, of some strange and lively force that stirred inside it. All at once, this force intensified. Uh-oh.

I shot up at the sound of movement from the forest below, opposite the side we came up.

“What was that?” I whispered, my pulse quickening.

“What was what?”

“A rustling.”

“Probably the wind.”

But as I listened, the wind didn’t seem to be blowing at all. I suddenly wanted to be anywhere but up on this hill.

“Okay, I think I’ve got it now,” Rachel continued, oblivious to my growing unease. “I think we’re good.” She started to turn, but just then the rustling returned, and this time the trees down below us shook with intensity.

I took a small step back without even meaning to, my heart now up in my throat. A split second later the forest exploded, leaves and broken branches scattering in all directions with a sound like pattering rain and muffled firecrackers. A huge silhouette launched straight up into the sky like a dragon-shaped rocket, filling the air with an electric hum and the startled squawks of a dozen blackbirds disturbed from their roost.

Rachel grabbed me hard by the shoulder as the shadow passed over us, and then reached down to take my hand—for the first time in years—as the winged behemoth disappeared into the heavens and the birds began to resettle, an awful silence falling over the world.

“C’mon!” she whispered.

“It was holding something,” I told her. “In its talons.”

“Never mind that!” Rachel gasped. “C’mon!”

We raced down the hill for our packs and into the sheltering dark of the forest.








CHAPTER THREE
THOMAS



I ran fast and stayed low, through the long grass and weeds and past the lonely chirp of a cricket. But the closer I got to the idling semi, the more I lost my nerve. I finally dropped down to my knees behind a thicket maybe thirty yards short of the road. I was hoping to get a glimpse of the driver without being seen myself. The night was too dark, though, and not only that, but the fire I’d lit on the roof was reflecting in the semi’s window, obscuring my view.

I glanced back over my shoulder at the blaze, still going strong atop the trailer’s metal roof, with the flames licking up toward an aurora glowing blue in the heavens and rippling in a frenetic sort of way, like some cosmic pulse monitor going haywire. For a second, I imagined it flatlining.

The big rig was black with orange fenders and a thick orange stripe running front to back. Decals of crow silhouettes adorned the side of the sleeper cabin, a whole flock of them flying—a murder. The truck’s grille and bumper were gleaming chrome, as were its two fat exhaust stacks. On the flatbed trailer behind the rig was something long and lumpy and particularly large in the middle, hidden beneath a huge black tarp and a series of yellow tie-down straps that made me think of hornet stripes.

What the hell is under there? I wondered. Was I doomed to get stung if I dared to move closer?

Curiosity and cowardice warred within me, while behind me sounded a crash as part of my burning sign gave way. I twisted around to see it clinging to the edge of the roof. An instant later, a flaming chunk of it dropped to the ground.

Shit! The trailer’s roof might be made of metal, but the skirting around its bottom was old wood paneling, plus the grass was as dry as straw. The fence blocked my view of where the fallen chunk landed, so I couldn’t tell if the ground had smothered the fire or if it was already spreading. A vision of a town-size inferno flashed through my mind, leaving me with no choice but to go back and check.

I took one last look at the idling truck before setting off. The side window was now rolled down and the driver finally visible. All I could really make out, though, was a ball cap. That and the fact that the driver was pale skinned, without any facial hair. As I crouched there and squinted my eyes to try to see better, the driver spat. It was such a simple thing, yet it instantly filled me with dread, triggering memories of a trio of boys who used to terrorize me at school and who had once pinned me down beneath a big elm tree before taking turns hocking loogies at my face.

Maybe there was a reason I’d lost my nerve while crossing the field, and maybe the sign falling off the roof was a sign itself. Was the universe trying to warn me?

I crouched even lower and tried to sneak back, only to find my path blocked. Moonlight glinted in a pair of gold-flecked eyes precisely level with my own. A low growl escaped from the darkness.

For a heart-stopping instant, I was certain it must be a blitz—a small one admittedly, but a blitz nonetheless, drawn in by my flaming SOS sign, which I imagined my dad would have said served me right for being so stupid. But then I recalled the howls I had heard getting closer through the course of the night.

Coyote.

Relief surged, but it lasted only for as long as it took those moonlit eyes to move another foot closer, at which point I was reminded that although coyotes weren’t typically a threat to humans, one that was desperate and hungry totally could be.

I scrambled back and then sideways past the thicket on my hands and elbows, attempting to put some quick distance between myself and the animal, but those eyes came right along with me, bobbing ever so slightly with each canine stride. The low snarl was building, and something about how its golden fur bristled struck me as odd—an unnatural sheen, perhaps, or maybe it was just the way its wiry coat was catching the light from the dazzling sky and my ill-conceived fire. Whatever the case, it shook me way down deep in the pit of my stomach.

All my instincts were screaming at me to stand up, to make myself bigger instead of dragging myself along like an injured rabbit through the grass. But I knew if I stood, the driver would see me. Desperate, I grabbed a handful of dirt and peppered the coyote’s long snout while whispering, “Get!” and “Go on!” a little louder than I had intended. The canine snorted in annoyance or amusement.

“Hello?” asked the driver of the semi. “Is someone out there?”

I froze at the sound of the voice. It wasn’t the deep bassy growl I would have expected from a human bear. Instead, it carried high and soft like a gentle keystroke, reminding me of the time that my mom—who adored the piano—took me into the city to see a live performance in a big fancy hall with vaulted ceilings and rows upon rows of finely dressed people. I remembered the smell of perfume hanging thick in the air, and how my heart raced in sync with the tempo. I remembered holding my breath when each piece ended, floating in that seconds-long interlude before the clapping and the first few notes of the next composition, when the music had ended but wasn’t quite finished settling into my bones. There was magic there in those moments, like a shooting star or a flash of foxfire in the night.

The driver’s voice was the voice of a woman.

I jumped up and spun around without even thinking about the danger of putting my back to a threatening animal. Realizing my mistake—and ignoring a wary greeting from the driver, who clearly saw me now—I immediately swung back around and put up my arms, a fresh shot of adrenaline flooding my body as I braced for impact.

The coyote was gone. Inexplicably vanished. I listened for movement while scanning the wild grass in every direction, but except for the whispery beat of a single bat’s wings rising into the night, the landscape lay quiet and undisturbed all the way to my fence. Beyond that was a different story.

“I think your house is on fire …,” said the driver from inside her truck.

She wasn’t mistaken. I could see the growing blaze through the slats on the fence, the radiating brightness of it. I stood there staring, knowing I needed to move but somehow unable to translate thought into action. The vanished coyote had me spooked.

The truck engine died, and the driver got out, keys jingling in her hand as she dropped to the roadside. One of her cheeks was bulging, and as she spat out an empty sunflower shell, I understood why.

“You just going to watch it burn?” she asked me, her eyes hidden beneath the brim of a Baltimore Orioles cap.

After a few weeks of hearing only my own voice, it was weird to hear someone else’s. It almost didn’t seem real.

“What? No. All my stuff’s in there.”

It wasn’t until I said it that it really hit me what I might lose, from my favorite framed photo of my mom to the big book of myths and legends I so often turned to when life got hard, its strangely evocative pages a magical portal I could escape through. In fact, I’d escaped there only hours before resuming my watch on the roof.

The same desperation I’d felt as I ran for the road now twisted me around and shot me back toward my trailer like a cannonball. I passed through the open gate to find that the fire had already spread from the wooden step to engulf the front door, which happened to be the trailer’s only door.

I swore and ran straight for the ladder I’d climbed down from the roof on, noxious smoke stinging my eyes as I hauled it around to the back of the trailer at full extension before collapsing it so that I could prop it against the wall beneath my bedroom window, which of course was locked. I closed my eyes and turned my head and used my elbow to shatter the glass. I then reached in through the hole and popped the latch, slicing open my elbow in the process.

Gritting my teeth against the pain and ignoring the blood, I slid the sash sideways and pulled myself through, broken glass clinking beneath my shoes as I dropped to the floor. My old school backpack was already filled and ready to go, not only with assorted essentials like clothes and a toothbrush, but also a few random items I couldn’t bear to leave behind, from the small framed photo of my mom when she was still healthy to a bright blue-and-yellow bandana that was now sticking up from the outside pocket where I had stuffed it. My mom had worn the bandana during chemo, after buzzing off what little remained of her once-long honey-blonde hair. I had wanted to buzz mine off, too, to be supportive, but she wouldn’t let me. How am I supposed to run my fingers through it if it’s gone?

The memory struck with surprising immediacy, stealing the strength from my legs. For a moment, I wobbled unsteadily, thinking I might actually collapse. With a few deep breaths and a moment of focus, though, I pulled myself together and kept moving. I needed more light to see by, so I quickly grabbed a candle from my nightstand. My lighter fought me again but finally worked on my sixth or seventh try.

There was smoke in the house now, enough that the detector should have been beeping. The batteries must be dead. This made me wonder about the extinguisher in the hallway closet, and whether it would even work. It was probably the same extinguisher that had come with the place when my parents first moved in.

With that in mind, I quickly unzipped my pack to add two final items. The first was a small speckled rock I’d brought home from the beach when I was a kid. It was shaped like an egg and had been on my dresser for as long as I could remember. I hadn’t intended to pack it, but now that I was faced with the possibility of actually leaving, it seemed unwise to do so without a good-luck charm. Since I didn’t have a four-leaf clover, the speckled rock seemed the next best thing.

My prized book followed the rock. It was leather-bound with the title deeply embossed: A Field Guide to Spirits & Creatures of Myth & the Underworld, written and illustrated by Robert de Lint and Charles McCammon.

At twelve hundred pages, the book was both huge and heavy, yet not quite as heavy as I always thought it should be. It was almost as if gravity asserted a little less pull on it than it did on everything else. Or maybe it simply seemed lighter because of how often I had handled it through my mom’s illness and my dad’s decline. The book’s illustrations were unlike anything I’d seen before, whether in comics or the myth-and-monster graphic novels I used to devour along with my sandwiches during lunchtime at school. It was almost as if the artist was aiming for realism more than fantasy, and I loved the visceral style, even though certain chapters gave me nightmares.

I slid the book into my bag and closed the zipper.

The smoke was getting thicker, and I was starting to cough. Blinking away tears, I shouldered my backpack and raced into the hall to fetch the extinguisher. It was right where I thought it would be, but just as I’d feared, the canister was cracked and rusted with age. If it worked, it’d be a miracle. I grabbed it anyway, along with a roll of duct tape I quickly used to wrap the cut on my elbow, wincing as I did so. I retreated back to my room and tossed the extinguisher out the window.

I blew out the candle and paused before using my desk to reach the sill. I was thinking of my dad again, whom I had nothing to remember by other than tarnished memories. I knew he’d loved me in his own way, but even before disease and electric dragons invaded our lives, he had never been good at actually showing it. Instead, he tried to change me, to mold me into the son he’d always wanted, the kind who played sports and trash-talked with teammates instead of quietly shuffling off to slouch in the corner with an open book on my lap. He was always on me to sit up straight with my shoulders back and to pay attention, for crying out loud, as if daydreaming were a design flaw or a sign of weakness.

None of it took, though. For better or worse, I was who I was.

“Sorry, Dad,” I said as I turned and climbed out into the night.

With the expired extinguisher over my shoulder, I circled back around to fight the fire head-on. Even before I reached the front of the trailer, though, I noticed there was less smoke in the air instead of more. I could also hear a high-pressure hiss that made me think for a second my canister was leaking air.

But then I blew past the corner of the trailer to find a cloud of steam lifting off from a fire now out, the grass slick and black with residue surrounding the woman from the truck. Her cap sat askew on her head, and she’d somehow managed to get two perfect smears of soot beneath her eyes, making it look as if she had just applied eye-black before a big game, only instead of a bat, she held a bright red extinguisher of her own, presumably empty now.

“Had one in the truck,” she said by way of an explanation. “Thought maybe you could use a hand.” She was younger than I’d first assumed, probably in her midtwenties.

The front step and the door were partially charred, but other than that, the damage was minimal.

“Thanks,” I said. “I’m pretty sure this one’s a dud now anyway.” I pointed the end of the two-foot hose toward the fence and gave the handle a squeeze. Sure enough, the extinguisher died with a sad little belch and a drizzle that might have put out a campfire but not much more.

The truck driver laughed, and it was the first time I’d heard a sound like that in months.

That sudden realization combined with waning adrenaline brought a fresh swell of tears to my smoke-stung eyes. I quickly wiped them away with the back of my hand and sucked in a breath.

“You okay?” the trucker asked me.

I swallowed hard. “It’s been a rough few weeks,” I told her honestly.

She took a moment to scrutinize the abandoned houses surrounding my own. “Everyone else went west?”

I nodded. “Everyone but me and my dad.”

She eyed the trailer as if to ask if he was inside.

I shook my head while trying and failing not to look at the ground where I’d buried him.

“How long ago?” she asked me.

“A few weeks,” I said.

She sighed. “I’m sorry.”

“Thanks.”

She glanced up at the roof where I’d lit my SOS. “So I guess you were hoping to hitch a ride west yourself?”

I nodded. “Is that where you’re headed?” It seemed like a stupid question given the state of things, but I felt like I needed to ask it anyway.

“Eventually,” she replied, which I wasn’t quite sure what to make of. “You’re welcome to join me if you aren’t in a rush,” she added.

“Really? Are you sure?”

She nodded. “You got what you need there in your pack?”

“I think so. There’s some food in the cupboards we could take, though.”

She nodded again. “Let’s grab what we can.”

And so we did, the trucker introducing herself as Danica as we crossed the burned threshold and went inside. “But everyone calls me Dani,” she added. “Or I guess I should say everyone did.”

“Thomas,” I replied. “No one ever really calls me Tom, though.”

She smiled at this, and in less than ten minutes we were back at the truck, each of us carrying one small box. I looked again at the huge and strangely shaped piece of cargo I’d noticed earlier, hidden beneath a tarp on the flatbed trailer.

“What exactly are you hauling?” I asked.

Her smile returned. “Hope.”








CHAPTER FOUR
CASSIE



We hiked through the night, my bug bites itching so badly it was almost all I could think about. The back of my left hand was bleeding from where I had scratched too hard, and to make matters worse, the game trail we had hoped would lead to the river—and from there to Heart Lake and the next encampment—had instead brought us into a winding and twisting network of mixed marsh and forest with insect swarms that bordered on prehistoric. But at least we’d seen no sign of the blitz.

“I don’t understand it,” said Rachel, shaking her head once again at our surroundings. “It’s like some kind of labyrinth.”

It really was. This boggy part of the wood had more ins and outs than a big-city sewer system and smelled almost as bad. I was less concerned with my suffering nostrils than I was with my sister, though. Exhaustion was very clearly fogging her brain, yet she refused to stop and rest or let me take the lead. I swear she had shrunk three inches beneath the weight of her backpack.

I probably didn’t look much better, but unlike my sister, I’d been conditioning myself for years through running and climbing. My whole life, really. Dad used to talk about how tireless I was as a kid and how it was murder trying to keep up with me. I guess that’s why he encouraged me to join the track team, which I did, earning myself a nice wall of trophies and medals that my cousin Glendy said I was maybe a little too proud of. I still thought about that sometimes. Was she being mean, or was she right?

I had no idea what might have become of my outspoken cousin, and thanks to the blitz, my favorite pastimes now had less to do with fun than they did survival, although I had to admit there was something about pounding down trails and threading the forest like a pointed needle that was way more satisfying than simply doing laps on an oval track.

Unfortunately running wasn’t an option in the dark of the bog maze. Even with the moon hanging high and bright in the sky above us, we barely had enough light to see by. Twice, we startled muskrats at the marsh’s edge, and twice my heart leapt inside me as the chunky rodents vanished into the bulrushes with a splash. The close encounters made me think of the time a guy from camp brought a muskrat back to roast on a spit, and how the smell of the sizzling meat had made my mouth water. But then I remembered what that particular meat had tasted like (liver with a tinge of crayfish), and all at once I felt kind of sick.

It was amazing what people were willing to eat if they got hungry enough. Like cattails, for instance; if someone had asked me a year before how many edible parts the fuzzy plants had, I would have likely said zero. But now I knew better. Cattails actually had five edible parts. I personally only bothered with the raw stalks, though. They had a flavor sort of like cucumber.

As my tired mind wandered, so did my feet, right off the edge of the path and onto spongy ground that instantly swallowed my hikers. I swore as I felt brackish water soak into my socks. Rachel kept going as if on autopilot, oblivious to my pause or to the squishy sound my shoes made with each step as I jogged to catch up. A chorus of croaking frogs and buzzing mosquitos filled the air around us, making the night feel alive.

At long last, the labyrinth spat us out between two small creeks that gradually branched away from each other. We followed the one on the right for most of an hour only to realize that the gently trickling waterway had looped widely and back toward itself. I stopped when I saw my own footprints leading off in the other direction. There hadn’t been two creeks at all; it had simply appeared that way.

Rachel stared down in confusion at the two sets of backward tracks, her own size eights beside my size sevens. “How?” she said finally, breaking a lengthy silence. “I don’t understand.”

When I tried to explain, she shook her head in stubborn refusal, not wanting to believe it. Reality quickly sank in, though, at which point her body basically gave out all at once. She dropped to her knees and started to sob, burying her face in her hands.

This was how it always was with my sister. No tears at all until a full breakdown.

“Why the hell did I give Daniel our map? And why the hell didn’t I ask for it back? How could I be so stupid!”

I put a hand on her shoulder and left it there for a moment without saying anything, just letting her get it out, the same way I sometimes had to myself.

“It’s okay,” I finally told her. “We’ll get there. We can rest here for the night and then keep on following the creek in the morning.” It seemed like the sensible thing to do. It may have looped back toward itself once, but it must lead somewhere. All creeks did. And it wasn’t as if stopping here would be a whole lot different than reaching the rendezvous point. We would still be roughing it in the wilderness.

“Fine.” She relented, wiping her eyes with a sigh. “Let’s cross the creek and find a spot in the trees.”

And so we did, pitching our freestanding tent bodies side by side in the darkness. Since the sky was clear, I left the rainfly off mine. I rolled out my sleep mat and pulled my ultralight quilt from its stuff sack. The entire setup took less than five minutes thanks to Dad’s forethought about acquiring the right kind of gear. The last thing I did before lying down was take off my hikers and change into some dry socks. I would have killed for a five-minute shower.

Rachel was sleeping and snoring in no time at all, and I guess I would have been, too, if not for a sudden sense of earthly vibrations rising through the ground and into the tips of my toes and my fingers. This time the sensation felt different. There was no immediate trigger of anxiety, no sense of imminent danger. It was more of a whisper than a shout, a hint more than a warning. A hint at what, though, I couldn’t say. My body hummed like a gently struck tuning fork or a flesh-and-blood divining rod.

I have to get up, I thought, never mind that I had only just gotten comfortable.

When my intuition first started to manifest back in grade school, there wasn’t much to it. Sure, there were times I felt something, a vaguely psychic pang, I guess you could say, but the sensations were always so mild I usually thought about them only in hindsight, after whatever incident they were trying to warn me about had already happened. Something had changed since the arrival of the blitz, though, a shift in both intensity and frequency. I was still struggling to understand it or be attuned to it in a meaningful way, but maybe that was my fault somehow. Maybe I lacked the proper discipline or focus. Maybe I was afraid of what it meant.

Despite the urge to move, I held still and listened while looking up through the mesh of the tent body. Stars winked down through gaps in the canopy, but all I could hear was the faint trickle of the creek twenty yards away. If anything was out there, it was stealthy. And patient.

Had my dad ever felt any flashes of sudden insight while out on his missions? Any weird gut feelings he couldn’t explain? At first I’d been angry about him leaving for his last deployment, but now I just wanted to be like him, to have the courage to run toward something instead of away. In the absence of people like that, the world would be doomed. It might be doomed anyway, I figured, but better to go out trying to make things better.

I closed my eyes and focused on the vibration. My mind began to drift. I saw myself leaving my tent and walking off into the forest, the pins-and-needles sensation dying away. I saw myself standing alone in the darkness awaiting a sign. One was coming; way down deep in the fibers of my being, I just knew it.

It was one thing to ignore a warning, but this was something else. I felt like what I was sensing was more potential than inevitability, like I was being given a choice to act instead of being forced to simply react. This shift in perspective made me feel strangely powerful, at least until I slipped my wet hikers back onto my feet.

I got up and crept out of my tent, instinct my only compass on which way to go.

Away from the creek, I decided. The farther I went, the quieter the night became, yet the more it seemed to have a presence. I swore I could feel the darkness against my whole body, exploring me like a symbiont in search of a host.

An owl hooted from somewhere nearby, answered quickly by a second one, and as the tingle in my toes led me deeper into the forest, I couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched.

I finally arrived at a rough old road. On the other side of it was a metal mailbox on a post and a long rutted driveway that curved away into the darkness.

I paused. If the driveway led to a house—I assumed it must—then maybe the best thing to do was go back for my sister so we could investigate it together. We could rest there if it was empty. It would probably be safer than our small tents. But what if she refused to go near the place? Approaching a house in the middle of nowhere was risky business, especially now that shoot first and ask questions later had become such a common philosophy.

Just be quick and be careful.

I took a deep breath and crossed the road, then followed the rutted path down and around a bend, where I discovered a small wooden cabin with a huge tree lying flat beside it and a car flipped up on its roof.

I stopped and held my breath as I listened for movement. The cabin windows were dark and the yard was a debris field of severed branches and splintered lumber, with bits of broken brick that I realized had come from a demolished chimney.

The sight of all this destruction set my teeth on edge. I stepped off the path and into the shadows to reassess, trying to stay as quiet as possible. Maybe I should have gone back to get Rachel, after all. I still could, I decided, but just as I was about to, I caught sight of something peculiar up ahead, a flickering light by the overturned car. It disappeared when I looked straight at it, then reappeared maybe ten feet off to the right.

I froze, wondering what I was seeing. It made no sound, or at least no sound I could hear. I thought for a moment that it might be an LED headlamp, emitting emerald-green light rather than white, but as I squinted against the glow, I could see that it wasn’t attached to anything. This light was hovering all on its own.

A tiny drone? But how could it fly without propellers or sound? And wasn’t it too small? The radiant sphere, no bigger than a golf ball, continued to hover in place, perhaps watching me watch it.

I felt no fear, strangely. My heart was galloping, but it was wonder fueling its charge. I took a step closer. The light stayed right where it was, although it might have dimmed a little for a fraction of a second. I took another step, and this time the flicker was unmistakable. The light darted toward the cabin before stopping again, almost as if it were waiting and wanting me to follow.

Throwing caution to the wind, I headed right for it.

With a bob and another flicker, the light circled around to the back of the cabin, where I discovered that one whole wall and part of the roof lay in ruins, and in the grass leading up to this carnage were large impressions and visible scars in the form of claw marks, each of them scarily long.

I cocked my head to listen, but all was still and quiet as the emerald light hovered in the ruined gash of the house, as if telling me to look inside.

I moved in closer. There was a sofa sitting half in the house and half out. Books from a broken shelf were scattered all over. I glanced down at one of the covers. Something Wicked This Way Comes was the title. I stepped over it and across the threshold.

“Hello?” I said tentatively. “Is anybody here?”

Now that I was actually in the house, the light shot over my shoulder and back outside, confusing me for a second as it paused again, but then I looked past it to the tree line, where several other lights had gathered, some of them glowing blue, others the same emerald green. They flared with brilliance momentarily, and the sphere I had followed flickered in reply before racing for the trees itself, like a child called home after dusk. The instant it reached the forest, all the lights winked out.

My hands and feet continued to tingle.

It wanted me to find something, I thought. But what?

I unzipped a pocket and pulled out a windproof match, striking it alight against the edge of a big stone mantel. Sulfur filled my nostrils as a soft glow bathed the room, illuminating a large dark stain on the floor, reddish brown. There were spatter marks on the wall as well, telling a story that even the least experienced crime scene investigator could interpret.

I felt sick. Thankfully there weren’t any bodies, though, or at least not in this room. A single blitz could easily devour a whole family, but that didn’t mean they always would, or that certain parts wouldn’t be left behind.

I turned back toward the fireplace, which was fully intact beneath the damaged chimney above. Family photos lay fallen and broken on the floor. Only one remained standing upright on the mantel. I leaned in for a closer look and saw a mother and father with their daughter and son, dressed in matching wool sweaters and smiling so wide and bright I could almost hear the photographer saying, “Cheese!”

The girl looked to be around my own age, the boy, five or six. The boy was holding what appeared to be a young lynx. Strange. I’d never heard of anyone having a lynx as a pet before.

From the ruined living room, I went down the hall. The bedrooms appeared untouched, with neatly made beds and dressers still full of clothes. I helped myself to some socks but left everything else. I lit a second match, then returned to the hall and checked a closet on my way to the kitchen. Within, I found beeswax candles and a package of emergency glow sticks. I took these, too. In the kitchen, the fridge was tipped on its side with the door hanging open. Two egg cartons sat empty on the floor, along with a shattered jar of Cheez Whiz and a spoiled and mostly consumed—not to mention stinky—container of sour cream. A small jar of pickles remained unbroken, so I slipped it into one of the big cargo pockets in my camo jacket.

My intuitive tingling and that sense of being linked to an earthly vibration were as strong as ever, but I still didn’t understand why. I was sure the light had wanted me to find something, but I’d already looked in every room in the house.

“I don’t understand,” I said with frustration. “Why am I here?”

All at once, the tingling subsided, and in its wake came a feeling of weakness so strong and sudden I was forced to pull a chair out from under the table and sit myself down. I flexed my fingers and tried to make fists. I was able to but not without a surprising amount of effort. I dropped my arms to my sides and tried shaking them out, the way people do when attempting to wake up a sleeping limb.

“What’s wrong with me?” I said out loud. I was seriously starting to worry that I might not have the strength to walk out of here. I imagined Rachel waking up to find me missing, and the panic that would follow.

Focus, I told myself. Just breathe.

My dad used to say that to me when I was younger, to help ground me whenever my wheels started leaving the ground. I would get so hyper sometimes I almost felt out of control. My dad would see this and gently take me by the arms, telling me to look right at him, eye to eye. Breathe, Cassie, he’d say. Just breathe. We would count together, breathing in for four seconds and out for six, until finally we were synchronized. My heart would settle; my hamster wheel brain would begin to slow.

I imagined him now, only instead of staring into his eyes, I fixed my gaze on a random spot on the floor, a gap. In for four seconds and out for six. In four, out six. Four, six. Four, six.

It wasn’t until more than a minute had passed that I realized the gap in the floor wasn’t just a space that had opened up between two loose boards. There were actually four gaps forming a square, with a looped piece of brown leather sticking up along one edge.

A root cellar.

I lit a third match before reaching down and grabbing the loop. I pulled it up to reveal a boy standing down in the darkness, squinting his eyes against the glow from my small fire. His hair was a mess and his clothes were filthy, but it looked like he was unharmed. He was shivering.

Jesus. How long has he been here?

I knelt on the floor and reached down. “It’s okay,” I told him. “Take my hand.”

I could already feel my strength returning.








CHAPTER FIVE
THOMAS



I left home to the smell of burned diesel and cracked leather seats and to the soft hiss of static from a dashboard radio set to seek mode.

“I figure there’s still music somewhere,” Dani told me as we rumbled down the highway with the semi’s high beams cutting a wide swath through the darkness. “It’s just a matter of being willing to actually look for it.”

Above us, the northern lights continued to dance, their fluid grace at odds with the rigid ride of the old steel truck. If I closed my eyes, I could almost imagine we were inside a tank. The illusion made me feel safe.

Safe or not, though, it felt good to be moving, especially next to someone who gave off such warm and positive vibes. I admired Dani’s optimism about finding music. My dad had turned off the radio even before the last few stations turned to static.

I still wasn’t sure why we weren’t heading west or what Dani had meant when she smiled and told me she was hauling “hope,” but she promised it would make sense to me soon enough, even if it all seemed weirdly cryptic right now. I wondered but I honestly didn’t mind. I was just grateful to have someone to talk to who could answer with more than a purr. I was really going to miss those cats, though.

The truck was surprisingly clean despite being lived in, its cabin infused with a strong smell of pumpkin spice—courtesy of a bright orange air freshener dangling from the rearview mirror—that instantly took me back to past Halloweens and Thanksgivings, with my mom either baking pies or helping me with a costume while my dad watched football.

“I’ve got a thing for Halloween,” Dani admitted. “Hence the black-and-orange paint job.”

“And the murder of crows,” I said.

She smiled. “Them too.”

The low static hum from the radio was strangely calming and helped to ease some of the awkwardness I was feeling at sharing space with a total stranger.

“So, where’d you get the idea for a burning beacon?” Dani asked me.

I started to shrug like I couldn’t remember, I guess just because it didn’t really seem important, but then for whatever reason I decided to be honest. “From a dream,” I told her.

She gave me a look of surprise. “No shit?”

“No shit. A recurring dream, actually. But not of a burning sign specifically, just a whoosh of fire in the darkness, and then running.” I shrugged. I wasn’t really sure what to make of the dreams or of dreams in general, regardless of the plan this specific one led to. My brain might have just spat it out because blitz reminded me of dragons and dragons made me think of fire.

“Never underestimate the power of a dream,” said Dani.

“Sounds like you’re talking from experience.”

“Let’s just say I’ve learned that they can help guide you to where you’re supposed to be.”

“How do you know when you’re supposed to be somewhere, though?” I asked her. I wasn’t sure if I even believed in destiny or fate. Things like that seemed more in keeping with the legendary worlds from my book than the reality I grew up in. Was it my mom’s fate to receive the placebo instead of the lifesaving drug that some of the others in her clinical trial got?

“It’s just a feeling you get,” said Dani. “Like you’ve suddenly surfaced after spending your whole life underwater.”

“Huh,” I said, still skeptical. The thought of being underwater reminded me of something my dad had once said, about how the world was made up of jellyfish and sharks.

Best get biting or prepare to be swallowed, son …

We drove in silence for the next few miles, our gaze alternating between the hypnotic highway lines and the shifting colors in the heavens.

“This aurora’s really something,” Dani said finally.

“Do you think it’s weird that it’s this far south?” I asked. It wasn’t like we were down in Kansas or anything, but still.

“Kinda, yeah. Maybe the blitz being here is messing with the normal state of things, throwing everything out of whack.”

“When’s the last time you saw one?” I asked her.

“Maybe a week? It was pretty far off in the distance, though. I was parked up in an old stone quarry with a group of survivors on horseback. I guess I’ve been lucky, considering all the miles I’ve logged.”

“Better knock on wood,” I told her. Especially now that I’m in the truck with you. Dark clouds had a habit of gathering right above me.

“Good call,” she agreed, then proceeded to reach over and rap her knuckles on the wooden glove box.

“There’s some licorice in there, by the way,” she added as she moved her hand back to the wheel. “In case you’re in need of a sugar fix.”

I raised my eyebrows and popped the box. “Holy shit,” I said. The glove box was stuffed to the gills, and not just with the red candy. There was black licorice, too, which happened to be my favorite.

Dani laughed. “I started chewing it the day I quit vaping and now I’m addicted.”

“So I guess I better go easy or I’ll be walking.”

She laughed again. “Damn straight. Hand me a few ropes, will you?”

We spent a few minutes munching in companionable silence, and when Dani next spoke, her voice was heavy with nostalgia.

“My little sister and I used to bite the ends off to make Twizzler straws for our sodas when we were kids,” she said. “Dr Pepper for me, and root beer for Nadia.”

“I bet your dentist loved you,” I replied.

“Ha! I do recall us being in that chair a little too often.”

“Where is your sister now?” I asked her.

“Gone,” she said with the most profoundly sad sigh I’d ever heard. “She was out in Boston doing volunteer work when the first wave hit.”

“I’m sorry.” The East Coast was ground zero, the death toll catastrophic.

“Yeah, me too.” She took a moment to collect herself.

I thought it might help to change the subject and was just about to ask her what exactly it was—aside from rope candy, evidently—that she liked so much about Halloween when all of a sudden there was a hiccup in the static from the radio. For just a second, the white noise sounded more like a whisper, and unless my ears were playing tricks on me, the whisper said three little words: find the girl.








CHAPTER SIX
CASSIE



The boy from the cellar looked weak in the light of a glow stick. I gave him some water and watched him gulp it like a nomad fresh from the desert, his eyes wide at the deathly quiet shell of his house. A ghost of a breeze wafted in from where there had once been a wall. A look up through the hole in the roof revealed the staggering blackness of space. Everything this boy knew and loved had been ripped away.

It was too much for someone so young to possibly process, and for a second, I was overwhelmed, too, knowing I needed to help him but feeling out of my depth. My mom died when I was just little, and although the soldier father who raised me had a soft side, I hadn’t exactly been brought up to be soft or sensitive myself. But maybe I didn’t need to be; maybe all that mattered was trusting my instincts, like with my intuition.

I knelt and took the boy’s small hands in my own. I then patiently tried to get him to tell me what happened. I needed to know if there was somewhere I should take him or if anyone else in his family might have survived, but the boy either couldn’t talk or wouldn’t. He answered me only with shakes of his head or fractional nods, his eyes tearing up as my questions stirred memories of what he had been through.

“I’m sorry,” I said, my heart breaking for him. “I know it’s hard.” I stopped pressing as soon as I felt like I’d gathered enough, and as soon as it hit me that me and my sister would have to take this boy with us, lost though we both still were.

He kept looking back at the damaged cabin as we left it behind, as if struggling to come to grips with the fact that every new step he took was one more away from a life he could never return to. I knew exactly how he was feeling. I had looked back myself at our ruined city in much the same way, wondering how so many monsters could appear so quickly, as if from some ground zero portal in a secret cave tucked away on the coast.

The first wave had been brutal and decisive, the winged behemoths bringing down fighter jets and commercial airliners with equal indifference. Film crews and vloggers captured the powerless planes in freefall, just moments before they pounded the streets like bombs, setting everything ablaze and smoking us out like rats. A lucky few escaped while the monsters picked off the rest. The very last TikTok I saw showed a pair of smaller blitz invading the subway like electric-eyed demons, chasing down desperate survivors who hoped to find safety underground.

The awful screams that filled those tunnels still brought gooseflesh to my arms whenever the memory resurfaced. I imagined the boy beside me had probably heard worse.

I tried to tread carefully back to my tent so as not to wake my sister, but the boy was too concerned with searching the shadows for hungry blitz to pay any mind to where he was stepping. I held his hand as he crunched along beside me, then gave it a gentle squeeze as the two of us paused at the sound of a zippered door suddenly opening.

“Don’t move or I’ll shoot!” Rachel warned us, as if she had a gun.

“It’s just me,” I told her, lowering my glow stick.

“Cassie?” She was clearly confused that I wasn’t alone. “Is that Stevie with you?”

Stevie was a kid from our camp.

“No,” I said. “It’s a boy I found.”

“A boy you found where?”

“By the creek,” I lied. “My intuition led me to him.” I doubted she’d believe me if I told her about the strange glowing orb, and I figured she would lose her shit if I mentioned the cabin, what with my reckless decision to investigate it on my own.

“Jesus,” she said, still only halfway out of her tent as we came to a stop a few feet away. She looked at the boy. “What are you doing out here all by yourself?”

I shook my head. “He doesn’t talk.”

I wondered if his silence was a recent development brought on by the stress of what he had been through or if he had already been this way. I remembered a girl from school who didn’t speak either, except when she was at home with her family. She had a condition called selective mutism. The school counselor told our class it was caused by anxiety.

My sister stared at the boy for a moment before turning her attention back to me. “How do you know he’s alone, then? Maybe his folks are just up the creek a ways.”

“They’re not,” I said. “He’s on his own. Isn’t that right?”

The boy nodded, gripping my hand a bit tighter now, as if scared my sister might turn him away.

Rachel sighed, no doubt thinking she now had two burdens instead of just one.

“Don’t worry,” I said. “I found him. I’ll look after him.”

She sighed again. “Christ, Cass. That’s not what I’m worried about.”

I knelt to unzip my tent door. It was going to be a touch snug since the shelter was meant for only one, but for now at least it would have to do. The boy crawled inside and made himself a small nest with a thick wool blanket I had found in the cabin and stuffed in his little red backpack along with a few other essentials.

Rachel watched without comment as the boy settled in and as I continued to crouch there on the ground between our two tents.

“Your intuition really led you to him?” she asked me after a moment, with a hint of wonder in her voice.

“It did. There has to be a reason for that, right?”

“Maybe,” she replied. “I guess we’ll see.”

We left it at that until the morning, all three of us groggy as we broke camp and started following the creek in the opposite direction Rachel and I had taken last night. It wasn’t long before it led us to a river, which Rachel seemed sure we would have to cross to get to Heart Lake. Finding a safe place to do this proved problematic, but after hiking along its bank for a while, we finally came to a narrow section where a tree had fallen, creating a makeshift bridge. One by one, we inched our way across it, our butts to the bark and our feet dangling, the river soaking our shoes with its spray.

I went last and paused for a moment midriver to let the thunder of the moving water reverberate through me. I could almost feel its relentless energy feeding my own, and it wasn’t until Rachel finally yelled at me to get my ass in gear that I crossed the rest of the way and leapt down from the end of the log.

I landed just past where she and the boy stood waiting, next to a bush that started to rattle the instant my feet touched ground. I froze. Even before I caught sight of the small, scaly head, I knew what I was dealing with. There were few sounds as unmistakable as a rattlesnake’s warning. Rachel took a sharp breath behind me.

“Don’t move, Cass!” she said. “Don’t move.”

I didn’t.

The boy, on the other hand, stepped right past me and reached for the rattling reptile as if it were a toy.

“It’s just a little one,” he said. “Not a grown-up.”

His voice was full of excitement and a strange sort of familiarity, almost as if he had handled snakes before and felt wise to their ways. I was so taken aback at hearing him speak for the first time that I almost didn’t react, but then my memory came online with a lesson I’d learned from Bones: young rattlesnakes were actually more venomous than old ones.

“Wait!” I yelled. “Don’t go near it!”

The boy ignored me, and the instant his fingers touched scales, the rattling stopped.

All at once, the small snake was at ease. It slithered into the boy’s cupped hands without hesitation and coiled there for a moment before encircling his left arm and working its way up onto his shoulder, a sinuous journey that ended with the snake whipping its forked tongue out to taste his earlobe, which apparently tickled. The boy laughed and danced a little jig while Rachel and I stood there mystified.

A moment later, the boy introduced himself as Joshua. He wasn’t talking to us, though, and judging by the pause that followed, he seemed to be waiting for a reply. The snake indulged him with a predictable hiss, which perhaps was a name in a serpent language that only the two of them understood. Whatever the case, the snake seemed content to explore. It spent a long few minutes twining itself over and around Joshua’s limbs before finally returning to the ground and the bush in which it had lain hidden when I first spooked it.

“Bye-bye, snake,” said the boy with genuine affection.

“How did you do that?” I asked him. “How did you know it wouldn’t bite you?”

“It was just little,” said Joshua. “The little ones never bite.”

“Little snakes, you mean?”

He gave a one-shouldered shrug. “Little cats, too, and squirrels, and bears.” He said it like it was nothing, no big deal.

“Bears?” I said. I recalled now the photo I’d seen in the cabin, the one of Joshua and a young lynx.

The boy nodded.

Rachel and I shared a look, numerous unspoken questions passing between us before we finally hefted our gear and continued on our way. I thought about how strange it was that this was our new reality, with electrified dragons and glowing lights and mostly mute boys who handled rattlesnakes. It made me wonder what else might be possible.

The air grew increasingly warm as the day wore on. The humidity was rising, too, until at last it felt so thick and heavy inside our lungs that we didn’t have much choice but to take a rest to rehydrate and get our breath back.

Above us, clouds were gathering, popcorn shaped and still growing, not yet fully popped. The wind smelled of pollen.

“Think it’ll storm?” my sister asked me.

“Maybe. But not for a while yet.”

Joshua squinted his baby-blue eyes and stared skyward, saying nothing. As quickly as he had found his voice, it was gone again. It was as if some dormant part of him had switched on and off with the arrival and disappearance of the snake, kind of like how my intuitive tingles came and went.

Bones believed I’d been gifted for a reason, and that it was only a matter of time before that reason made itself known. Did finding Joshua have something to do with it? Or was the boy just a single part of a bigger design? There definitely was a bigger design, according to Bones, who claimed to be finding evidence of it in the partial skeletons he was collecting from the woods, and who in his former life was an “archaeozoologist,” which apparently meant he studied faunal remains found at archaeological sites. In other words, he knew his stuff when it came to animals and bones, hence his nickname.

But the reason the bones he’d been finding lately were important was because Bones couldn’t identify them.

Whatever they belonged to, they aren’t endemic, he had confided to me just hours before the attack. At first I wasn’t sure, but now I am. These bones don’t belong here. Just like the blitz.

What does that mean, though? I had asked him.

It means we might have a shot, he’d replied with a smile. I’m going to call a meeting for later tonight. I have something important to share. Call it an epiphany.

But he had never gotten the chance, and now for all I knew, Bones might be dead in the woods himself, his uneaten remains left to rot until nothing was left but dull white calcified fragments.

I was so distracted by this awful possibility that I failed to notice the patches of blue through the trees up ahead.

“Look!” said Rachel. “It’s Heart Lake!”

“Thank god,” I said with relief. All we had to do now was look for a big dead tree along the lake’s southern edge. The new encampment should be in a clearing a few hundred yards due west of that.

The realization that we were close sent fuel to my weary and aching muscles. We pushed on until we found the dead tree, at which point a former librarian we knew as Hugo—acting as a sentry—stepped out from the woods to wave us down, his long, scraggly beard hanging down over a red plaid shirt that made him look like a lumberjack.

“Glad you made it,” he said as we approached. He glanced down at Joshua and then up at Rachel and me, an eyebrow raised. My sister shook her head and told him she’d explain later. He nodded and asked what took us so long.

“No map,” I explained, at which point his eyebrows arched even higher, perhaps in astonishment that we’d made it at all without our main navigational aid. But before he could offer comment on our misadventure, I spoke again. “Is Bones here?” I braced myself for bad news.

Hugo, however, smiled. “He is indeed. And you’re just in time. He says he’s going to make an important announcement. Something about a plan.”

An epiphany, I thought as my sister narrowed her eyes.

“What kind of plan?” she asked.

Hugo kept smiling. “A plan to defeat the blitz.”








CHAPTER SEVEN
THOMAS



“I heard it, too,” said Dani, her voice low as she stared at the radio, like its scratchy old speakers might now be listening as they spewed white noise. “Find the girl.”

“Maybe that’s just what it sounded like?” I said. “Maybe the signal went wonky, and the garbled static came across as words?”

I was trying to be rational, but there was nothing rational about the way the three small words had resonated deep in my gut. I felt them as much as I heard them. By the look on her face, Dani did, too.

She shook her head. “That was definitely a voice.”

“Talking to us, though? I mean, it couldn’t be, right?”

“Seems unlikely,” she replied. Unlikely. Not impossible.

“But maybe,” I said.

“Stranger things have happened.” And then she said it again: “Find the girl.” As if it might start to make sense through repetition.

What girl? I wondered. “Should we wait here a bit to see if the signal comes back?”

We were already off the road and parked beneath a billboard, the big spotlights that had once illuminated it long cold.

“Worth a shot, I suppose.”

I unbuckled my seat belt as she killed the headlights. The dancing aurora was gone now, and so were the stars, all that heavenly brilliance extinguished by low-level cloud. We listened for a while without talking, the static unbroken as the radio searched to no avail. But strangely, the sense of immediacy stirred by the whisper wasn’t fading.

“Might as well get some shut-eye while we’re waiting, I guess,” Dani suggested. “The sun will be up in just a few hours.”

Too much had been happening for me to feel tired, but now that she’d mentioned sleep, I realized how little of it I’d had in the last few days. The last few weeks, really.

The truck had a small sleeper cabin right behind the seats. I had glanced at it before when I threw my bag on the floor, but only now as I looked back a second time did I notice that the bed was made up as neatly as any you’d find in a decent hotel.

“Cleanliness is next to godliness,” Dani said. “Or so my dad used to say.”

“Do you believe in God?” I asked her.

“I believe in kindness,” she replied with a shrug, as if kindness itself were enough and everything else was just superfluous, which maybe it was. “And truth be told,” she went on, “I don’t sleep in the bunk very often, so making it up isn’t exactly a chore. I usually sleep right here in my seat, in case I wake up and need to leave quickly, you know? That’s the problem with traveling alone. There’s no one to keep a lookout while you’re unconscious.”

“Consider me your lookout, then,” I told her.

She smiled. “We can sleep in shifts, and we’ll never be caught off guard.”

“Deal,” I agreed.

“Well, all right then.” She sounded pleased with this new arrangement, which made me feel less a passenger than a fellow traveler. More a companion than simply a burden, never mind that I still wasn’t sure why Dani was taking a circuitous path instead of heading straight west. All I knew was that she was searching for other survivors.

“How about I take the first shift?” she offered. “There’s a curtain behind me that closes if you want a little privacy in the bunk.”

I almost declined for fear of missing out on another whisper from the radio, but then I reminded myself I could just as easily keep tabs on it from back there. I would be closing a curtain, not a door. Plus, I was still in the same jeans I’d been wearing as I crawled through the dirt with a golden-eyed coyote in pursuit. It would be nice to put on a pair of comfy clean sweats.

“Thanks,” I said, my eyes feeling suddenly heavy at the thought of lying down. “I am a bit tired, I guess.”

I crawled back and closed the curtain, my insecurity spiking as I changed my clothes with the knowledge that there was only the thinnest piece of fabric and less than two feet of space between me and Dani. I wasn’t interested in her like that or anything, but still.

I laid myself down with a fast-beating heart and the full intention to stay up and listen to the static for at least a little while, but it wasn’t long until my body betrayed me, which I guess was my fault for closing my eyes.

The next time I opened them, the sun was rising, although of course I didn’t know that until I swept the black curtain sideways, waking Dani—who had been snoring like a buzz saw—in the process.

“Shit!” she said as she jolted awake. “So much for taking turns, I guess.”

The radio kept spewing static, but the semi’s engine was off. “Isn’t that draining the battery?” I asked.

“I’m running a spare one as an auxiliary,” she explained. “It’s hooked to the alternator, too, and will charge back up as we’re driving.”

“Cool.” I climbed out from the bunk into the passenger seat, then asked if she’d heard anything else before she crashed.

She shook her head and looked disappointed. “Just the same white noise. Maybe we’re meant to be moving. Can’t really hope to find anything by standing still.”

She had a point. I looked out at the clouds catching light above the horizon, a layer cake of pastel purple hues.

“I love this time of the day,” Dani went on as she rolled down her window and took a deep breath of the cool, crisp air. “Everything feels possible in the morning.”

I used to love mornings, too, back when I shared them with my mom, but I didn’t want to think about that right now. It was impossible to call up the good memories without also dredging up the bad. All those times I tried to convince myself that if only I prayed to the universe in just the right way, I might wake to discover that the cancer had pulled up its stakes and hauled its tent off during the night, leaving my mom’s frail body like some unwelcome circus being run out of town.

“I’ll make us a brew and then we’ll vamoose,” said Dani. “How does that sound?”

“Sure,” I replied even though I wasn’t a big fan of coffee.

“I’ve got a little kettle that plugs into the cigarette lighter,” she said as she reached back under the bunk to retrieve it. “Hey, that’s quite the book you’ve got sticking out of your bag here, leather-wrapped and everything. Is it a Bible?” She plugged the kettle in.

I shook my head. “Not a Bible.” As far as I could remember, I hadn’t been inside a church since I was baptized. I guess my parents figured it wasn’t necessary after that. “It’s a book about myths and legends and stuff.”

“Really?” She looked genuinely surprised. “What kinds of myths and legends?”

“All sorts, really. Sprites, djinn, demons, werewolves. Everything.”

“Well, I’ll be damned,” she said, as if the fact of me being in possession of such a book was somehow unexpected and meaningful. “Maybe you can read me some while we’re driving.”

“Sure,” I said. “You’re into stuff like that? Mythology?” My dad had always acted as if the hours I spent with the book were a waste of time. But then again, he seemed to have a certain disdain for anything even remotely superstitious or fantastic. I guess things like art and stories were hard to appreciate when you looked at life through the kind of lens that turned flowers to weeds and made everything shiny seem destined for rust.

“Totally,” Dani said. “And when I show you what’s on the back of the truck, you’ll understand why.” She gave me a playful wink before readying two mugs.

I narrowed my eyes in confusion before glancing back at the tarp-covered trailer through my side mirror. Who exactly was Dani, and what the heck was she transporting?

I got out for a stretch and to empty my bladder while the coffee was brewing, but try as I might to make any sense of the oddly shaped cargo from the ditch, I couldn’t.

“Here you go,” said Dani as I climbed back in.

I took a sip and almost gagged. The coffee was strong.

Dani laughed. “It’s instant,” she explained. “You get used to the bitterness, though.”

Do you? I wondered. I thought of my dad, and how bitterness was really all he had left at the end. Other than me, that is.

The second sip didn’t go down any easier than the first, and since I needed to get my mind off the bad taste of both the coffee and the past, I set my mug on the dash and brought out my book so that Dani could give it a proper appraisal.

“Weird,” she said as she held it. “It doesn’t weigh nearly as much as I thought it would. Almost as if it were hollow.” She opened it up to see that it wasn’t, the pages revealing images of small glowing orbs called will-o’-the-wisps.

“I got it from my grandpa for my twelfth birthday. He told me it might come in handy someday.”

Dani gave me a sideways look and quirked an eyebrow. “Oh, yeah?”

I shrugged. I’d never really known what he meant and sort of just chalked it up to my grandpa being the weirdo eccentric artist/explorer I’d always known him to be. He painted landscapes with strange-looking trees and oddly colored skies and claimed to be friends with the guy who illustrated my field guide, which featured legends from all over the world.

The book was more of an encyclopedia than a collection of stories, but that was part of the draw for me. It meant I could flesh out each myth into something larger inside my own mind, which had the effect of turning one book into hundreds. Sometimes I sat for hours lost in stories of my own design, featuring characters and creatures from every culture and place imaginable. There was magic in that, I believed, even if people like my dad were too blind to see it. And surely it had to mean something, too, the fact that legends existed everywhere and among all peoples, like vibrant threads from a central web connecting everything.

“Don’t suppose there’s a section on the blitz, though, huh?” Dani asked.

I laughed. “If only. Closest thing would be dragons, obviously.”

The comparison came up often, but I sometimes wondered if it was more than just a case of similarity. Maybe the blitz weren’t simply like dragons; maybe they actually were dragons, just in a different form. Breathing fire may have done the trick in the Stone or Bronze Age, but if dragons hoped to compete in a world of combat drones and ballistic missiles, a better strategy would be essential, hence this new breed.

I reached up to the dash for my mug as Dani flipped a few more pages. The morning sun was shining directly on the billboard looming above—a billboard we’d paid no mind to the night before or even first thing this morning. I finally noticed it now, though, and scrawled across its face was an ominous message in blood-red graffiti.

“ ‘Beware,’ ” I read out loud, my eyes roving to the next line as all the fine hairs along my arms started standing on end. “ ‘Now entering Cross-bolt territory.’ ”

Dani looked up and followed my gaze to the sign, her eyebrows furrowed.

“What the hell is a Cross-bolt?” I asked her.

She shook her head. “No idea, but it doesn’t sound good.”

There was a symbol on the billboard as well, a cross with a lightning bolt forking through it. Dani said she wasn’t sure what to make of that either.

“There’s no telling how old that graffiti is, though,” she added. “And for all we know, it’s just a fake warning to make roaming scavengers think twice.”

“What if it isn’t, though?”

She shrugged. “I’m not sure we can risk backtracking through areas we’ve already explored. Not if we hope to find more diesel.”

Maybe we missed some, I almost suggested, but then another thought occurred to me: maybe the reason the radio sent us the message it did at the moment it did was to make sure we would keep going instead of turning around. The timing seemed too coincidental to simply ignore.

“Maybe you’re right,” I said. “Maybe it’s old graffiti.”

She gave me what I took to be her best reassuring smile. I could tell it was mostly forced, but I tried to ignore that as she turned the key. “Onward it is, then,” she replied.

She closed my book and handed it back to me. Curiously, the weight of it now felt substantial. I hoped it wasn’t an omen.

The truck started rolling, the sinister message in blood-red paint disappearing behind us. At least I hoped it was paint.

“Read me something,” said Dani, probably just to distract me from my worries.

“Any specific requests?”

She shook her head. “Dealer’s choice.”

“Okay.” I opened the book to a random chapter on sixteenth-century seers called specularii, who used mirror-gazing as a way of divining the future and communicating across space and time. They didn’t always just use mirrors, though. Sometimes it was a crystal ball or a scrying bowl full of water. Basically anything reflective could be used to facilitate the magic.

I read on as we rumbled along below the speed limit, cautious as always of dead cars left abandoned on the road, and ever watchful for signs of survivors and potential sources of diesel. The stillness of the world sliding past was hard to get used to. If I didn’t know better, I could have believed that Dani and I were the only two people left—the last stubborn souls on a planet of monsters and ghosts.

It took a while, but eventually the combination of familiar mythology and bittersweet black licorice helped to put the billboard and its warning out of my mind. I spent the next hour reading multiple chapters and was just about to continue with a legend from the Philippines about a terrifying vampire-like creature called a manananggal, when Dani suddenly muttered something under her breath. I looked up to find her staring at her side mirror.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Car. Still a ways back but gaining fast.”

I darted a look at my own mirror even as the howl of the car’s taxed engine reached my ears above the hiss of radio static. The car was an old open-wheeled roadster with purple paint and a front end that was all grille and headlights. Gaining fast, Dani had said, but that was an understatement. The car was practically flying.

My skin prickled and my heart started pounding, but before I could even question if what we were seeing might be connected to the so-called “Cross-bolts,” Dani was easing off the gas instead of pressing it harder. This struck me as a bad idea until I saw the roadster veer wildly to pass us and suddenly realized that while the car itself might almost be flying, there was something behind it that actually was.

“Blitz!” I yelled.

Dani sucked in a ragged breath and slowed down more as the car blew past us like a rocket. In the blink of an eye, the blitz was past us, too, hurtling along less than ten feet above the road with each of its massive taloned feet poised like one of those joystick-operated claw-cranes at the carnival. The wind from its wings slammed into the truck and pushed us so hard that the wheels on my side hit the ditch. Dani swore and jerked the wheel to bring us back onto the road, the whole semi shuddering violently. But even as I bounced with my seat belt straining against my collarbone, my eyes never left the high-speed pursuit.

I watched with horror as the blitz closed the last bit of distance and reached down with one of those awful black talons to lift the back corner of the hot rod right off the pavement. The driver instantly lost control, the car kicking sideways for a heart-stopping instant before leaving the ground as if launched.

It was like one of those NASCAR crashes that used to make my dad sit forward in his recliner, the roadster barrel-rolling through the air at terminal speed, purple over gray over purple over gray, too many times and too fast to count, with parts of the car flying off before it landed with an explosion of metal and glass and kept on tumbling down the highway for another fifty yards or so. In the final seconds before the mangled wreckage settled, the driver was thrown and went tumbling toward the ditch.

The last thing I saw before Dani turned off down a side road was the blitz banking hard in the direction of that small bit of human meat with flailing arms and legs.

“Go! Go! Go! Go! Go!” I yelled, as if Dani needed any urging. She jerked the shifter and pounded the gas, the engine roaring as gravel pinged off the wheel wells and side steps. We were lucky it was still running, the blitz having passed us too quickly to kill the alternator or to blow all the fuses.

The road sloped down before gradually turning, its stone surface feeling loose beneath us, as if we might slide off at any second. Dani gritted her teeth and gripped the wheel with white knuckles, her entire focus on keeping control and simply driving, while my own mind went to the morbid but relevant question of whether the driver had been alone in the car. Another morsel or two might keep the blitz occupied and buy us some precious time.

“Look!” said Dani, her eyes still straight ahead as a long brown structure materialized at the end of the bend: a covered bridge crossing a river.

My heart leapt inside me until we got closer and I seriously started to question whether the roof of the bridge was tall enough for the truck to fit under.

“It’s gonna be tight!” Dani yelled as she slowed our approach. I held my breath and closed my eyes, certain that the truck’s chrome stacks would be shorn clean off. And then the world got darker beyond my closed eyelids, the semi’s brakes squealing and the old bridge groaning as we rolled to a stop.

I opened my eyes as Dani shifted into park and turned the key to kill the engine, which continued to tick like an egg timer even after it was off. She killed the radio, too, so there was no other sound aside from our breathing. We looked at each other but said nothing, our minds still buzzing from what we’d just witnessed.

A long moment passed before Dani finally said, “I wonder what the weight capacity of this bridge is.”

“I vote we stay hidden and take our chances,” I told her.

“Agreed.”

I remembered how she said she’d been lucky in avoiding the blitz while out on the road, and how I had told her to knock on wood while silently wondering if by joining her I might unwittingly undo her good fortune. My black cloud, it seemed, had caught up to us just as surely as the blitz caught that purple roadster and might still get its clutches on us if it managed to figure out where we were hiding.

My knee bounced nervously as we sat there and waited.








CHAPTER EIGHT
CASSIE



Bones wasn’t really the sentimental type, but I could tell by his smile and the relief in his eyes that if he had been, he definitely would have run over to hug us. As it was, he simply said, “Thank goodness! I was starting to think I’d have to come looking for you!”

His hair looked even whiter than it had the day before, as if the stress of moving camp yet again had bleached it completely. Or maybe it was just the slate-gray sky above that was making it seem whiter. As I introduced him to Joshua, Rachel looked around to see who had made it and who was still missing.

Bones solemnly informed us that fourteen souls remained unaccounted for, Daniel and Jenna and young Stevie among them. How many friends had we lost now since that first attack in the city? How many of the girls from my track team were still out there somewhere running?

And speaking of running … Corbet came pounding toward us from across the new camp. I could see the question on his face and was shaking my head before he even asked it.

“I don’t know where she is,” I told him. “I haven’t seen her.” Jenna, I meant.

“You guys didn’t leave together?”

I shook my head. “She didn’t wait for me. I thought she might have caught up with you.” Not that I had expected her to wait or anything. No sense in others risking their lives just because I was reckless enough to go free soloing.

Guilt and regret flashed across Corbet’s face as a low rumble shook the sky to the west. The storm we’d been watching develop for the last few hours was almost upon us.

“Come!” said Bones. “Help me get these last two tarps up!” He was talking to me, probably because he needed me to climb a tree or two to tie off the upper corners so the rain would run off instead of pooling.

Sure enough, that was exactly the case. I tried not to think about Jenna as I worked on my knots and had just finished securing the last one when the sky opened up.

Everyone gathered close to avoid getting soaked, standing shoulder to shoulder beneath the makeshift canopy. The drops were fat and the downpour loud enough to cause Bones to postpone his announcement until the cloudburst ended and the rain eased off, by which time people were cold and cranky and generally frustrated with the reality of off-grid living—not that there was a grid anymore.

Even before Bones started talking, I found myself thinking that maybe he should wait until the sun was out and his audience more receptive to new ideas.

He began by taking his place atop a stump where everyone could see him.

“I just want to start by saying I’m sorry we didn’t all make it, and I know we’re all still grieving, but I hope you’ll hear me out anyway. I think this is too important not to be shared.” He paused to clear his throat before continuing.

“As some of you are already aware, I’ve been finding some strange bones and skeletons in the woods these past few weeks. At first, I wasn’t sure what to make of them. Odd as they seemed, I couldn’t rule out that they didn’t belong to exotic animals let loose from pet shops or freed from the zoos. I didn’t believe that, but as I said, I couldn’t absolutely rule it out. I might be an expert, but I don’t know everything.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Now, for obvious reasons, I was forced to leave all the bones I’m talking about behind, but something happened on the way here. I found something new that you all need to see because I believe it changes everything.”

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a skull. It was small and must have belonged to something no bigger than a pine marten, but where a marten’s skull would have been smooth along the forehead, this skull touted features that no member of the weasel family would have possessed, namely horns—small ones that corkscrewed up into sharp little tips.

“Pass it around and look closely,” said Bones. “And then tell me if you’ve ever seen anything like that in your lives.”

My heart beat faster as Joshua reached out to squeeze my hand. “I wanna see!” he said.

Bones stood patiently as the skull made its rounds amid mildly fascinated murmurs. When it finally reached my hand, Joshua touched it with a single curious finger, so gently you might have thought he was petting something alive.

“So, what is it?” asked our resident tattoo artist, Rebecca, finally handing the skull back.

“I wish I knew,” said Bones. “But one thing I can tell you for certain is that corkscrewing horns like this don’t exist in any pocket of nature I’m familiar with. Not on a mammal this size, and, unless I’m mistaken, the only horned rodent in history was a gopher that’s been extinct now for millions of years. This isn’t just a weird animal from a different part of the world. This is a creature from somewhere else—I have to assume the same place that brought us the blitz.”

“So how does this help us?” asked Brent Shapiro from ten feet away, his arms crossed and his forehead creased. Brent used to sell insurance and was one of those know-it-all contrarian types. “I mean, sure, it might be interesting, but what difference does a skull make?”

Bones went on without missing a beat, his tone unchanged. “Skulls are made of bone,” he said. “And bones are a feature of conventional physiology. If this small horned creature was a physiological being, then the blitz probably are as well, and one thing all such beings have in common is mortality. They can die and be killed.” This wasn’t just some idle declaration. Bones understood that for many, the blitz were a hellish fairy tale come to life. The fact that no weapon tried yet could even touch them made them seem not only scary and otherworldly but almost godlike. If they truly were flesh and blood just like us, though, then maybe not all hope was lost.

“It’s just a matter of finding their weakness,” Bones concluded.

My heart swelled with hope, and I looked around. A few people were leaning in, listening closely, but then Brent threw down his hands. “And how the hell are we supposed to do that?” he said. “Assuming you’re right, I mean. Should we politely ask the blitz to come and sit still so we can study them for a while?”

A few small snickers followed Brent’s words. He smirked with self-satisfaction as those who’d been listening traded glances, their faces already falling as doubt crept back in.

Bones remained unfazed, and as always I admired his unflappable nature. Had Brent been beside me instead of across from me, I would have been tempted to introduce him to my elbow. What was wrong with these people that they couldn’t see how important this was?

“Study them, yes,” said Bones. “But we need to be clever about it.”

“Meaning what, exactly?” asked Hugo, more curious than confrontational. Brent scowled as if his thunder had been stolen, even as actual thunder continued to roll in the distance, the isolated cell getting farther away now.

“Meaning we need to think smaller,” said Bones. “Perhaps as small as a single egg.”

“Yes!” I said as it hit me where Bones was going. Judging by the murmurs around me, though, everyone else was a little slower on the uptake.

“An egg?” said Marybeth Cooper.

“Indeed,” said Bones. “What if the blitz are egg layers? That might be an avenue we could exploit.”

Blitz babies weren’t something I had given much thought to, but eggs made sense. Blitz were reptiles, after all, or at least they looked like reptiles, except for those deadly quills around their ankles.

“So, you’re suggesting an egg hunt?” Marybeth continued.

“Happy Easter,” Brent scoffed. Around him, people snickered.

Bones looked at Marybeth and ignored Brent completely. “Yes, as a matter of fact, that’s exactly what I’m proposing. That we steal some eggs for the purpose of study. If we raise one from a hatchling and watch how it develops, we might discover secrets about blitz biology, find the chinks in their armor, so to speak.”

“If there are any chinks in their armor,” said Jason Jeffcoat, who was not to be confused with fair-haired Jason Fairholm, standing directly beside him.

“Hell,” Brent quickly added, “if there are any eggs. We’re supposed to just march into the gates of hell on the strength of a guess? You honestly expect us to take this on faith?” There were nods and grunts of agreement. Fear was gaining over hope.

I wasn’t surprised that Brent was arguing since arguing was what Brent did, but the lack of enthusiasm from everyone else—including my very own sister, who wore the same skeptical look she often gave me when I spoke of my intuition—was knocking me back a bit. Some of the light in Bones’s eyes was dimming now, and I could see he was struggling to suppress a frown.

“What’s the alternative?” he asked. “Keep running and hiding and hope for the best? Some plan is better than no plan at all, is it not?”

“We still don’t know what’s out west,” Eric Kim chimed in. He’d been one of those who’d looked on with interest at first. But he was practical, too. “Maybe we should build up our stores and keep going that way. The rumors might be true.”

Rumors about a safe zone, he meant.

“And in the meantime, the blitz might leave,” said Hugo. “If they appeared all at once, they could vanish just as easily.”

“Exactly,” said one of the Jasons amid an increasing number of nods.

“What if they don’t, though?” Bones pressed on. “What about our kids? Isn’t it our responsibility to try to give them something better?” He looked from face to face in search of an answer. “Well, isn’t it?”

Singled out by Bones’s gaze, people lowered their eyes and stared at their shoes.

“How would we even find the eggs?” asked Rachel. “Where would we look?”

“We would have to backtrack,” said Bones. “Head east. Wasn’t there a mysterious rash of sightings in the Badlands? Carlos?”

Carlos was Bones’s best friend. He was also familiar with the area Bones had mentioned since he had grown up there. He nodded but looked uncomfortable at being called on. “Near Horse Thief Canyon,” he confirmed. “Definitely seemed like a hot spot even though hardly any people live there.”

“So that’s where we’ll go,” Bones declared. “Horse Thief Canyon. It’s a place to start, at least.” He was clearly counting on his best friend for support, so when Carlos shook his head, it was like watching the final nail being pounded into a coffin.

“I hate to be the one to say it, Lenyn,” Carlos began, calling Bones by his real name, which was rare and telling, “but I have to be honest with you. This sounds more like a pipe dream than a plan. There’s so much we still don’t know. And what are we supposed to do? Just wander straight into their nest?”

The look of hurt that came over Bones’s face was heartbreaking. “So that’s it? We cross our fingers and stay the course? That’s really all you guys want? Just to survive as long as possible? Can we at least get a show of hands? Who’s with me? Anyone?”

I raised my hand without hesitation, but it was literally the only one aside from Joshua’s.

Bones sighed with profound disappointment, and that was that; his so-called “epiphany” had gone off like a lead balloon.

“What the hell were you thinking?” my sister asked me a few minutes later as the gathering broke up and we set about pitching our tents for the night.

“It’s a good plan,” I said. “And Dad would have thought so, too.”

As soon as I said it, I knew it to be true, and not only that, but if Dad were here with us now, it would be him who was volunteering instead of me, never mind that my intuition might give me a real advantage in dangerous territory.

Maybe that’s why I’d been given my gift in the first place, to pick up where my dad left off and finally finish what he started, only instead of striking out east on a vague reconnaissance mission, I would be setting off with a much more specific goal in mind. Cassie Jo McCarthy: apocalypse scout. It definitely had a certain ring to it.

The egg hunt needed to happen, and I needed to be the one to make sure it succeeded. The more I thought about it, the more certain I was. How could we make others see it, though? How could we ever convince them to look past their fear?








CHAPTER NINE
THOMAS



We waited inside the bridge for almost an hour, trading only whispers the entire time. My mind kept replaying it—that purple-gray-purple-gray barrel roll, and the driver being flung like a boneless doll.

Dani consulted a well-marked map and adjusted our route, then took a deep breath and turned the key, the big old engine sounding twice as loud as normal in the enclosed space. Chugga-chugga-chugga-chugga-chugga.

“Time to cross our fingers, I guess.” She shifted the truck into gear, and we rolled toward the light.

“And toes,” I added.

We barely looked at the road for the next few miles. It was all sky and mirrors until we were back off the gravel and onto asphalt again, heading roughly northwest, the peace of our morning shattered worse than the purple roadster.

The road was hilly and paved, with wide shoulders and wooded slopes falling away on either side. It almost felt like a mountain road, but it wasn’t. I looked through my window at the trees flashing past down below. Many were showing their first hints of autumn color, and every so often where the forest thinned, I would catch a glimpse of a winding river just off to the north, getting closer and closer the farther we drove, our paths on the way to convergence.

“Keep an eye out for roads or trails in that direction,” said Dani, her focus shifting to other priorities now that we’d escaped the blitz. “We need to filter more water soon.”

Our source of hydration was a two-gallon bladder that used gravity to filter dirty water through a purifying layer of charcoal. It was hanging up in the cab with a hose snaking out from the bottom of it. Filling our bottles was as simple as turning a spigot.

“I’m on it,” I replied. Truth be told, I kind of enjoyed being Dani’s second set of eyes. It made me feel like I had something to give even as I just sat there.

The road gradually lost elevation over the next several miles, which sort of made it seem as if we were sinking into the forest. I finally spotted a dirt trail leading into the trees and toward the river just up ahead. It was way too narrow to take the truck down, but if we were willing to park on the shoulder and go for a hike, it would probably do the trick.

Dani agreed and pulled over. “Grab the bear spray, will you? It’s that red-and-yellow canister in the bottom of your door. There’s a sling holster there as well if you want to use it.”

I got out and put the sling over my shoulder while Dani gave me a quick lesson on how to use the spray. It was basically just a matter of pulling a pin and squeezing a trigger.

“Are there actually bears around here?” I asked her.

She shrugged. “No idea, but better to have it and not need it than the other way around.” She started forward, only to pause at the discovery of tread marks in the dirt. “Pretty fresh,” she said, squatting for a better look.

“Motorcycles?” The tread marks were thin.

“Definitely not pedal bikes.”

I followed the tracks with my eyes, down the dirt trail and around a bend farther into the forest, which seemed darker than it had just moments before. I bit my lip as a bout of anxiety swirled up inside me.

Dani stood and put her hands on her hips. “The hard thing or the easy thing,” she said.

I gave her a questioning look.

“It’s something my sister used to say,” she explained. “The right thing is often the hard thing, and that’s why people don’t do it. Driving away would be the easy thing. Having faith that we can help whoever these bikes belong to would be the hard thing.”

Ten times out of ten, I knew my dad would have climbed back into the truck and rumbled off without a second thought, but was that wrong or simply sensible? Faith of the sort that Dani was describing seemed kind of reckless and naïve.

“How would we help them?” I asked her.

“By showing them what’s under the tarp,” she replied, looking back at the flatbed trailer.

“You haven’t even shown me yet,” I reminded her.

“You’re right and I probably should have. I figured it might do you good to see it for the first time in the company of others. The way it kindles something inside them.”

I narrowed my eyes, wondering what she could possibly mean.

“Tell you what,” she continued. “How about we get our water and then I’ll uncover it, regardless of whether it’s just the two of us or not?”

“Okay,” I agreed.

“Okay,” she replied, smiling as if she was already looking forward to it.

With my bear spray orientation out of the way, she returned to the truck to retrieve the bladder from the cabin.

I tried not to think about whether we might still be in “Cross-bolt territory.” Having changed direction as we did, I’d lost all sense of where the billboard would be relative to where we were right now. It didn’t matter anyway. If there was a chance the radio’s message was meant for us, then there was also the chance that its mystery girl was right down this path.

Side by side, we followed the tire tracks, the bear spray in its holster bouncing against my hip.

The path wound left and right before straightening out and leading us down a gradual hill. There were spots where deadfall had very obviously been moved aside to make the trail passable, and unless we were both mistaken, there appeared to be four different sets of tracks with slightly varied tread patterns. All my senses were on high alert, to the point that I was jumping at every little rustle and creaking branch. I could already hear the river below us.

After less than five minutes of walking, the trees ahead of us began to thin, their leaves backlit in such a way that they almost appeared to be glowing. Dani slowed her pace and started to pause every ten or twelve steps to cock her head and have a listen. My heartbeat quickened every time.

It wasn’t until we passed the first in a series of old barrel-style firepits surrounded by small clearings with overgrown grass that I realized we had stumbled into a campground near the riverbank.

“Maybe the bikers were here but they left,” I whispered. My dad had taken me camping a number of times when I was a kid but was always disappointed in the fact that I took no pleasure in fishing. Maybe he had imagined that fathers and sons should be able to bond while casting their lines and wrestling trout. I tried, but my heart wasn’t in it.

“Maybe,” Dani agreed, only to signal a halt by raising her fist a moment later, like a soldier practicing stealth in enemy territory.

We had reached what appeared to be the second-to-last campsite along the trail, with a row of thick berry bushes separating it from the final one. I held my breath and took out the bear spray as quietly as I was able. Dani was several steps ahead of me and seemed to be seeing or hearing something I wasn’t.

Several long seconds passed before she continued forward. I crept along behind her until I could see the outer edge of two stubby motorcycle tires. The bikes were parked just inside the last campsite. My stomach fluttered uncomfortably. I lost my nerve and waved to get Dani’s attention. When she turned, I stabbed the air to suggest that we should go back the way we came. While we still had the chance.

She shook her head and calmly gestured me off the path, as if telling me to wait out of sight while she went to investigate, which of course I couldn’t. I was the one with the bear spray, after all. I answered her head shake with one of my own, then continued forward to join her.

As we stepped past the edge of the bushes, I could see that they were dirt bikes rather than street bikes and pretty old ones at that. The mismatched colors of certain parts suggested they’d been cobbled together. Frankenbikes, I thought. There were two more parked farther in, close to a large yellow dome tent. All was quiet.

Dani took a big breath beside me and yelled, “Hello? Anybody here?”

I shot her a look of alarm, and she immediately raised her hand to reassure me while at the same time glancing down at my bear spray as if to tell me that maybe I should pull the safety pin just in case, which, in spite of the contradictory messaging, I quickly did.

No one answered. Nor did the tent so much as quiver from movement inside.

“Maybe a blitz got them?” I whispered, although I wasn’t seeing any indication of this, what with the upright tent and the standing dirt bikes, not to mention the lack of any big clawed footprints or broken branches. The whole area seemed undisturbed.

“Maybe,” said Dani. “They could also be out hunting or fishing at the river.”

Hunting meant guns, in which case my bear deterrent might as well be a can of hair spray.

“C’mon,” said Dani, continuing down the trail.

“I don’t get it,” I said low as I ran up beside her. “Why bother sneaking up if we were just going to announce ourselves anyway?”

“It’s wise to be cautious,” she answered, “but once you’ve knowingly entered someone else’s space, you’re just asking for trouble by tiptoeing around. People are mostly good, but they’re also mostly on edge now thanks to the blitz.”

The trail circled around the last campsite before ending at the riverbank itself, which was wide and open like a small sandy beach. A deserted beach, that is, with clouds of swarming black flies.

“Look,” said Dani, a tremble in her voice as she pointed toward a stone circle firepit surrounded by a bunch of dark splotches that it took me a moment to realize must be blood. There was a disturbing amount of it, trailing right down to the water’s edge. The sand was heavily gouged and displaced, as if there had been a big struggle.

I teetered a bit on my feet, suddenly woozy. Gore tended to have that effect on me. It wasn’t difficult to imagine what might have happened here, four men out in the open around a fire, with smoke rising up as a blitz swooped down from above. There were even S-curve marks that appeared indicative of a long tail, although why the blood trail led into the water, I wasn’t sure.

I couldn’t help ducking instinctively as I tipped my head back to scan the sky. Dani tipped hers back, too, but the heavens above us were clear except for a few thin wisps of cloud that I might have mistaken as chemtrails if I didn’t know better. The lack of any aerial shadows failed to stem my unease, though.

“Maybe we should just get our water and leave,” I suggested.

“Yeah, maybe you’re right,” Dani replied.

I kept watch while she knelt next to some rocks on the bank and submerged the bladder, its wide mouth facing the gentle current, upstream from the gore.

It was full in less than a minute. She stood back up and started to screw the plastic cap on when I noticed a curious swirling out on the surface of the water near the middle of the river, as if from an eddy below. The rotation grew stronger and more pronounced as I squinted my eyes against the glare of the sun and continued to watch.

“Weird,” said Dani. “Is that a whirlpool?”

It definitely looked like the beginnings of one, and something about the word whirlpool in combination with the river and the curious S-tracks—not to mention the blood—plucked a chord in my memory. But no, surely it couldn’t be …

My mind began to riffle through pages in my book while I recalled some vague rumors that had started to circulate in the hours before the blackout, sparked by unsubstantiated sightings of creatures and beings other than the blitz. Back then I thought it was conspiracists trying to get likes and hits on their socials, but maybe I was wrong …

My heart skipped a beat as something shifted under the water.

“Nguruvilu,” I whispered as five obsidian talons broke the surface. Even seeing what I was seeing, I couldn’t stop blinking in disbelief. Clearly it was real, though, as Dani saw it, too.

“What the—” She stepped back, and her foot slipped beneath her on a stone, at which point the weight of the water on her shoulder completely unbalanced her. She fell hard and hit her head with a crack that I felt as much as I heard, then lay there unmoving.

It happened so fast I could only watch helplessly, panic stealing my breath as I darted a look back at the shiny black talons. The hand they belonged to rose like a periscope. This hand wasn’t covered with skin or attached to an arm, though. Rather, it was clad in scales and affixed to the end of a serpentine tail.

I dropped my bear spray. I guess I must have forgotten I was holding it, and by the time it even occurred to me that I should be running or shaking Dani back to consciousness, the sinuous tail was snapping toward me like a claw-tipped prehensile whip.

I tried to leap clear an instant too late, the scaly fingers seizing my ankle in exactly the way I had always imagined the monster under my bed might when I was a restless kid plagued by nightmares. But rather than drag me under the water like an alligator or croc would, the monster instead hauled me up above the center of the river. All my blood rushed into my head as I thrashed to get free.

“I know what you are!” I yelled in desperation, as if it might somehow help me. “Nguruvilu! You hear me? Nguruvilu!”

The creature’s snout emerged with a hiss and a cascade of water more than ten feet away, but it wasn’t the sort of snout that one might expect to find on the body of a serpentine river dweller. It was far more foxlike than reptilian, with reddish-gold scales giving way to bristling fur at its jawline. Its sly eyes met mine and twinkled like teal-blue diamonds.

Upside down and trembling with fear, and with all those clumps of congealed blood and sand in the background, I felt myself being lowered toward the oversize vulpine head. I couldn’t tell how much of its body remained underwater, but the bulk above it would have easily measured more than twelve feet. A pair of jagged-looking fins rippled along its sides.

I almost threw a frenzied punch once I was in reach of the terrible maw, but given my precarious position, along with the fact that, according to myth, it usually took a strong Chilean sorcerer—a kalku—to deal with one of these creatures, provoking it didn’t seem wise. Besides, if the bikers were a recent meal, then maybe it was no longer hungry.

I squeezed my eyes shut as its moist, twitching nose pressed right up against me and a forked tongue darted out to taste the nervous sweat on my brow. Putrid breath filled the air like a cloud of hot death. Maybe the bikers had been the main course and I was dessert.

The monster spoke, its voice a sandpaper hiss. I caught only the beginning of what it said, though. “You are not sssp—” Its large fins slapped the water just then, drowning out the last syllable or two.

I had no idea what the word might be. Special? Spared? Speedy? Was it making fun of me for reacting so slowly? For ruining the sport of the hunt? Was I doomed now to be swallowed whole? I was half-convinced that if I dared look, I would see it unhinging its jaw in preparation for the big bite.

But then I felt myself swinging and opened my eyes to find the riverbank mere feet away. I reached out to brace for impact as the monster dropped me unceremoniously onto the sand.

The snout swung away from me and over to Dani, who was groaning now as she began to come to. The nguruvilu sniffed her the same way it had sniffed me, then hissed one final time before disappearing with a ferocious splash back under the water.

“What happened?” Dani asked as she grabbed her head and tried to sit up.

“You fell,” was my only reply. The rest of it could wait until my racing thoughts slowed and my pounding heart settled. “But we can’t stay here. Do you think you can walk?”

“Maybe in a minute if the world stops spinning.” Her ball cap had come off in the fall. She swept it up and plopped it on backward like a catcher would wear it, the black fabric now caked with wet sand.

“We might not have a minute.” I glanced sideways at the river while remembering some of the cats I had fed in the days before Dani rescued me—how they would occasionally turn up their noses and saunter away from the food on offer only to return a few minutes later having changed their minds.

“Okay then, help me up,” said Dani.

I did so. She wobbled for a moment but found her balance. Her eyes were on the water now, too, as if the memory of the whirlpool and the talons had floated back up through the knock-induced fog. I grabbed the water bladder, which thankfully hadn’t burst, and picked up my dropped can of bear spray as well before we slowly moved away from the bank, both of us casting wary glances over our shoulders.

As anxious as we were to return to the truck and get the hell out of there, Dani insisted we take a moment to check the camp area for useful supplies. The bikers clearly wouldn’t be needing any of them.

Inside the tent was a kerosene lantern we decided to take and some grungy-looking blankets and sleeping bags that we gladly left, along with a half-full bottle of Wild Turkey whose woody smell permeated the air and instantly transported me back to the night I found my father lying motionless in his favorite chair. A duffel bag lay torn open near the edge of the trees, but whatever it might have held had been hauled away by forest scavengers.

Lastly, we came to the bikes themselves.

The nguruvilu’s hissing voice continued to echo through my brain as I put down the heavy bladder to give my shoulder a break. Dani pulled out a pocketknife to pry open a cheap-looking storage box mounted above a back fender. Inside this metal box was a second one made of rich-looking wood. It had the symbol of a cross with a lightning bolt forking through it crudely carved into its lacquered lid—the very same symbol we had seen on the billboard.

“Looks like a humidor,” said Dani, so she opened it with both of us expecting cigars. Instead, we found severed fingers.

“Jesus!” Dani gasped, the box slipping out of her hands to crash to the ground. Three of the fingers fell out. One had a nail painted cherry red.

Dried blood on the sand was one thing; actual body parts was another. I spun and ran maybe five steps before falling to my knees and retching, as much from the rancid stench as the ghastly sight. When I looked back, Dani was just standing there staring down, as if she couldn’t quite process the horror of it.

My dad was right, I thought. About who was left in the world, not only surviving by any means necessary, but actively collecting gruesome souvenirs from anyone who got in their way, or maybe just anyone they didn’t like the look of. Perhaps there was still some humanity left on the coast, where people were gathered in numbers, but not here. I didn’t want to think about what would have happened had we arrived before the bikers ventured too close to a river monster’s domain. A nguruvilu. I could still hardly believe it.

Shaken and—in Dani’s case—likely concussed, we stumbled back up the trail to the truck in silence. After everything that had just happened, it didn’t even occur to me until we were buckled in and moving that I still hadn’t seen what Dani was hauling back there on the flatbed trailer behind us. Maybe it wasn’t hope after all.








CHAPTER TEN
CASSIE



Try as he might, Bones struggled to get anyone else on board with his plan. I tried, too, but with the exception of Rebecca the tattooist, who I sensed was starting to come around (and who promised to someday ink me a four-leaf clover), few were even willing to hear me out. I guess in their eyes—as in my sister’s—I was just a foolish teenager, still hopelessly naïve to the ways of the world.

The group consensus seemed to be that fighting was futile and that our only real option was to build up our strength and our stores for a final push west. A stupid new theory that came out of nowhere wasn’t helping either. Suddenly all the talk was about how blitz might not be capable of long, sustained flight because of their size and weight, so a place like Hawaii might offer permanent sanctuary. All we had to do was get to the coast and haul ass in style on a hot-wired yacht across the ocean.

Bones was quick to point out that royal albatrosses, despite being the largest flying birds in the world, were capable of staying out at sea for months or even years at a time, but just like his epiphany, this fell on deaf ears, too. Now that the idea of retiring to an island paradise had begun to take root, people refused to be moved by such trivial things as unwanted facts. And I was somehow the naïve one?

Even Corbet, who I thought was my friend, laughed and scoffed at the very idea of any sort of “mission.” He went so far as to say, “I knew Bones was weird, but still …”

Because of the collection of partial skeletons, he meant, as if it were a mad and morbid hobby instead of important research. When I tried to say as much, he rolled his eyes at me, so of course I punched him, and I hadn’t talked to him since.

I still couldn’t wrap my head around how little anyone cared about the small horned skull Bones had presented to us as proof that fighting was worthwhile, that it wasn’t just a pointless suicide mission. Was it too much to ask for an ounce of courage in the face of extinction? Surely there must be a few souls left in the world who might still be willing to stick their necks out for the greater good, but if that was true, then where the hell were they?

I was mostly keeping my distance now from everyone other than Joshua, who had somehow befriended a young long-tailed weasel that lived near our camp. The boy was finally beginning to find his voice, too. He wouldn’t talk out in the open near everyone else, but if it was just the two of us together on our own, he could sometimes summon a whisper.

“Whatcha drawing?” he asked me one morning as we sat in my cramped little tent. The zippered door and the vestibule were both open to let in a breeze. Joshua’s eyes were on the small sketchbook I often carried around with me.

“I’m not really sure,” I admitted. “It’s something I keep dreaming about.”

“Looks like a pile of snakes,” he said before cocking his head at the sound of two crows squawking loudly outside.

“I think they’re more like roots,” I told him. “Growing up and out of the ground instead of down into it, almost as if there’s a tree the wrong way around.”

I’d had the dream every night since our arrival at the new camp, and always it started the same: I would find myself standing alone before a cone-shaped mass of intertwined roots beneath an ash-gray sky that hung so low I could almost stand on my tiptoes and touch it. Instead, I would touch the roots, my probing fingers causing the mound to swell and contract as if it were breathing. Each time it swelled, gaps would open between the roots, allowing shafts of bright golden light to shine out from within.

There was something hidden in that light, I was sure, something important. I needed to find out what, so I would circle the mound as it swelled, waiting for one of the gaps to open wide enough for me to squeeze through. I would have to be quick or risk being crushed, though. When the moment seemed right, I’d launch myself forward only to wake up with a jolt in an ice-cold sweat, my whole body tingling.

“I know the dream must mean something, but I don’t know what,” I said to Joshua, whose wide-eyed fascination made me nostalgic for my own childhood. “Bones says dreams can be conduits to other places and times, and that even though I might not know what it means right now, it could come to me all of a sudden, like a bolt of lightning out of the blue.”

Or like the epiphany I’d had about becoming a scout like my dad, who never once hesitated to put his own ass on the line so that his brothers- and sisters-in-arms wouldn’t have to until they had all the crucial intel they needed. I don’t think I’d ever fully appreciated just how brave it was to go in solo on behalf of a team like that—the guts it took.

“What’s a conduit?” Joshua asked me, bringing me back to the present.

The crows squawked again and made a series of garbling sounds.

“It’s sort of like a tunnel that connects things or takes them from one place to another.”

“Is that how the bad men got here?” he asked me. “Through a conduit?”

I stared at him for a moment. “What bad men?”

“The ones outside,” he replied.

I put down my sketchbook and stuck my head out, and sure enough, several of our fellow campmates were greeting a pair of gruff-looking newcomers. One of them was short and lean and about the same age as Bones. The other was only a few years older than me and built like an ox. His eyes were dark and wide and strangely intense.

“By the grace of God and good fortune!” I heard the older one proclaim, crossing himself as he spoke, as if he had just reached the end of an epic pilgrimage. His giant companion echoed his fervor with an equally zealous “Amen!”

Something about them immediately put me on edge: a sense of falseness. All thoughts of my recurring dream dissolved as the handshakes and introductions continued, the whole group drifting toward the firepit. The giant had a lumbering gait, and I watched for a moment longer until he happened to turn his head and make eye contact with me from across the camp. I shuddered involuntarily and ducked back inside. Only now were my fingers and toes beginning to tingle. Once again, a belated warning.

“How did you know they were here?” I asked Joshua.

“Crows talk, too,” he informed me simply.

“You can understand them?”

“Sometimes.”

“And was it the crows who said the men were bad?”

He shook his head. “They didn’t have to. Crows can feel and smell it in the air.”

Maybe I shouldn’t have been astonished since I literally had a built-in danger sensor—albeit an often unreliable one—but nevertheless, I was downright awestruck.

“What else did they feel or say?” I asked him.

“Nothing. They just flew off. Are the bad men going to stay here?”

Good question.

“I don’t know,” I told him honestly. “Do you think I should go and find out?” Even though the idea of that man putting eyes on me again made my skin crawl.

He started to nod yes but quickly changed his mind and shook his head no. Then he just sat there with his eyebrows knitted together, looking unsure.

“What if I’m real careful?” I said.

After a moment’s hesitation, he finally nodded, and I could tell by his expression and the subtle way he was resisting the urge to roll his small shoulders away from me that I would get no further words from him, at least not for a little while.

“How about we start a new game before I go?” I said, hoping to keep him distracted. “You can take your turn while I’m away and then I’ll take my turn when I get back.”

He cocked his head and narrowed his eyes, his bottom lip jutting.

“It’s called Animal Friends,” I explained. “And the way we play it is by drawing all the animals we’ve ever been friends with. Do you want to play?”

When I offered my pencil, he snatched it eagerly.

“All right,” I said. “I won’t be gone long, so just wait right here until I get back, even if you finish early, okay? And no stick-figure animals either. Part of the game is doing your best.” He was already too busy drawing to care what I was saying. I watched him for a moment before slipping out through the side of the tent and into the brightness of late afternoon. Maybe my role as a scout could start right here in camp.

Not surprisingly, everyone had gathered around the firepit. The newcomers were feeding sticks to the sort of blaze that we normally permitted ourselves only in the evening, what with the rising smoke being visible for miles. Both men had peeled off their sweaty socks and had them hanging above the flames. They appeared to be regaling several listeners—including Rachel—with the story of how they had come to arrive in our midst.

I sat down next to my sister and pretended not to listen—just a bored sixteen-year-old stuck in a stupid survival camp with a bunch of old losers. I grabbed a stick and poked at the dirt around my shoes. I wasn’t sure where their story had started, but it didn’t take me long to deduce that what they were selling—a journey of hundreds of miles and multiple weeks—was absolute garbage.

As far as I could tell from where I was sitting, their milky-white bare feet didn’t even have blisters, and what’s more, their boots, although covered with mud, still stood a little too upright for having endured what the men were claiming.

Had no one else noticed these contradictory details? I looked around for signs of doubt but found none, not even on the face of loudmouth Brent Shapiro. Where is Bones? I wondered. Welcoming newcomers was usually his thing, although after pushing his plan for days now to no avail, maybe he was taking a break and a little time out for himself. I couldn’t blame him.

The newcomers’ names were Chesney and Brock. Chesney was the elder and did most of the talking while Brock just sat there looking imposing and nodding whenever Chesney turned to him for confirmation or said to him, “Isn’t that right, Brock?”

“That’s right,” Brock would dutifully say. Sometimes he would add a “Praise God” or a simple “Amen.” His zealousness seemed at odds with his age, as if he had been conditioned into a role. I might have felt sorry for him if he didn’t scare me so much.

“The biggest blitz we ever saw was in Madison, Wisconsin,” Chesney continued while Brock grabbed his socks and put them back on, looking up at me for a brief moment as he did so, as if to let me know that I hadn’t been quite as furtive with my attention as I had imagined. I shrank back and averted my eyes.

“Must have had a wingspan of fifty feet,” said Chesney. “Quills as sharp as sickles and as long as swamp reeds around its damn forelegs. Isn’t that right, Brock?”

“That’s right,” Brock promptly agreed. “Maybe even longer.”

“Maybe even longer,” Chesney repeated with an air of wonder. “We ended up taking cover in a Methodist church. First United, I do believe. That blitz razed every building in a five-block radius as we knelt there and prayed, but do you think it laid so much as a talon on that house of God?”

“No siree,” said Brock.

“Now if that ain’t a proper miracle,” Chesney concluded, “then I don’t know what is.”

“Amen,” said Brock once again.

“What a crock of shit,” I said to my sister a little while later. I had left the fire before she did and had already finished my game with Joshua. The sheer number of beasts the boy had sketched out was astonishing.

“What do you mean?” asked Rachel. “Which part?”

We were working together to restake our tents, the lines having come a bit loose from heavy winds the evening before.

“All of it,” I told her.

She narrowed her eyes. “I think we need to be careful about rushing to judgment.”

I put down the fist-size rock I’d been using as a makeshift hammer. “You mean like everyone rushed to judge Bones’s plan? Including you?”

“That’s not the same and you know it.”

“Did you happen to look at their feet when they were drying their socks?” I asked her. “No sores and no blisters. Don’t you think that’s weird?” I pressed on before she could answer. “There’s no way they’ve been walking for days or weeks. Not with those feet and not in those boots. So, I was thinking, we lost fourteen people, right? How do we know that one of them—possibly Daniel—didn’t bump into Chesney and Brock? How do we know they didn’t find their way here with a stolen map? Maybe even our map.”

The mention of Daniel caused her whole demeanor to suddenly shift. “Found their way here from where?” she whispered.

I shook my head. “I don’t know. A town nearby? Maybe they’re here to spy. To see what we have for supplies and find out if we have guns.” Scouting for fellow marauders in the same way I hoped to scout for Bones and his so-far-nonexistent troop of volunteers. The same way our father scouted for the army.

She didn’t look convinced, but she also didn’t look dismissive, which I guess was something. “Please tell me you haven’t said this to anyone else.”

I shook my head.

“Okay, good,” she said with obvious relief.

“I need to tell Bones, though,” I continued. “I’ve got a bad feeling, like I did on top of that hill.” Before a blitz exploded up and out of the trees with something grasped in its talons.

She sighed and rubbed her eyes, as if the stress of it all was too much.

“Just watch them,” I told her. “You’ll see that something’s not right.” Rachel wasn’t stupid, and deep down I think she knew my intuition was getting stronger, hit and miss though it might still be.

“Fine, I’ll keep an eye on them, but in the meantime, try not to stir up any shit, okay? It’s hard enough already just dealing with food and shelter and blitz attacks.” And all that dealing was clearly visible on her face. She looked like she’d aged five years in a few short weeks.

I promised her I would be chill, but that was before we all got together at the fire later that night for a grouse feast. Bones had bagged the three birds himself while out exploring beyond our new camp, and they’d been spit-roasting over the fire for more than two hours, sending up waves of intoxicating vapor like an offer to the heavens.

It was only moments after people started lining up to quiet their rumbling stomachs that Chesney cleared his throat to get our attention.

“I hope y’all will pardon the interruption,” he began. “I know our mouths are watering from sitting here and smelling these fat birds sizzling, but if you’ll just indulge me, I’d like to say a quick blessing before we get started.”

A ripple of whispers moved through the crowd, heads turning with sudden uneasiness. It was telling how quickly most people’s gazes settled on Bones, though—telling and completely unfair. The same people who refused to back him now expected him to speak on their behalf because they couldn’t summon the courage to tell these zealots where to stick it?

I took a step forward. I was my father’s daughter, after all. “That’s not really something we do here,” I informed the bearded stranger so that Bones wouldn’t have to. “I mean, a lot of us aren’t even Christian.” Our camp was a hodgepodge of cultures and religions. Everybody was accepting of this, and no one tried to push anything on anyone else.

Chesney had already begun to remove his mesh-backed hat from his balding head in preparation of whatever words he had hoped to share. His beady eyes narrowed to slits as he slipped it back on again.

“I see I’ve ruffled some feathers,” he said, looking around. “Hope you’ll forgive my impertinence and believe me when I tell you I meant no offense.” His next few words trailed quieter, revealing the falseness of the apology. “Although why anyone should be offended at the mention of our good Lord, I personally cannot fathom. Nevertheless … this here is your camp, and we’re just guests, so again, apologies.”

If he had left it at that, I might have downgraded my suspicions, but of course he didn’t.

“If you’ll pardon me a second time, though,” he continued. “Me and my fellow traveler here haven’t had a proper meal for days and days. It’s been a hard slog, and we’re both weak as straw. Any chance we could beg a double portion of this here feast just to get our strength up? More than happy to pay it back later in whatever form of help might be needed.”

Maybe I was just imagining it, but as more murmurs followed, I could have sworn I saw a spark of satisfaction in Chesney’s eyes, perhaps kindled by the knowledge that after denying him the opportunity to say a blessing, we would almost certainly feel obliged to give in to this follow-up request. Never mind that they both looked to be filling out their pants just fine, especially Brock.

“You’re welcome to my share,” Bones replied with hardly any hesitation at all. “But I’ll hold you to that promise of help.”

It hadn’t technically been a promise, and both men knew it. Bones was testing him.

“Of course,” said Chesney after a moment, as the start of a feral snarl almost instantly transformed itself into a smile. “As I said, we’d be happy to.”

And so we ate, everyone except Bones, who refused half of my meager share and who soon left the warmth of the fire for the privacy of his tent. I clenched my fists as the two invaders—that’s how I thought of them in that moment—scarfed down their double portions and then had the audacity to sit there still looking hungry once they were finished. It occurred to me that hunger might be their whole nature.

Rachel stiffened a little while Joshua shrank between us, both of them clearly sensing the same thing I was, albeit without the accompanying tingle in their fingers and toes.

These men were up to no good, and as long as they remained in our camp, it might not be the blitz that we had to worry about most.








CHAPTER ELEVEN
THOMAS



I held up my open book and turned it so that Dani could see the nguruvilu illustration, which was shockingly spot-on, right down to the teal-blue diamond eyes.

She stared at it for several seconds while I watched the road.

“Are you sure?” she finally asked me, returning her attention to the wheel and the ever-changing landscape beyond it. Before I could answer, she continued, “I mean, could it have just been a really big snake? Like maybe a giant python or an anaconda from a zoo that found its way into the water system? I swear I saw a zebra at the edge of an apple orchard two days before I picked you up.”

I had heard rumors about zoos unlocking their cages and throwing open their enclosures so that the animals would have a fighting chance after all their caretakers fled west, but none of that mattered here.

“Snakes don’t talk,” I said simply, while the radio kept spewing static.

“Right,” said Dani, as if she wasn’t quite ready to embrace that part of my story. She had seen the nguruvilu’s talon-equipped tail break the surface of the water, though; she already knew that what I was saying must be true. She just needed time to digest it, and the distraction of the box of fingers we had discovered after our river encounter wasn’t helping.

I closed the book on my lap.

“Are you sure you’re okay to drive?” I asked her. Head injuries and heavy machinery tended to be a bad mix. “Maybe now’s not the best time for a lesson, but I can always—”

“We’ll stop soon,” she said, which I guess was sort of an answer.

It almost didn’t even seem real now, what we had seen, but then again, it had felt that way with the blitz for a little while, too, like a bad dream the entire world kept waiting to wake up from.

I kept trying to figure out what the nguruvilu might have said, that last hissing word I missed because of the splash.

Trees became sparse as we left the forest and drove through more cropland, some of it dotted with hay bales from last year’s growing season. Tractors sat abandoned in unharvested fields. We stopped to siphon from two of them, making several trips back and forth to fill the semi’s tank and two spare gas cans.

Once we were flush with fuel again, I almost suggested we keep going west and not risk stopping for other survivors now that we had a deeper sense of who those survivors might be. Before I even had a chance to, though, Dani was squinting off to the south at something in the distance.

“All I see is dust,” I said. A small and dissipating cloud above the horizon.

“Exactly,” Dani replied. “Dust. But there’s no wind out there. Something else must have stirred it up.”

She was right. The stalks of rotting wheat that had surrounded us while we siphoned had been eerily still, as if the whole area had been petrified during decay. I almost couldn’t leave those fields fast enough.

“Car on a gravel road?” I guessed. “Or maybe more dirt bikes?” The possibility sent a chill up my spine.

“Only one way to find out,” she said, turning in that direction.

“Seriously?” Her brain had clearly been damaged in the fall.

“Trust me,” she said. “It may not seem like it right at this second, but that finger box was an anomaly. People are generally good. If they weren’t, I wouldn’t still be here.”

“Maybe you’ve just been lucky,” I countered. “And maybe now your luck has run out.” Right after I joined her, of course. Maybe I was the truly unlucky one, pulling dark clouds with me wherever I went. Maybe Dani would be better off if I left and started west on my own.

“Ye of little faith,” she said.

Or maybe just ye of common sense, I almost replied, but even in my head, it sounded too much like something my dad would have said. I didn’t want to emulate him. I didn’t want to be anything like him, or at least not the version of him that slowly emerged in the months after my mom died and the blitz came.

It was clear as we headed south that the dust cloud was moving.

“Definitely a vehicle,” said Dani.

“Or maybe a small herd of wildebeest to go with your zebra,” I teased her.

“Says the guy who’s been going on about a talking fox-serpent.”

I couldn’t help it; I had to smile.

Inside, however, I was still a quivering ball of trepidation. I tried telling myself that the car was too far ahead of us to be caught up to anyway, especially with Dani’s truck being more of a pack mule than a thoroughbred. The dust would dissipate and settle long before we found its source, or maybe a little breeze would pick up and scatter it, leaving us with nothing to follow.

Only that wasn’t what happened.

We chased the distant cloud while kicking up an even bigger one of our own that billowed behind us. I took a break from watching the road to search the sky; as scared as I was of encountering violent nomads, our biggest threat was still from above. Fortunately for us, though, there was nothing but empty blue space from horizon to horizon.

We turned twice and stayed on the gravel, gaining no real ground as far as I could tell, but Dani’s eyes were better than mine, and just when it seemed we had lost our quarry for good, she squinted again and said, “Looks like the cloud peters out right there.” She pointed to a line of tall trees maybe a quarter of a mile southwest of us.

“I’m betting those trees are a windbreak surrounding an acreage,” she said.

Or a survivalist compound full of preppers armed to the teeth.

My hands got sweaty as that row of trees grew closer, eventually resolving into four rows forming a square—a windbreak, as Dani had guessed, with a big white farmhouse situated right in the middle, just barely visible at the end of a long dirt driveway leading in.

Dani stopped at the entrance to this driveway and turned to look at me.

“I know I said to trust me, but I feel like this is a call we both need to make,” she said. “So, what do you figure? What does your gut say?”

I hadn’t even had time yet to wrap my brain around the insanity of the afternoon, and here we were pushing toward evening with a short road to uncertainty—and possibly ruin—laid out before us, or, rather, beside us. To turn or to keep going straight. The easy thing or the hard thing, as Dani had put it earlier.

The perfect square of trees was made up of cottonwoods, all about the same height and surprisingly symmetrical. They brought to mind the outer walls of a castle. Would it seem like we were storming it if we drove in? What could be so important to warrant such a risk? Part of me was dying to know, to let Dani show me in the way she obviously wanted to. Part of me also craved proof that my dad was wrong, and that darkness wasn’t inevitable unless you believed it to be.

What would my mom do? I asked myself.

Dani sort of reminded me of her—strong and fiercely determined, optimistic even in the face of a grim prognosis for the future. Mom had never buried her head in the sand about what was happening or what the odds were—or at least not that I could tell—and neither was Dani entirely confident things wouldn’t go sideways in the next five minutes. She simply had faith and the will to live by her conviction that people were basically decent. She believed it was worth the risk of being wrong.

“Okay,” I said.

“You sure?”

I nodded. “Let’s go before I change my mind, though.”

Dani smiled and eased off the brake while cranking the wheel.

The driveway seemed somehow endless and yet not long enough. I held my breath and gripped the sides of my seat as we slowly rolled up to and past the cottonwood threshold. My fears immediately came to fruition as a wild-haired woman holding a pump-action shotgun stepped out from behind an old Monte Carlo with its driver door open and its trunk popped. I knew it was a pump-action only because she gave it a one-handed pump like Sarah Connor in Terminator 2. Then she pointed it right at us.

“That’s far enough!” she said. “Show me your hands and state your business!”

“It’s okay,” Dani assured me. “Just be cool and do what she says.”

I clenched my toes tight in my shoes and raised my hands.

Dani raised hers, too, while leaning sideways so she could talk out her open window. There were faces in the farmhouse windows, both young and old.

“Hey, there,” Dani said, calm as you please. “We saw your dust cloud back there on the road. Was hoping we might talk for a minute.”

“Following folks is a good way to get yourself killed,” the woman replied, though not in an overtly threatening way.

“Maybe so,” Dani allowed. “Call it a job-associated risk, I guess.”

Two more people came out of the house, one of them a man who looked to be about forty and the other a woman who closely resembled the one with the shotgun—her sister perhaps. The man held a pistol, but the second woman was unarmed. She placed her hands on her hips and stared out at the semi from the porch.

With the big line of cottonwoods blocking the sun, the day seemed suddenly dark.

“What job might that be?” the woman asked, standing only a few feet from Dani’s door now with the shotgun still raised, but before Dani could answer, she added, “And what’s on the flatbed?”

“Well,” Dani replied. “If I told you, I doubt you’d believe me, so it might be better if I just let you all take a look.” She turned her head to regard the two people on the porch, as well as the others inside.

The woman’s face twitched. “Not until you roll up those sleeves and show me your wrists and your forearms,” she said.

“Umm, okay,” said Dani, clearly confused at the strange request. She undid her cuffs and slowly rolled up the orange-and-black plaid, revealing a black rose on her left arm and a grinning jack-o’-lantern on her right. “Mind if I ask what you’re looking for exactly?”

“A tattoo,” the woman replied. “But not like them that you’ve got. Black cross with a red bolt of lightning.”

Dani hesitated as my heart skipped a beat inside me. “We’ve actually seen that symbol twice now, once on a billboard and then again carved into the lid of a wooden box.”

“And what was inside the box?” the woman asked.

Dani shook her head. “Trust me, you don’t want to know.”

“Oh, I think I already might,” she said, and that’s when I noticed the man on the porch was missing a finger.








CHAPTER TWELVE
CASSIE



As worried as I was at the thought of Chesney and Brock staying, part of me was almost more scared of them leaving. What if they came back with others? What if they were only here to assess our strength and figure out how many guns we had? There were five, as far as I knew, and although our uninvited guests might not have the means to take them now, that could easily change with reinforcements.

If they left, I decided, I would follow to see where they went. So, I watched them closely, and on the third night after their arrival, I got the sense that something might be up. There were a few too many conspiratorial whispers, some of which ended with both men casting dark looks in Bones’s direction.

Something had changed since Chesney and Brock learned the details of Bones’s plan. It was almost as if they quietly took offense to the word “epiphany,” or at least Chesney did. Brock might have simply been emulating his mentor’s belief that only men of faith were entitled to such strokes of sudden insight. It didn’t even seem to matter that the plan had been rejected. Each time the subject was raised, I saw the same brief flash of emotion in their eyes and on their faces. It was contempt and maybe even a touch of fear.

My bag was packed and ready as dusk approached. Joshua usually slept with me, so I was forced to lie to my sister, telling her I had a pounding headache and needed a night on my own so I could rest without the constant interruption of bony knees and elbows digging into me. I then shifted the position of my tent by several inches so I could peek through its little vent flap opening across the camp to where Chesney and Brock slept.

In the dark, I waited, and although I told myself I would sit there on my knees all night if I had to, it ended up being only an hour or so until I saw movement, my watchful eyes aided by the light of a near-full moon. It was Brock who emerged, and he was wearing a backpack, which he definitely wouldn’t need if he was just heading to the edge of the tree line for a midnight piss.

It hadn’t occurred to me that one of them might leave and the other stay. Damn it. I shifted on my knees. What should I do?

What if they planned to split up so that the person who left could bring back reinforcements while the one who remained began to prepare for a morning assault?

It wasn’t hard to imagine Chesney calling for a gathering at first light so that all the camp’s biggest threats could be conveniently packed close together for ease of slaughter. And I didn’t even have time to run and warn Bones just in case, because Brock was already on the move with his lumbering gait.

I guessed it was now or never.

I struggled to steady my breathing as I crawled out into the night and crouched in the shadows as the departing figure passed the last few tents and started down the same old logging road that he and his companion had come in on. My heart was galloping, the chill air hanging like a fragile thing all around me. A whisper might shatter it. A shout might break the whole world.

Am I really doing this? Once again I reached up for my absent four-leaf-clover necklace, and once again I felt a stabbing pang of loss as I thought of my dad. Here was my chance to follow in his footsteps, though, to strike out on my own for the sake of others. All I had to do was summon the nerve to keep moving.

And so I moved.

I tried not to think about the way Brock had occasionally looked at me, like something was stirring beneath the surface of those big dark eyes—a hunger that faith alone could never sate. My dread deepened and triggered a fresh wave of intuition that I had no choice but to ignore. I tried to stay close enough to keep him in view, but the curve of the logging road made it impossible unless I was near enough to risk being seen or heard. Better to hang back a bit, I figured, at least until we reached the old highway.

We were barely a quarter of the way there, however, when the crack-crack-crack of breaking branches stopped me dead in my tracks. It came from the woods up ahead, and for a moment I assumed that Brock must have spooked something, a deer or a wild boar out sniffing for mushrooms, but then I heard it again, and this time it was moving toward us instead of away, and fast.

Crck-cra-cr-crack-cri-cr-crick!

My breath hitched as Brock came barreling back toward me from around the bend, pumping his arms and making a sound that was equal parts labored grunt and uncontrolled whimper, all while looking over his shoulder at whatever was chasing him. For the very first time, he seemed his true age, less a road-hardened man than a frightened teen in over his head.

A bolt of fight-or-flight lightning jolted through me, priming all my muscles.

Brock would have seen me for sure had his eyes been forward, and I guess on some level I must have registered this in the moment, somewhere beneath the tidal surge of fear, for instinct and adrenaline almost instantly took over, compelling me to leap sideways into the trees, the shadows enveloping me like a cocoon.

Brock bounded past in a blur of dark motion, and I fully expected to see a blitz a split second later, galloping like a black gryphon with its wings folded in. But instead what appeared was the glint of two eyes from the shadows amid the trees on the opposite side of the road, accompanied by a snort that might have conjured images of a boar again if not for the fact that the glints of light were several feet above the ground.

I could think of nothing that would stand that tall and make that sound.

I held my breath and closed my eyes, willing myself as still as the aspens surrounding me. Brock was almost certainly nearing camp already, which meant I was stranded here on my own, with nobody even knowing I’d left. My heart was a sharp crash of thunder stuck on repeat, but I tried not to let the storm of it drown out the voice of my intuition, which, inexplicably, suddenly started to quiet, the tingling sensation fading.

I waited several seconds until the feeling was gone completely, then opened my eyes, believing I’d be alone, the threat extinguished. But the gleaming eyes were still right there, as if they’d been watching me the whole time. They blinked once and then melted back into the forest with a whisper of leaves and a rustle of branches.

A shiver became a tremble that wracked my whole body as I crept from the darkness back to my tent, taking care to avoid being seen by Brock and Chesney, who stood together next to their shelter and scoured the forest, obviously wondering what was out there that wouldn’t let one of them leave. They stood there whispering and talking animatedly with their hands for several minutes before finally crawling back into their shelter, where they both remained until the next morning.

I barely slept, and although I couldn’t deny there was some satisfaction to be taken in seeing a bear of a guy like Brock running scared from the forest—from what, I still had no clue—I worried about what the two zealots might have been planning, and what they might plan next.








CHAPTER THIRTEEN
THOMAS



I couldn’t stop staring at the healed-over stump on the stranger’s right hand.

As much as I wanted to hear how he’d lost the finger, though, it was quickly made clear to us that we wouldn’t be hearing anything until we revealed what exactly it was that we were hauling on the trailer.

Dani readily obliged them and set about undoing the yellow ratchet straps while I stood there looking on as if I already knew what was coming. My hands were shaking, probably from waning adrenaline and too much sugar in the form of licorice but also with pure anticipation. Something in the air had changed, and I was sure I wasn’t the only one who could feel it.

Those huddled inside the farmhouse began to file out for a better look. Some stayed up on the deck while others jumped down and came to stand closer to the truck. There were more than a dozen people in all, from at least three families, judging by their appearance. A pair of teenage girls caught my eye as I thought of the radio, but if I was expecting some sort of flash of insight as confirmation that either of them might be the girl, none was forthcoming. One of the girls might have been the daughter of the man who had lost a finger, as they shared similar features.

I turned my attention back to the truck as the final strap came off and Dani climbed up onto the flatbed. The yard fell silent as everyone watching held their breath. Dani paused to look at each face in turn, then winked as she met my gaze last. She shared no words before the reveal. She simply picked up one end of the tarp before walking it back to uncover the cargo hidden beneath.

The cargo was bones. An entire skeleton, to be exact.

Everyone—including me—gasped and stared in disbelief at the sight of vertebrae the size of medicine balls and a rib cage as large as a jail cell. The tucked-in wings conjured visions of monstrous kite frames that, if covered in canvas and set aloft, could have carried away full-grown cows, never mind mere men. And then came the mammoth skull, with teeth the length of gardening spades and eye sockets wide enough to encase footballs. The bones were all firmly connected with wire and pins and supported by a huge metal frame that must have been welded together for exactly this purpose.

“I’ll be goddamned. I didn’t even know they could die,” said the woman with the rifle.

“Is that … a blitz?” asked a girl who couldn’t have been older than eight.

Dani smiled down at her. “Indeed it is,” she said. “Indeed it is.”

I couldn’t stop staring. All those hours I’d spent in the truck with no clue at all that the scourge of the earth was right there behind me.

“Can’t be,” said the man with the missing finger. “It isn’t possible.”

“It is, and I’ll tell you how,” Dani quickly replied, still atop the trailer. “But seeing as it’s a long story, how about we gather around that firepit you’ve got over there? Thomas, fetch your book from inside the truck now, will you?”

“Huh?” I said, blinking stupidly.

“Your book,” she repeated brightly, as if I should know what the hell she was talking about. As if we had done this before.

“Right,” I said. “Of course.”

I grabbed my pack as the others peeled their gaze away from the bones and went to take seats along two log benches on either side of the firepit. I sat down with my book in my lap, awaiting further instruction while pretending I knew what was happening. It was a weird spot to be in, and little did I know things were about to get a whole lot weirder.

With daylight fading and a freshly lit fire gently crackling within a circle of stones, Dani explained how the incredible skeleton had been in her family’s possession for a few generations, stored in a hollowed-out hillside near their homestead in the woods of Ohio, which was where her great-great-grandparents had settled after emigrating here from the Slavic Republic—or Yugoslavia, as it was known at the time.

“How can that be, though?” asked one of the teenage girls. “The blitz only just got here.”

Everyone kept darting looks back over their shoulders at the bones, as if the reality of their existence demanded constant reinforcement.

“The full invasion might’ve only just started,” Dani replied. “But there have been blitz here before in the past, just a few here and there. My great-great-grandparents helped to take this one down in the forest where they lived just shortly after arriving here from our ancestral home.”

I was confused. If humans couldn’t defeat the blitz now, with every kind of sophisticated weapon imaginable at our disposal, how on earth could they have beat one way back then, when all they had were old muskets or bows and arrows?

Maybe it hadn’t evolved into the blitz we knew today but was still just a dragon?

“C’mon now,” said an old man with bushy eyebrows and thin gray hair. “You can’t possibly expect us to believe a story like that.”

“I didn’t say they defeated the blitz on their own,” Dani continued. “They had help.”

“From who?” the man asked.

“A leshy,” Dani replied.

“A what?” the youngest girl asked.

“A leshy,” Dani repeated.

I narrowed my eyes. I knew about the forest spirits from my book, but I’d read that chapter at least three times over and was certain there was no mention of anything even remotely resembling a blitz. Was it possible that the author had left that out? I quickly thumbed through the pages until I reached the right section.

“So, what is a leshy, exactly?” asked the older teenage girl.

“Maybe Thomas can tell you?” Dani replied.

I froze as everyone turned to look right at me, their cheeks glowing orange in the firelight. The teen girl next to the one who had asked the question smiled shyly, distracting me for a second with thoughts of the radio. Was she the one we were supposed to find? Or maybe it was her friend?

They waited for me to say something.

“Go ahead,” Dani urged me. “If you want to, I mean. If not, I can tell them …”

I swallowed hard and met a few gazes before averting my eyes to my book, remembering only now how Dani had cocked her head with surprise when I first showed it to her, and how she had told me I would understand her interest in myths once she revealed what was under the tarp. I also recalled how not even a full-blown attack from an electric-eyed monster could convince my dad that time spent examining legends wasn’t wasted. The only spirits that moved him at all were the distilled ones inside his bottle.

Despite all those hurtful dismissals, though, here I was, faced with an audience that actually wanted to listen—an audience I could help spark hope in simply by sharing what I already knew. On some level I recognized this opportunity might not come again, so I took a deep breath and stared down at the page. It’s only reading. It’s not like you’re going head-to-head with a blitz. You can do this.

“So … um … leshiye are basically spirits of the woodland,” I began unsteadily. “They keep watch over all the living things in the forest. They’re also … um …” I stumbled for a moment and cleared my throat. “They’re also shapeshifters.” I raised my eyes as a boy in a Batman shirt snuck forward to listen right at my feet. I couldn’t help but smile, even though my nerves felt like live wires. His presence gave me something to focus on. “Most of the time, they appear as big burly mountain men, except with antlers growing out of their heads”—I mimed this and earned myself a gap-toothed smile—“and beards formed from grass and moss. But they can also look totally normal whenever they want to, and be any age or gender they choose.”

I paused for a moment. I’d hardly said anything and already my mouth felt pasty and dry. I licked my lips and swallowed, then sabotaged myself by making direct eye contact with a few of the adults, who still looked a little skeptical. For a terrible second, I wasn’t sure I could go on, but then the boy tapped my foot.

“Can they also turn into animals?” he asked, snapping me out of it.

I nodded. “Any animal of the forest,” I told him, “from a tiny mouse or a fruit bat to a great big moose, and any plant, too, from the smallest mushroom to a towering tree.”

“So, are they good guys or bad guys?” asked a girl who now scooted up next to him, her dark hair long and shaggy.

I had to think about this for a second. It was a good question, but the answer wasn’t always clear when it came to legendary figures. “I guess it depends on the leshy,” I finally replied with a shrug of uncertainty. “Some stories say they’re demons or monsters, but in others, they help people. Sometimes they’ll make a pact with a farmer or help a hunter or even battle other evil spirits to protect humans.”

“And not just spirits,” Dani interjected, “but creatures of darkness, too, like the blitz. Leshiye and blitz are actually ancient enemies, so my great-great-grandparents were lucky. They moved here after lightning strikes set fire to all the forest around their old home, and since the leshy from that forest was in need of a new place to live as well, it followed them over as a stowaway.” She looked down at the little girl hanging on our every word. “Perhaps as a mouse like Thomas just said.” She looked back at me. “Sorry for interrupting. Please go on.” She smiled encouragingly, as if to say I was doing great.

I wasn’t sure about great, but I was definitely doing better than I would have expected.

My voice got stronger at this realization, and I sat up a little straighter, telling them how the leshiye—plural for “leshy”—were tricksters and sometimes used their uncanny ability to mimic human voices to lure in unwary travelers. Plus they had other powers like telepathy, immortality, super strength, and speed. Leshiye are actually pretty badass, I thought.

“You definitely wouldn’t want to mess with one,” I concluded.

“Reminds me of an old Anishinaabe legend,” said the man with a missing finger. “Only our shapeshifting trickster is named Nanabozho.” He looked at the girl I’d assumed was his daughter, the brief interaction all but confirming it.

“That one’s in my book, too,” I said with a nod of acknowledgment and agreement. He wasn’t wrong that the separate legends shared similarities. A lot of legends did, in fact, even though their origins were often half a world apart.

“So, it was the leshy that killed that blitz on the truck? Not really your grandparents at all?” said the daughter. The other teen beside her nodded, as if she’d been on the verge of asking the very same question.

“The leshy helped, certainly,” Dani replied. “But from the way the story was passed down to me, they hunted the monster together, side by side.”

“Hunted it how?” asked the woman whose dust cloud we had followed to find this farmhouse. She now held a steaming mug of coffee instead of a rifle.

Dani shook her head and sighed. “I wish I knew. I’m afraid that’s something we’ll have to rediscover ourselves. But I think the important thing to take away from all this is that these things can be killed. They can die just like you or me. The fact that they were here before and were defeated means that it can happen again. We just need to survive long enough to find their weakness.”

It was clear now what Dani had meant when she said that what she had on the trailer was hope. Hope for humanity’s future, she meant, for a day when the blitz were just a bad memory.

“And where are the leshiye now?” asked a curly-haired woman who sort of reminded me of the librarian at my old school, the one who used to set aside graphic novels she thought I might like. I hoped she was safe wherever she was now.

Once again, Dani looked at me and waited.

“Um …” Up until just a few minutes ago, I wouldn’t have even been sure that leshiye were real, so I took a guess.

“Some almost certainly died in battles against other spirits,” I speculated, “or maybe even against the blitz. But I guess it’s possible some are still out there, scattered around the world.”

“Maybe they’ll come to help us!” said the boy in the Batman shirt. “And Nanabozho, too!”

“Maybe they’re already on their way,” replied the girl beside him.

I looked at Dani and smiled.








CHAPTER FOURTEEN
CASSIE



I knew I had to tell Bones about seeing Brock trying to leave in the night, but at the same time, I was worried about what might happen when I did. Would Bones put himself in danger by calling Brock out? Would he pull my sister aside and advise her to keep an eye on me for my own sake? I honestly wasn’t sure.

I couldn’t just pretend that it hadn’t happened, though. There was something strange and peculiar out there in the woods, and for all I knew, Bones might find himself face-to-face with it the next time he wandered off in search of skeletons. Unless, of course, it only came out at night.

That last thought sparked an idea.

“Joshua, wake up!” I said, shaking the boy. It was midafternoon, and he was having a nap in the tent.

He groaned something incomprehensible, then sat up and rubbed his eyes. “I didn’t get to finish my dream,” he said. “There was this flock of crows—”

“Never mind that right now,” I rudely interrupted him. “Tell me, some of your animal friends are nocturnal, right?”

“Nocturtle?”

“Nocturnal. It means awake at night.”

“Like raccoons?”

“Exactly. Like raccoons. Have you talked to any nocturnal animals lately? Like in the last few days, I mean?”

“Only Mousy-mouse.”

“And where does Mousy-mouse live?” I asked him.

“Under the big stump,” he replied.

“Not in the forest?”

He shook his head.

“What about nocturnal forest friends? You haven’t seen any in the last few days?”

Again, he shook his head. “Not since the bad men got here.”

“Hmm,” I said. Had the creature followed Brock and Chesney to our camp? I knew for a fact that Bones and several others had been in the forest since then, and that none of them had reported seeing anything strange.

“What about your daytime forest friends?” I continued. “Has anything been weird with them?”

He scrunched up his face in confusion.

“No strange warnings or anything? About something in the woods?”

“Something’s in the woods?”

The trauma of his recent past flashed across his eyes, and I remembered for a terrible instant how shaky and scared he had been as I lifted the door to the cellar.

I quickly shook my head. “It’s fine,” I told him. “I promise.”

“But you said—”

“Forget what I said. There aren’t any blitz in the forest, and if they ever come here, we’ll hear an alarm, remember?”

“And then we run,” he said.

“Right. Then we run.”

“Down the old logging road,” he continued. “But where does the road go?”

“What’s at the end of it, you mean?”

He nodded.

“It connects to a different road,” I told him. “An old highway.” There was a path through the woods that went that way as well, a game trail that deer had probably been using for years. I’d explored the whole area within our first forty-eight hours at camp.

“And where does the highway go?” he asked me.

“Good question,” I said. Maybe I should find out. For all I knew, Brock and Chesney had a working pickup truck parked just a mile or two away. It wasn’t hard to imagine that one of our missing campmates had made it as far as the road, where they might have been seen in passing. I remembered how Brock and Chesney’s boots had been lacking in wear upon their arrival and how unlikely it was that they had just stumbled upon our camp by chance. Fate, they had called it, which seemed a little convenient, even though I firmly believed that fate was a thing.

If there was a working vehicle parked on the highway, now was the time to find out, while Brock and Chesney were both still hesitant about venturing outside camp.

“I’ve got an idea,” I said to Joshua. “I’ll go and explore that road myself and then let you know if I find something interesting. How about that? Do me a favor, though. If I haven’t come back by the time the sun dips below the treetops, go and tell Bones, okay?”

“So I should stay here?” he said.

I nodded. “Stay close to Rachel, and if she asks you if you’ve seen me, just tell her you’re pretty sure I’m having a nap, okay?” I felt guilty for a split second, but it had to be done.

“Okay.”

Sneaking away wasn’t hard. All I had to do was make sure neither Brock nor Chesney was looking. Or my sister, of course. With Daniel gone, she seemed to be taking a shine to the fairer of the two Jasons and could usually be found hanging out with him near the firepit.

Sure enough, I spotted her there before leaving, my heart pounding as I quietly melted into the forest. I couldn’t stop thinking about how I’d stood frozen with fear amid these same trees just the night before, my intuition abandoning me as a pair of glinting eyes watched me from the shadows across the path. Maybe it was reckless and foolish of me to be out here on my own, but if there really was a working vehicle, it could help us save time on our journey to the badlands in search of blitz eggs.

And so I ran, with the logging road’s overgrown ruts on either side of me, like two painted lines on a track, keeping me in my lane. For the briefest moment as I closed my eyes, it was almost too easy to convince myself I was back in my old life, with my friends and my relay team cheering me on from the sidelines and the stands.

I opened my eyes and the illusion vanished. Disappointment crashed against me like a wave, stealing strength from my legs and making me feel the full weight of my leather hiking shoes. My old track kicks had been like cushioned little clouds with laces.

I slowed to a jog as the logging road ended, and then continued northwest along the old highway, with nothing ahead of me but dull gray pavement and two grassy slopes edged by forest. How far was I willing to go before I turned back? I barely had time to ask myself the question, let alone answer it, when I heard a deep rumble coming up from behind me.

The first thing I saw as I turned to look was sunlight shining off metal. Polished chrome, to be specific. I squinted my eyes against the glare and a shape materialized, the shape of a big angry grille and huge staring headlights, with dual smokestacks like two silver horns.

I swore and broke for the trees. It was only a twenty-yard dash, but just as I was about to dive for cover, a coyote sprang out from the undergrowth right in front of me, its shaggy fur bristling and its eyes flecked with gold, teeth bared in a feral snarl that made me change direction so fast I ended up tripping over my feet. I vaguely registered the coyote bounding past me as I tucked myself into a roll through the whipping grass.

When I came to a stop and rose to my feet again, the world still teetering wildly, the coyote was gone, somehow vanished in the blink of an eye. I turned in a circle as the truck blew past me, and by the time my brain even registered the sound of it gearing down and braking, it was too late for me to hide.

The semi reversed and rolled to a stop, the passenger window lowering. I blinked in confusion at who I saw sitting there, then rubbed my eyes and looked again, but the image didn’t change. Robin Hood was staring back at me.








CHAPTER FIFTEEN
THOMAS



The dull white bones looked orange in the firelight. We ate and we talked and we sat there in wonder at what might be possible. First, the nguruvilu, and now maybe a leshy. A world that seemed to be ending was suddenly flush with strange new potential.

It wasn’t all just hope and celebration, however. The man who had lost his finger took us aside to offer a warning, telling us to be wary of whom we stopped for. Scavengers who called themselves Cross-bolts were roving around on frankenbikes like the ones we had found at the campsite, and if they happened to catch any “trespassers” out looking for food or supplies in what they deemed to be their territory, they were taking fingers as a warning and as a way of marking first-time offenders. Second-time offenders were executed.

“They believe they’re chosen by God,” he explained. “Handpicked to survive the apocalypse. In their eyes, taking fingers is a show of mercy. As worshippers of a merciful god, they think it behooves them to do the ‘right thing’ and be merciful themselves. But don’t cross them twice.”

“Jesus,” I said. That people could somehow convince themselves they were doing the right thing by maiming innocents was hard to fathom. These so-called “Cross-bolts” were exactly the sort of men my dad had warned me about, so I guess in hindsight I had to admit it wasn’t just paranoia after all. Yet here Dani and I were spending time with more than a dozen genuinely decent human beings. That couldn’t be discounted. Nor could the revelation Dani hit me with as we were leaving the acreage a short while later, the bones concealed once again beneath the big black tarp.

“How many times have you done that?” I had just finished asking her. “Unveiled the skeleton and shared that story?”

“This stop makes nine,” she told me.

I stared at her. “Nine!”

Nine stops meant nine times trusting that survivors would hear her out instead of simply commandeering the truck for their own selfish purposes.

“People are mostly good,” she said.

“Yeah, but still …”

“But still,” she agreed with a nod of concession. “I’ve been fortunate, and the fact that the majority of folks are decent doesn’t negate the harsh reality that some aren’t. You’ve seen both sides now. Not only the risk but also the reward.”

“Hope,” I said. It was hard to put a value on something like that. People needed to believe in a future to fight for one, which I guess had been my dad’s downfall.

“Hope,” she agreed with a nod.

“There’s something I don’t understand, though,” I continued. “If you already believed in a leshy, then why all that doubt about the nguruvilu?” I also didn’t understand why—if the leshiye and the blitz truly were ancient enemies—there was no mention of the blitz, or even dragons, for that matter, in the leshiye chapter of my book.

“I guess it’s one thing to hear a story and another to see weird stuff firsthand,” she replied. “Take UFOs. Lots of folks believe in them, but that doesn’t mean they’d be any less surprised to get abducted.”

“I suppose,” I said.

“And speaking of strange phenomena …” She reached out to tap the radio’s faceplate as if to coax from it an explanation for its previous whisper. Find the girl.

“Maybe it wasn’t a message for us, after all,” I said. “Maybe it was just a whisper from a broadcast we only caught a second of, like a radio play or something.” I didn’t want to believe it, but I had to accept that it might be true.

“I guess that’s possible,” she admitted. “But here’s the thing; I’m pretty sure all the stuff that’s been happening has been happening for a reason. Remember how you told me you got the idea for your fiery SOS from a dream?”

I nodded and narrowed my eyes, wondering where she was going.

“Well, something I haven’t told you is that those bones ended up on my trailer because of a dream, too.”

“Really?”

She nodded. “In my dream, it was actually my sister driving this truck. I was sitting right there where you are, telling her to turn around so we could go west with everyone else, but she wouldn’t listen. ‘Not until we’ve made this delivery,’ she said, so I turned to my mirror to see what we were hauling only to find the flatbed empty. When I pointed this out, Nadia shook her head and smiled at me and said, ‘It isn’t empty at all. It’s loaded with potential.’ And then I woke up thinking about my sister and the blitz, and the leshy story passed down through generations of our family, and suddenly it hit me, what I needed to do. And now here I am and here you are, the only person I’ve met who has even heard of a leshy, let alone has a book with one in it. There’s no way that’s just a coincidence.”

I couldn’t argue with this. Nor could I deny the feeling that I was meant to be here.

“If everything’s happening for a reason,” Dani concluded, “then hearing that whisper meant something, too. There wasn’t anything about those girls back there at the acreage that stood out to you or made you wonder? Anything at all?”

I shook my head. “They just seemed like normal teenagers to me.”

“So, I guess we keep looking, then.”

We talked through the night about all the other blitz bone reveals that Dani had made so far in her travels, with each of the painted crows on the side of her truck representing one stop. She would need to add another bird to the flock. It was hard to think of it as a murder when it represented hope.

We parked at a rest area just before sunrise so Dani could take a power nap. Then it was my turn to snooze while Dani drove into the afternoon. I stayed in my seat instead of climbing back into the bunk this time, resting my head against the door with a balled-up puffer jacket as my pillow. When I next opened my eyes, Dani was downshifting.

“Town coming up,” she said as we passed a sign that read: Blissmore 2 Miles. “Wonder if anyone will be home.”

They weren’t, though. The entire town had been abandoned. I looked out at the empty streets through my dust-grimed window, at the overgrown yards and the barren sidewalks where kids might have once jumped rope and played hopscotch. But the chalk lines were gone now—if ever they’d been there at all—the colors erased. One by one, the houses rolled past, as if the town itself were on a conveyor and the truck standing still.

“Looks like the aftermath of a tornado,” said Dani as we passed from a neighborhood that looked mostly untouched into one that was all but obliterated. Fences were down and whole trees uprooted; streetlights lay bent and twisted along the edge of the road. A few cars remained in driveways, but most sat in ruin on lawns and the sidewalk, as if simply left there after a wild demolition derby.

“I guess there’s no bliss left in Blissmore,” Dani said solemnly as she turned onto Main Street.

“No, but there might be fuel,” I said, pointing.

A semi much newer than Dani’s was sitting on the side of the road with half its wheels up on the curb and its front end smashed against the back of a mail-delivery van, but unlike Dani’s rig, this one was hooked to a tanker rather than a flatbed.

“If that’s full and it’s diesel, we just hit the jackpot,” said Dani. She parked alongside it and quickly got out, and by the time I was through my own door, she was already halfway up the ladder on the side of the capsule-shaped trailer. I waited below as she cranked open a dome lid to have a look inside.

“It’s diesel, all right!” she exclaimed, apparently having determined this simply by smell. “Must have been on its way to refuel a gas station when the blitz showed up!”

We spent the next hour not only topping up our tank and refilling our gas cans but also strapping an empty rain barrel—scavenged from an alley nearby—to the metal frame supporting the bones. We then filled the barrel, too.

“That’ll get us a good long ways,” said Dani when we were finished.

With fuel no longer an immediate concern, we turned our attention to exploring the rest of the street on foot. Many of the businesses lining the block showed damage, too, some of it probably due to post-attack looting. It was unlikely anything worthwhile had been left behind on store shelves, but since a long shot was better than no shot at all, we looked around anyway. And in the end, we got lucky, finding instant porridge as well as quick oats.

“Guess the looters weren’t keen on speedy breakfast items,” I quipped.

Dani laughed. “Funny looks good on you,” she said.

It felt weird to share such a light moment in such a grim place as an abandoned town called Blissmore—almost like joking around in a cemetery—but at the same time, it was nice to have a reason to smile. That was something I had always admired about my mom: her ability to smile in spite of everything.

We put our meager spoils in the truck and then continued walking down the road a ways in the opposite direction. After a hundred yards or so, Dani stopped suddenly and said, “Oh my god!”

I tensed, thinking something was wrong, but then I realized what Dani was looking at.

“A costume store!” she said.

Dani seemed to have Halloween on her brain all the time, so her excitement wasn’t really surprising.

“C’mon!” she said and went running across the street.

The store was called Mandy’s Custom Costumes & Sewing. Most of its windows were broken and its front door sat open and askew, its hinges shorn, but even so, some of the costumes were still on the racks, hanging in clear plastic garment bags.

I followed Dani in, glancing up at the sky as I went. The clouds had a threatening look about them, and I wondered if a storm might be brewing.

Despite being custom-made—and well-made from the look of them—the majority of the outfits on offer were standard Halloween fare, from zombies and vampires to cowboys and pirates. Dani flipped quickly through the racks, apparently looking for something a little less obvious.

“Let’s each pick one and put it on!” she suggested.

“Right now?”

“Of course right now! We’ve got full-length mirrors to see ourselves in and everything! Plus, who knows if we’ll even make it to Halloween. Here, try this one.” She threw a bagged costume toward me. I caught it and turned it over, already cringing at the sight of green leggings.

“Robin Hood?” I said. I thought about all the carnage we had just finished driving past, and how strange and silly it seemed to be standing here now, holding the sort of costume I might have worn trick-or-treating when I was ten. Maybe Dani was right, though; maybe a bit of fun was exactly what we both needed. The apocalypse could wait, if only for a little while.

“I’ll give you a pass on the tights,” Dani went on, “but at least give the rest a shot.”

The “rest” was a frilly white shirt, green vest, and the typical Robin Hood cap, complete with a feather. And of course there was the bow and the quiver of arrows. The bow was made of real wood, but the string had no tension, and although the flights on the arrows looked good and were adorned with feathers that matched the one in the cap, they weren’t really arrows at all. They were attached to the inside of the quiver and wouldn’t come out.

For herself, Dani chose a medieval knight costume, which came with a breastplate, armguards, and greaves, all made of genuine leather. The sword itself was clearly cheap metal and would probably prove useless in an actual battle, but I was surprised that something like leather armor had been left behind. Maybe it just hadn’t occurred to looters to check the garment bags for something useful. They probably saw frills and leggings and said to hell with it all.

I took off my hoodie and put on the white shirt over my tee as Dani giddily started strapping on pieces of armor, and by the time my green vest was buttoned and my feathered cap positioned just so, the smiling knight looked ready for battle.

Since the store was too dark for a proper appraisal, Dani grabbed a full-length mirror and suggested we take a gander at ourselves outside. We had walked only a few feet toward the open door, however, when a massive shadow swept across the street—there and gone in the blink of an eye.

Dani froze and put out her arm to stop me as well, perhaps thinking I might not have seen the shadow myself. But I had, and I suddenly felt like an absolute fool in my Robin Hood getup, playing make-believe at the end of the world.

Dani looked at me with a single finger raised to her lips, a corner of the bulky mirror balanced on her foot, both of us now as still as stone. I nodded, my heart racing.

A single pass was probably all it would take for the blitz to see that the town was empty. Most likely it would just keep going.

We waited, me with my useless bow and Dani still holding the six-foot-high mirror, which had to be getting heavy.

One minute turned into two. Two became four. My adrenaline began to wane. The blitz must have just flown over and kept on going. Dani set the mirror down ever so gently, leaning it against a rack. I raised my eyebrows to ask if we should go to the window to check. She shook her head and raised her hand with her fingers spread. She wanted to wait five more minutes.

As it turned out, though, we didn’t need to wait even half that long.

The shadow passed over the street again, only this time there followed a heavy thump and the creak of crossbeams under stress as the blitz landed right on the roof above our heads.

I held my breath and looked up, fully expecting a huge horned head or a spiky armored tail to come crashing through the ceiling.

Nobody was sure which senses blitz relied on most when hunting, but it was speculated that in addition to sight, smell, and hearing, they might possess electricity-sensing organs, too, sort of like great white sharks did. If this was the case, the blitz above us already knew we were there and was now just waiting for us to come out or taking its time in deciding which of us to pluck from the rubble first once the whole ceiling came crashing downward.

In spite of my limited exposure to religion, I sent a quick and silent prayer out into the universe and was immediately surprised when it was answered by a low rumble from off in the distance. The blitz shifted on the roof, perhaps orienting itself toward the sound. The rumble came again a few moments later, but louder now. I remembered the threatening sky I’d seen on the way in. Thunder.

The blitz shifted a second time and let out an earsplitting shriek-roar that sounded like a mix between the call of an angry hawk and the growl of an aggressive bear, only amplified by a factor of ten. I shrank and covered my ears, the sound reverberating right through me.

It started to rain, the accompanying downdraft sending a blast of cool air through the store. With my senses heightened by adrenaline, I swore I could feel every tiny hair on my body stand on end.

The rain intensified. There was a flash outside, followed a few seconds later by a crash like a sheet of tin being struck, and a weird series of static yips, almost like electrical feedback from a microphone. It took me a second to realize these yips must be coming from the blitz. It wasn’t a sound I’d ever heard before.

It’s excited, I thought.

The storm was moving fast. The next flash of lightning and crackle of thunder were almost concurrent. The whole building shook as the blitz slapped the roof with its tail. And then it leapt, the force of its push-off causing dust and plaster to rain down from the rafters.

Dani and I looked at each other, both of us wondering if this was it, if the blitz had launched itself up so that it would have some momentum when it came crashing back down again. I held my breath as a long moment passed, the sky still raging outside.

“Listen,” Dani whispered. “Do you hear it?”

I cocked my head. Somewhere high in the storm the blitz was shrieking again, as if the energy inside the maelstrom had called it up.

This was our chance to make a break for it.

“On three,” Dani whispered, her body already turning toward the door.

“One, two, three …”

We ran.

I grabbed my hoodie and was first out the door, the cold rain lashing me as I splashed my way down the street to the truck. It couldn’t have taken more than twenty seconds for me to get there, yet by the time I jumped up and threw open the door to climb inside, I was already soaked right through.

Dani got in, jingling her keys and saying, “Please start! Please start! Please start!”

VVVVRRROOOOMMMMM went the engine as she turned the ignition. She shifted the truck into gear and gave it some gas.

I put on my seat belt and watched my side mirror, waiting for the huge winged creature to plummet down into view and begin to give chase. But it didn’t, and a few minutes later we were rounding a bend, heading west. The trailing edge of the storm soon became visible out my window. I watched as sheet lightning continued to illuminate the big cloud from within. The blitz was in there, too, its dark silhouette appearing with each brilliant flash.

“I guess they really do eat lightning after all,” said Dani.

I slumped in the wake of adrenaline. That was two close calls now with the monsters, and as we sped down the highway, I wondered at the likelihood of surviving a third. Thankfully, we saw no sign of blitz for the next two hours, although we did pass a pair of frankenbikes abandoned in a ditch, raising fresh concerns about the Cross-bolts.

How long the bikes had been there was impossible to know. I decided to keep an extra close watch out for the next few miles as the highway took us deeper into the forest, and with my eyes trained for leather-clad bikers, I might not have even noticed a lone figure dressed in camouflage if not for her fiery red hair.

“Slow down!” I said to Dani. “No, wait, stop!”

“What is it?” She worked the big shifter with practiced ease.

“A girl,” I said as the radio static crackled.








CHAPTER SIXTEEN
CASSIE



It wasn’t just the sight of the feathered cap that froze me in my tracks; it was also the fact that the face beneath it belonged to a boy who looked about my age. Our eyes locked for a few long seconds before the peculiar shape of the semi’s cargo drew my attention to the trailer. What the heck was under that tarp? The only thing that came to mind was a backhoe tractor.

The passenger door swung open, and still I didn’t move.

“Hello?” said the boy.

Honey-blond curls spilled out from under his Robin Hood cap. He wore a vest and a frilly shirt to complete the look, which was sort of weirdly cute and completely ridiculous at the same time. It was definitely disarming. I almost felt like I should greet him with a “Hail, fellow!” or something like that. What I actually said was, “Hi?” As if I were asking a question.

My confusion deepened as a woman dressed as a knight circled around the front of the truck before pausing next to the boy. In place of a helmet, she wore a Baltimore Orioles ball cap.

“Hey, do you need a ride?” she asked me.

They both looked at me sort of funny, but I wasn’t sure why. It wasn’t as if I were the one in costume.

I shook my head. “I’m not on my own,” I told them.

“How many others?” the woman asked me. Despite having gotten out first, the boy seemed shy.

“Around forty,” I said.

They shared a quick look. The knight seemed pleased and the archer wary. I wasn’t sure what to make of either of them.

“We would love to meet the others,” the woman told me.

“Okay …,” I said, and then I just had to ask. “I’m sorry, but what’s up with the cosplay?”

Robin Hood looked embarrassed, but the knight just laughed. “It’s a long story,” she said. “But we would be more than happy to share it with you and your group. And while we’re at it, you can all have a look at what’s under the tarp there.”

I followed the woman’s gaze to the flatbed, my curiosity piqued. “What is it?” I asked.

“Hope,” the boy replied, and the knight’s smile grew even bigger.

So probably not a backhoe, then. Maybe food? The thought of rice or ramen made my stomach rumble.

“There’s an old logging road you just passed,” I told them. “I think you might be able to get the truck down it. Just give me a minute to tell the others you’re coming.” I didn’t wait for them to reply. Instead, I took one last look at the lumpy cargo and their medieval getups and then bolted down the trail back to camp, wondering how exactly I was going to explain this to Bones.

I ran like the wind and was almost too breathless to get any words out when I found him returning to camp from the direction of Heart Lake.

“Whoa,” he told me. “Slow down.”

I sucked in a lungful of air and started again, and by the time I got it all out, I could already hear the creaks and clunks of the big old truck on the rutted trail.

“Goddamnit, Cassie!” said Bones. He went running across the camp toward the logging road. Clearly, he was upset that I’d shared our location with two complete strangers, never mind that they’d been in costume and struck me as harmless. Chesney and Brock stood up as Bones blew past them, both as alert as meerkats—a giant meerkat, in Brock’s case. Others followed suit, the entire camp falling silent as the chrome front end of the black-and-orange semi came into view.

Not knowing whether our visitors were friendly or hostile, a few people ran to seek cover in the trees. My sister and Joshua were among them until the boy turned his head and happened to spot me, at which point he pulled his hand free of Rachel’s and came bolting my way. Even from forty feet off, I could see the worry creasing his face. Rachel barked at him and glanced at the truck before hurrying over, too. It was total chaos. Blitz, we sort of knew what to do with; random eighteen-wheelers, not so much.

The truck came to a stop with hissing air brakes, its engine idling and the smokestacks vibrating for a moment longer before the ball cap–wearing knight killed the engine and plunged the world into near silence. I found myself holding my breath even though I already knew who was in there.

Joshua held fast to the back of my jacket, balling the fabric up in his hand.

“It’s okay,” I whispered. “I promise.”

He loosened his grip, then let go completely when the driver’s side door opened and the driver climbed out. The leather armor made her look equal parts old-world knight and Mad Max survivor, but her smile was pure affability.

I held myself back with Joshua as Bones stepped forward. The driver introduced herself as Dani before freezing mid-handshake when she heard Bones’s name. She looked completely bowled over.

“I’m sorry, but did you just say your name was Bones?”

“At your service,” he replied with a smile and a final pump of his arm before the handshake ended somewhat awkwardly. I’d seen numerous people react to hearing the curious nickname for the first time, but this was some next-level gobsmackery.

The boy decked out as Robin Hood circled around from the other side and locked eyes with me for a second before the driver composed herself and continued with introductions.

“Thomas,” she said, “meet Bones. Bones, this is my trusty navigator, Thomas.”

Thomas looked at her as if she were putting him on. Again, it seemed like a very strange overreaction. “Bones?” he said.

“Or Lenyn, if you prefer,” Bones replied. “But yes, everyone calls me Bones. My former trade was archaeozoology. Bones are kind of a specialty of mine.”

It was at this point that people usually went “Ah” or “I see” or something like that, but not Dani. Instead of nodding with understanding, she just stood there while all the color drained out of her face. Weird was getting weirder.

Thomas met my gaze again before knitting his eyebrows at Chesney and Brock as they shouldered past me none too gently.

“So, what are you hauling, exactly?” Chesney asked.

When I had asked the same question several minutes before, Thomas had brightly said, “Hope,” whatever that was supposed to mean. Now he simply looked to Dani, and in that moment I knew without knowing that Chesney had put Thomas off, that Robin Hood had sensed a villain here in this stand-in for Sherwood Forest.

When Dani hesitated to answer the question, the crowd began speculating.

“I bet it’s food,” said Brent, jumping to the same conclusion I had. “I mean, it’s gotta be, right?” Brent hadn’t been his usual know-it-all self since Chesney and Brock arrived at camp. I figured it had to be because he was scared of them.

“Is it food?” a few others shouted in concert.

“Or maybe tools and supplies?” Someone else hazarded a guess.

Dani scanned the crowd, looked again at Bones, then took a deep breath and turned to start loosening straps without saying a word. Thomas went over to help her, and as soon as the tarp was free to be lifted, both of them climbed up onto the flatbed and stood there waiting for a hush to fall over the camp, almost like actors on a stage before a restless audience.

Bones began shushing everyone, though not before Joshua tugged on my arm and beckoned me closer as if wanting to share a secret. I bent down to listen.

“The truck’s got crows on it,” he whispered. “A whole flock like in my dream you woke me up from …”

I narrowed my eyes but said nothing as the crowd fell silent around me. I straightened back up again as Thomas and Dani each grabbed a corner of the big tarp.

“Remember,” Dani said with the flair of a seasoned showman. “The impossible is only impossible until it’s been done.”

And with that, they walked the tarp back, revealing bones.

My jaw almost hit the ground. Joshua sucked in a breath as a wave of disbelief swept over the crowd. Can’t be! Impossible! But how?

Eyes flicked this way and that, from the end of the spiky tail and the tips of the wings down to the huge taloned feet, until finally every head turned toward the one and only person in camp who possessed the knowledge and the experience to either confirm or deny the authenticity of what we were seeing: Bones.

With everyone watching and waiting and holding their breath—no one more so than me—the gruff old archaeozoologist jumped up and paced the flatbed, examining the entire skeleton with his keen and learned eye. He seemed especially interested in the giant wings and circled them three whole times before inspecting the massive backbone and turning to Dani. They stared at each other intently for what seemed like a very long time, almost as if a silent conversation were passing between them.

The crowd grew restless, but then finally the portentous stare broke, and Bones stepped out to the edge of the trailer. He answered our collective question not with words but with a solemn nod of his head.

The skeleton was authentic. The blitz bones were real.








CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
THOMAS



Dani was acting strangely. She seemed nervous about showing the bones instead of excited, almost as if she expected things to go sideways. I would have thought she’d welcome the opportunity to have a bona fide expert on bones to help back us up, but instead it seemed to unbalance her.

Unless, of course, something else was throwing her off, like the sudden appearance of the girl on the roadside so soon after we talked about the radio whisper. Was Dani distracted by the redhead in camo? I definitely was. My heart was racing when it came time for me to jump in and help share the legend of the leshy from my book. I already knew the myth well enough to recite it from memory, but Dani thought bringing the book out during the last unveiling had added a certain “gravitas,” so we had agreed that going forward, we would use it as a prop.

The book also gave me something to focus on other than curious and expectant faces, which could be a little overwhelming. The redhead’s gaze was especially intense. She didn’t just seem interested in the words I was saying; she seemed invested in them in some real and tangible way that hinted at more than a swelling of hope.

I paused to clear my throat after locking eyes with her, a sudden sense of import shaking my confidence. The illustrated leshy looked up from the page, its features so finely captured that, just for a moment, I got lost in the detail. When I started again, my voice was surprisingly steady, almost as if some magic from the legend had wafted up from the text and ink as invisible vapor to infuse me with strength. I scanned the crowd and could almost imagine my words were music, a song whose beginning might have been soft and a little uncertain but whose ending was finally hitting all the right notes, or so it seemed from the hopeful look in everyone’s eyes as I concluded with Dani’s bit about leshiye and blitz being ancient enemies.

I felt flushed and strangely spent as I closed my book, and Dani rejoined me wearing a smile that was full of pride. She patted my back as if to tell me to leave the follow-up questions to her, and so I did, gratefully. Soon after, an older lady brought me over a mug of hot tea—dandelion root, she said. It was pungent and strong and left a sharp aftertaste—not unlike Dani’s instant coffee—but I was relieved to sit and sip as the warmth of it filled me.

Just like last time, there was some disappointment expressed at the fact that although the legend seemed to confirm that blitz could be killed, it didn’t give an actual clue as to how this might be achieved.

Bones, however, didn’t appear disappointed at all. Instead, he seemed invigorated. As soon as all the questions were answered to the best of Dani’s knowledge, the archaeozoologist stood up and immediately launched into an audacious plan that involved finding and stealing blitz eggs.

“Some of you wanted proof that blitz could be killed!” he said. “And now here we have it! Fate brought these bones to our doorstep, so the question now is, what will we do next?” He took a moment to scan the crowd, making eye contact with almost everyone. It was the sort of look that stripped you right down to nothing and exposed all the little cracks and faults in your heart. “Do we sit on our hands, or do we act? I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again. If we find their eggs, we can find their weakness. We just have to be brave enough to try!”

If this plan had been met with skepticism before, it was clear by some of the expressions on the faces around me that minds were changing. Seeing the bones had opened their eyes to new possibilities, their hearts to a new sense of hope. The redhead I kept stealing glances at was positively beaming.








PART TWO
FORKS IN THE ROAD
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Her name was Cassie.

“Short for Cassiopeia,” she had said before she unshyly sat down beside me.

“Like the constellation,” I replied, my stomach queasy from nerves at her proximity.

“Exactly,” she said with a smile.

“Is that your brother and sister?” I asked, gesturing to the boy who’d been shadowing her and who was now sitting next to an older girl.

“Sister, yes. Brother, no, or at least not by blood. That’s Joshua. I found him alone inside a wrecked cabin in the woods. A blitz got his family while he hid in the cellar.”

“That’s awful,” I said. “Good thing you came along.”

“My intuition kind of led me to him,” she told me, which I narrowed my eyes at. “Well,” she then amended, “my intuition and a small glowing orb in the woods.”

“Small glowing orb?” I raised an eyebrow.

She explained what she meant and how it had happened, without any evident worry I might not believe her, outrageous as she must have known it sounded, although maybe not as outrageous as the blitz bones on the trailer fifteen paces to our left, or our run-in with the nguruvilu that I hadn’t even mentioned yet.

“Did it look like this?” I asked her, opening my book to the will-o’-the-wisp chapter.

Her eyes grew suddenly wide. “It looked exactly like that!” She leaned over and started reading, her wild red hair only inches from my face. “A ghostly light seen by travelers … usually leads them astray or into danger.” She shook her head. “That’s not what the one I saw did. The one I saw led me straight to the cabin.”

“Really?” Could it be that a will-o’-the-wisp had actually helped her?

Find the girl, the radio whispered in my mind.

“I swear it,” she said. “And glowing lights aren’t the only weird things in these woods,” she quickly added.

“How do you mean?”

“Bones has been finding small skeletons he says don’t belong here. From animals he can’t even identify. He thinks they might have come from wherever the blitz did. Plus, I’m pretty sure there’s something bigger out there that’s been watching us. I only caught a glimpse of its eyes, but whatever it was must have been seven or eight feet tall.”

My mind was racing. So many strange coincidences and mysterious new discoveries were all coming together at once. Surely this must be the girl, but why were we supposed to find her and what did it mean? Should I tell her about the radio or would it just weird her out?

Maybe later, I decided. I need to be sure.

“Maybe it was a moose?” I suggested. It was the only animal I could think that might be nearby and stand that tall.

She shook her head. “No way. Definitely not a moose.”

“Hard to say, then, I guess.” I glanced over at Dani, who was still talking to Bones, and from there to a pair of rough-looking guys who stood apart from everyone else while trading whispers. One of them, the older and smaller of the two, was the man who had asked us what we were hauling, and whom I instantly got a bad vibe from.

“I didn’t get any sense that it wished me harm, though,” Cassie continued. “Or at least it didn’t trigger any vibrations.”

That’s how she had described her intuition: as a sort of “vibration” that came and went. She said she thought it might have something to do with certain energies trapped in the earth, but then she’d shrugged as if to say she was still in the process of trying to figure it out for herself.

“So I guess you’re like a seer or an oracle,” I said. The gift of second sight appeared numerous times in my book.

She shrugged again. “I’ve never really thought of it like that.”

“Could you always sense things?” I asked her.

“A little,” she said, “but it’s different now. Stronger.”

“Since the blitz came?”

She nodded.

“Huh.”

What did it mean if she was telling the truth? A strange new world where people stopped scoffing at things they didn’t understand, or that seemed to have no explanation?

I used to wonder if maybe the blitz had been here all along, trapped in some kind of state of prolonged hibernation, perhaps in a cave tucked away in the mountains. But the clues all seemed to be pointing at a different origin now—one that included a door other creatures might slip through. Was it possible that by opening this door, the blitz had thrown wide the gates to other things as well? Things like a girl’s ability to tune in to mysterious earthly vibrations? I imagined it like a radio station whose signal wasn’t clear. Perhaps the arrival of the blitz had turned the dial just a smidge, allowing the broadcast to be heard more crisply. No longer was Cassie on seek mode.

It was a theory, at least. Maybe even a good one.

Cassie explained to me how Bones’s plan wasn’t new but had so far failed to gain traction with the rest of her camp. She also told me how she planned to act as a scout for the egg-hunting mission, which was finally starting to seem like a real possibility.

“That skeleton changes everything,” she said while glancing over at it again. “I can already feel it in the air. The energy is totally different.”

I couldn’t pretend to know what she meant since I had no prior vibe to compare it to, but if the energy of the camp as a whole was even half of what it seemed to be in Cassie, I could definitely see the mission going forward. Her eyes were blitz-electric as she talked about scouting, and I imagined that if her aura were a visible thing, it would have been sparking. Her father had been a scout, too, she said with pride, prior to his disappearance out on a mission of his own.

She started to say something else but then paused and frowned when one of the two men I had seen whispering cleared his throat and stepped forward to get everyone’s attention. Again, it was the older one.

“Ahem!” he began. “Beg your pardon.” Conversations stopped and heads turned toward him. “Thank you kindly. Much appreciated. I’ll try to be brief, but I think I speak for everyone when I say these bones are a genuine miracle.”

“Amen!” his young friend said with zeal while thrusting a hand up toward the heavens. His long sleeves were cuffed tight to his wrist, and when he raised his arm, I found myself wondering if there might be a hidden tattoo beneath that fabric.

“Amen, indeed,” the first man continued. “As y’all know and have heard me say more than once now, me and Brock here already felt like it was the Good Lord’s will that we stumbled in upon this camp in the first place, so I guess you could say our miracle count’s now at two. It’s divine providence, is what it is, and if I’m wrong on that count, may the Almighty strike me blind as I stand here.” He paused and raised his arms to invite God’s judgment. As no wrath was forthcoming, he grinned and continued amid soft laughter.

I thought again of the abandoned frankenbikes we’d passed and of the warning we got from the man with a missing finger. The religious fervor seemed consistent, although no one else in camp seemed to share it. Was it possible these two men were Cross-bolts? I decided it might be wise to keep an eye on them at least.

“Divine providence,” the man repeated. “And seeing as how that’s so, I do believe that me and my good friend Brock are now duty-bound to be the first to heed a call to action. The very same call to action we all just heard from Bones here. I’m ashamed to admit that my ears were deaf and my fool eyes blind to the summons before, but sometimes when the Good Lord’s whispers go unheeded, He raises His voice, and mark my words, these bones are a shout. And so I’ll shout now, too, adding my own small voice to His. Who else among you will join us? Who else will join our mad pilgrimage into Dante’s Inferno?”

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Cassie whispered beside me, even as murmurs gave way to raised hands. In a matter of only moments, there were several volunteers. Bones stood up to address them.

“Thank you for that, Chesney, and thank you to all the new volunteers. I won’t speak to the notion of divine providence, but I will repeat the old chestnut that fortune favors the bold, and bold we shall be. But the planning can wait for tomorrow. Let’s make tonight about gratitude and celebration, and I hope our new friends will stay to join us?”

He looked first at Dani, then they both turned to me. I shrugged as if to say why not? even as Cassie’s clear annoyance at Chesney and Brock volunteering raised new questions in my mind.

“I guess we could stay one night,” Dani finally replied. I forced a smile in spite of my reservations. If everything was happening for a reason, maybe staying here was part of that, too.

“Glad to hear it!” Bones replied amid murmurs of agreement.

“Me too,” said Cassie beside me, causing me to smile again, this time for real, albeit only momentarily as Cassie leaned in to whisper, “I don’t trust those guys.” Her eyes followed Chesney and Brock as they gathered with the other volunteers.

“They do seem sort of sketchy,” I agreed.

Dani and Bones resumed talking for a couple of minutes by the fire, but then Bones stood again and motioned for her to follow, as if he had something he wanted to show her. I narrowed my eyes as Dani got up.

“Probably taking her to see his newest discoveries,” said Cassie. “Bones from the forest, I mean.”

“The ones that don’t belong here?”

She nodded. “He used to have a bunch, but we had to leave them behind when a blitz attacked our last camp.”

“Really?”

“It was a close one. Me and my sister got lucky.”

“Thanks to your intuition?”

“Not exactly. I’m still learning how to tune myself in to it. Like finding a certain station on the radio.”

I stared at her.

“What is it?” she asked me.

“Nothing,” I said. “You just made me think of something is all.”

We both fell silent for a moment.

“Did you want to see the bones, too?” she asked me. “Bones won’t mind. It’s not like they’re a secret.”

“Sure,” I said.

There was no doubt left in my mind now. This was the girl. I couldn’t wait to tell Dani, even though I didn’t know yet what it meant.

“Sit tight for a minute, okay?” she said to Joshua. “We’ll be right back.” The boy nodded dutifully.

“He doesn’t say much, does he?” I asked her as we headed off in the same direction Dani and Bones had gone. I was suddenly very aware of the space between us as we walked. How close was too close?

“You should see him with animals,” said Cassie. “He opens up like a flower.”

She led me to a decent-size canvas tent at the edge of camp and told me just to go on in before excusing herself to the “little girl’s room,” which in this case was simply the trees. From back at the fire came the hum of a lone harmonica. It was a sad sound and reminded me of some of the music my mom would put on when my dad wasn’t home.

I was about to reach for the tent’s outer zipper when I heard a snippet of conversation and paused.

“It was actually the wings that gave it away,” Bones said. I froze and listened as he continued. “Visibly, they look pretty good, but structurally, they just don’t fit. Even so, I wasn’t one hundred percent sure until I saw that last cervical vertebra. Definitely out of place.”

I frowned and moved my ear closer to the canvas.

“So why didn’t you say something?” Dani asked him. “I don’t get it.”

Bones snorted. “You saw the way they reacted. I’ve been trying for the better part of a week to convince them that we need to take a risk and go on the offensive, and now they’re finally on board. And it’s all thanks to those bones on your truck. If I had told them the truth about the skeleton, we’d be no better off tomorrow than we are today.”

“I see.”

I felt a cold hand reach into my chest.

“Does the boy know?” Bones went on. “Have you told him?”

Dani sighed just loud enough for me to hear. “I think it would break his heart, and he’s already been through so much …”

On unsteady legs, I backed away, this new betrayal landing squarely on top of all the twisted and knotted-up feelings I still harbored toward my dad. The weight of it made me stumble.

Cassie was suddenly beside me again, touching my shoulder and asking me what was wrong, but all I could do was shake my head.

Dani’s blitz was a fake. It was all a big lie.








CHAPTER NINETEEN
CASSIE



Everything was going right until it wasn’t. Chesney and Brock volunteering seemed like a joke, but what if they really believed God sent them to join us? What if they came along and ruined the mission? Or worse yet, what if they orchestrated a coup to push Bones out so they could take over?

And what was the deal with Thomas all of a sudden? One moment he was fine and the next he was shuffling back from Bones’s tent and throwing his Robin Hood hat in the fire while looking like he might throw himself in next. Clearly, I had missed something.

“It’s brave what you and Dani are doing,” I told him, because I thought it might help to hear it. “Driving around and showing those bones. Most people wouldn’t do that. Give them a working car and they’d just keep driving until they reached the coast.”

“I guess,” said Thomas.

“Where will you go next?” I asked.

He shook his head. “I haven’t really decided yet where I’m going or what I’m doing.”

I, he said, not we. Was it possible he was thinking about staying? From the way he and Dani had worked together in unveiling the skeleton and sharing the story of the leshy that had emigrated over with Dani’s great-great-grandparents, I’d assumed they were close, that they were found family, if not real family. Now I wasn’t so sure, and before I could think how to subtly ask, Bones and Dani returned to the fire. Bones sat on the other side, just out of earshot, but Dani immediately came over. She plopped down next to Thomas and held her hands out to feel the warmth from the flames.

“Ahh,” she said, “that’s nice.”

I noticed how Thomas didn’t look at her.

“I guess we’ll head out again at first light, huh?” she continued.

Thomas didn’t say anything, just sat there staring into the firelight.

“Hey, what happened to your hat?” Dani asked him. She narrowed her eyes, finally sensing that something was wrong.

“It’s in my tent,” I jumped in. “I put it there so Joshua wouldn’t lose it. He liked it, so Thomas gave it to him.” I wasn’t sure why I was lying, but I felt like I needed to. Joshua narrowed his eyes but thankfully didn’t contradict me.

“Oh,” said Dani. “Well, that was nice of you.” She looked back at Thomas. “So why the long face?”

“It’s probably my fault,” I went on. “I’ve been pestering him with a million questions.”

Thomas gave me a curious look, confused as to why I was covering for him. “I’m fine,” he finally said. “Just tired.” He picked up a stick and started poking at the embers.

“Bunk is yours if you want to go crash,” Dani told him.

He shook his head. “You can have it. I think I might sleep here by the fire.”

“I doubt they’ll keep it burning all night,” said Dani.

“We never do,” my sister confirmed. She had just walked up after spending most of the evening hanging off Jason, who had actually been one of the people to volunteer. She looked back at him now as she sat down next to me. “Can’t believe he’s going to go off to look for blitz eggs. I’m pretty sure he just put his hand up to try to impress me.”

I rolled my eyes and turned back to Thomas. “You can share my tent once we put the fire out,” I offered. “I mean, if you want to.”

“Pardon me?” said Rachel.

The look on her face was priceless, though perhaps not as priceless as the look on Thomas’s, the way he gulped and suddenly seemed to forget how to speak. I guess I’d surprised myself, too, impulsively throwing that out there, but clearly Thomas didn’t want to go back to the truck, and I couldn’t let him sleep outside. Plus, I had more questions I wanted to ask him.

Joshua piped up before Thomas could answer. “What about me?” he asked with the fragile voice of one who feared being left out in the cold.

“You can stay with Rachel tonight,” I said. “I’m not sure about Mousy-mouse, though …”

“Rodents sleep outside,” Rachel quickly replied.

“So I guess it’s settled, then,” I went on. “You’ll have to bring your own pillow,” I told Thomas. “And your book. I’d like to read a bit more of it, if that’s okay.” I wanted to look at those pictures of the leshy a little bit closer. Dani’s story about the Slavic legend being a part of her family’s history continued to blow my mind.

“Sure,” Thomas said. “I’ll just go and grab some stuff from the truck.”

I caught Corbet’s eye from ten feet away as Thomas walked off. It was easy to see he was feeling left out and wanted to join us, but I couldn’t ignore the fact that even after the unveiling of the blitz on the back of the truck, he still hadn’t shown any sign of wanting to help or to join the mission. Corbet wasn’t a bad guy; he just happened to be a coward, and I didn’t have any room in my life for cowards.

Thomas returned with his backpack fully stuffed a few minutes later, and I couldn’t help but notice the look of hurt and sadness in Dani’s eyes as she glanced down at it.

“I think I’m going to call it a night,” she said shortly thereafter. She put a hand on Thomas’s shoulder in passing, as if to say she would understand if he wanted to stay here, but also that he was still welcome to leave with her in the morning.

Thomas swallowed and I saw his jaw quiver. They obviously cared for each other, probably more than either of them even realized. Part of me wanted to comfort him, but the truth was that I barely knew him, never mind that he would soon be sleeping in my tent.

Side by side, we watched the fire, both of us lost in our thoughts and not saying much. The idea of other mythic creatures being real made the prospect of scouting that much scarier and more intimidating, especially if Chesney and Brock were part of the team. I needed to make sure that didn’t happen.

I kept seeing Thomas look over at them himself, sometimes for fairly long stretches at a time, almost as if he were searching their bodies for clues. At one point, Brock caught him staring, his expression so suddenly dark that a shiver passed through me, bringing gooseflesh to my arms.

Thomas quickly averted his eyes and afterward fixed his gaze firmly on the glowing embers and occasional sparks that popped out from the crackling blaze, almost like miniature flares from a tiny torched village—dying SOS beacons born of fire.

When Rachel and Joshua called it a night a few minutes later, I gently suggested we could, too.

“I am getting kind of tired,” Thomas admitted.

His eyes went wide as we arrived at my tent, which was clearly a whole lot smaller than he’d imagined it might be.

“We’ll have to sleep head to foot,” I said. “Hope you’re not a kicker.” I laughed a nervous laugh before unzipping the door.

“I don’t think I am,” he replied without any humor. His mind was clearly still somewhere else, which maybe wasn’t a bad thing. Having his full attention in such a cramped space would probably make things awkward, especially since he was cute, and I couldn’t help feeling there was some kind of energy passing between us.

I cracked one of the few and precious remaining glow sticks and hung it from the tent’s roof, and a few minutes later we were sitting cross-legged with Thomas’s big book between us on my quilt. I kept thinking of him up on the flatbed revealing the bones, and of all the interesting things he’d been talking about before his mysterious fallout with Dani.

I looked down at the leather-bound cover to refocus my thoughts.

“What else do you think might be out there?” I asked conversationally.

“There’s one thing I know of for sure,” he told me.

I raised my eyebrows.

“Here, I’ll show you.”

He flipped through the pages until he came to a section about a fox-headed serpent called a nguruvilu, at which point he proceeded to tell me about an encounter they’d had at a river and of being hoisted out over the water while Dani lay unconscious on the bank.

“Holy shit,” I said as I pictured the scene.

Thomas smiled, the light stick hanging between us like a chunk of kryptonite, bathing everything inside the tent with a radioactive glow.

“I thought I was dead,” he told me. “I closed my eyes and I thought of my mom. And then it sniffed me and let me go.”

“Sniffed you?”

He shook his head. “I have no idea why, but it said something just before that. Unfortunately, I didn’t catch it all. Maybe if I had, I would know.”

“It talked?”

He nodded and told me what little he’d heard, which made no more sense to me than it did to him. Between my own strange encounters and this new one Thomas was sharing, I had to wonder if my dad had ever come across anything unusual himself while doing reconnaissance out east. I suspected he would have mentioned it in one of his letters, although come to think of it, he did write about peculiar sounds in the night once. He had thought it might be whip-poor-wills, but maybe he was wrong?

“That’s such a wild story,” I continued.

He gave a small shrug. “No crazier than the blitz, I guess. Or a will-o’-the-wisp.”

“I guess,” I agreed. “By the way, sorry about not mentioning how small my tent was.”

“It’s okay. I don’t mind if you don’t.”

“And just ignore my sister in the morning if she gives you the evil eye,” I added with a laugh. I could already picture it.

He managed a smile. “How well do you guys know everyone else here in camp?”

I thought about it for a second. People tended not to talk too much about lives left behind, which sometimes made it seem as if we were living with strangers. Haunted eyes offered hints, but to speak of our ghosts was to summon them, bringing back all that pain.

“Not that well, I guess,” I replied. Bones was more than a stranger, of course, and to a lesser extent, Jenna and Corbet had been for a little while as well, but still. “I mean, we hardly know Chesney and Brock at all. They just sort of showed up out of the blue a few days ago.”

“I was actually going to ask you about them …” He trailed off in a curious way.

I cocked my head. “Why? Did something happen?”

“Not really. But did you ever happen to notice if either of them has a tattoo on his wrist or forearm? There’s this symbol that Dani and I have come across before, and that we’ve been warned about. One I should probably warn you about.”

I shook my head. “They always have their arms covered. But who warned you and what’s the symbol?”

“Other survivors. People we’ve shown the bones to. The symbol is a black cross with a red lightning bolt through it.”

The cross made sense given all of Chesney and Brock’s religious proclamations, but what was the lightning bolt? Could it have something to do with the blitz? The lightning-eaters?

“So what was the warning you got?” I asked.

“Whatever you do, don’t get caught scavenging by people who have that tattoo, because anything left behind, they deem as theirs. First warning is a finger, but if they catch you again, it’s your life.”

“A finger?” I asked. I didn’t want it to mean what I thought it did.

“We found a cigar box full of them, and then met a guy who was missing one.”

A chill ran through me. “Holy crap. Really?”

He nodded grimly. “Middle finger on his right hand.”

“Jesus.” The thought of grisly amputations in a world without medical care was sobering, but surely it couldn’t be something that was happening all over. As if to answer this unspoken thought, Thomas continued.

“I think they might be spread out,” he said. “Sort of like chapters of a motorcycle gang. They call themselves Cross-bolts and believe they’ve been chosen by God to survive the apocalypse.”

I took a moment to absorb this. If Chesney and Brock thought they were handpicked by God, then maybe they believed the blitz were sent by God, too, to help purge the world of heretics and atheists. I remembered Chesney’s story about the blitz they saw in Wisconsin and how they took shelter in a church they believed was miraculously spared. I’d assumed they were lying, but maybe parts of the story were true. Could surviving inside a church like that have turned them both into zealots?

“I knew they were full of shit and probably dangerous from the first time I saw them,” I said, “but still.” I shook my head, and then it occurred to me that although I’d told Thomas about the mysterious thing in the woods, I hadn’t mentioned how Brock tried to leave or how the thing stopped him. Since we were already on the topic of Chesney and Brock, I decided it might be time to.

“So last night he wanted to leave but then today he’s volunteering for Bones’s mission?” Thomas said once I was done.

“I know, weird, right?” Could seeing the bones have genuinely changed their minds? Did Chesney honestly believe in the miracle he’d declared? Somehow, I doubted it. “Maybe they’re just hoping to leave as part of a bigger group. Safety in numbers against whatever it is that’s lurking in the forest.”

“Maybe,” Thomas agreed.

“Plus,” I continued, “if they take some of the strongest people in camp with them, they could then come back later with the rest of their chapter and face less resistance.”

“That’s a scary thought,” said Thomas. “Also,” he added after a pause, “if they think they’ve been chosen to survive the apocalypse, then they probably want to make sure it actually stays an apocalypse. If you and Bones succeed with your mission, you could put that in jeopardy. Maybe they’re hoping to sabotage it.”

He was right. “I need to call them out,” I said. “But I don’t have any proof.”

“We could call a meeting in the morning,” he suggested. “Dani and I could share our warning about the Cross-bolts and then force them to show their arms to see if they have the symbol. Although nobody knows what the symbol means except for Dani and me. It would be our word against theirs. Who would believe us?”

“Bones would,” I said without hesitation. “And my sister, too. Plus maybe Rebecca.” As soon as I said her name, I sucked in a breath and snapped my fingers.

“What?” he asked.

“Rebecca!” I said again. “She’s a tattoo artist! Maybe she’s already seen the symbol herself.”

“It’s possible,” he agreed. “The Cross-bolts could have started organizing before the big blackout. If Rebecca was active on social media with other artists, word could have gotten around. Do you trust her? Rebecca?”

I nodded. “She’s one of the good ones. If she wasn’t, I would have sensed it by now.”

“Right, your intuition.”

He didn’t say it in a disbelieving way like my sister, which was a nice change of pace, and maybe had something to do with the weird stuff he’d already seen and experienced himself. The blitz hadn’t simply invaded, with everything else just remaining the same. The rules were different now, the whole world in a state of transition, or at least that’s what my gut was telling me. Joshua’s gift with young animals was a sign of it, too.

“So that’s what we’ll do,” I said. “Call a meeting in the morning and then see what happens.” It was risky, I knew, especially if Chesney and Brock didn’t have the tattoo, or if Rebecca couldn’t back us up, but what other options were there? And risky or not, I couldn’t deny that it felt good to have a plan.

We spent the next few minutes in thoughtful silence, with Thomas watching as I gently flipped through his book. The illustrations were dark and strange and, in some cases, even a little unsettling. But as interesting as all the myths and legends might be, from the well-known to the truly obscure, the thing I found myself most curious about was not the book itself, but the boy it belonged to. Who had Thomas been before the world grew dark and ravenous? And would he be willing to tell me?

The anger I had sensed in him before as we sat by the fire now seemed more like hurt, his face long in the kryptonite glow.

“What do you miss most?” I decided to ask, hoping to take his mind off whatever was eating at him. “From before, I mean. Not a person but a thing.”

For a moment I wasn’t sure I would get an answer, but then he shrugged in a small sort of way, almost as if slightly embarrassed by whatever he was about to tell me.

“It’s going to sound stupid,” he said, “but breakfast.”

“Breakfast?”

He met my confusion with a sad little smile before explaining.

“It used to just be my mom and me in the mornings since my dad always left for work before the sun came up. My mom would turn on her music—she liked classical and jazz, which my dad called noise—and then together we would make these big breakfasts. Scrambled eggs, crispy bacon, toast, the whole deal. We’d cook and then we’d sit at the table and take our time eating while hummingbirds darted around the feeder outside our window.”

“Sounds nice,” I said. My heart ached to have a memory like that with my mom.

“It was,” he said with a sigh. “Then Mom got sick and lost her appetite, and sometimes just couldn’t keep food down because of the chemo. So the breakfasts stopped. After she died, my dad started drinking. Then the blitz came, and he started drinking more. He would pass out and sleep in late since he was no longer working, so I’d get up and have the place to myself. I guess with the world ending, I wanted to remember better times, so I refilled the hummingbird feeder and then I started making breakfast again, every morning until my neighbors were gone and there was nowhere left to get bacon and eggs.”

I pictured him alone in a tiny kitchen, trying to work through his grief to the sound of fat frying in a pan while the apocalypse ramped up outside. It was heartbreaking but also beautiful in a defiant sort of way.

I leaned forward and touched his knee to acknowledge his pain and to thank him for sharing such an intimate slice of his life. We were suddenly very close in a very small space, the air getting thicker around us, or at least that’s how it seemed. It almost felt like I was breathing at elevation, as if the tent had been picked up and dropped at the top of a mountain.

“So, yeah,” he finally went on with a nervous swallow as I withdrew my hand and gently rocked backward. “I guess that would be it. How about you? What do you miss?”

“Oh, god. So much. Climbing with my dad and his friends on the weekends. Running races with my track team. Having sleepovers and binge-watching zombie movies on Netflix.”

“Zombies would have been better, I think,” he replied.

“Totally,” I agreed. “As long as they were the slow-moving kind.”

Which launched us into a whole discussion about the kind of apocalypse we could have had instead of the one we did have. Sometimes it helped to make light of it, as if it were a story and not real life.

We continued talking long into the night and were still sharing stories and laughs even after we laid our heads down at each other’s feet, the tent now feeling more cozy than cramped.








CHAPTER TWENTY
THOMAS



“Thomas!”

I jolted awake to the sound of my name being whispered urgently and someone shaking my leg. For a second I couldn’t remember where I was, that it was in neither my bedroom nor the cabin of the truck, but then Cassie whispered again, and suddenly the entire night came back in a rush.

“Something’s wrong!” she said as she scrambled to put on her boots.

“What is it?” I asked while reaching for my own shoes in the darkness.

“I don’t know yet! I just—”

That was as far as she got before a big diesel engine rumbled to life outside. Dani’s semi.

I blinked in alarm and confusion. Was she leaving without me? Before the sun had even come up yet, and with no goodbye? My chest felt heavy, my heart compressed.

Cassie swore as she unzipped the door and looked out through the open vestibule. The tent faced camp and not Dani’s truck, so I wasn’t sure what she was seeing. Before I could ask, she said, “Chesney and Brock! Their tent door is open!”

“So what do you—” I stopped as it suddenly hit me, my blood running cold. Dani and I always slept with the truck doors locked, but since I wasn’t there last night, she might have left the passenger side open, just in case I decided to come back. And if Chesney and Brock really wanted to leave but were scared to do so on foot …

“Shit! Shit! Shit!” It seemed so obvious in hindsight. How could I be so stupid? An image of severed fingers flashed through my mind, along with the memory of Dani painting her own nails orange and black in celebration of our early Halloween.

We burst from the tent like it was on fire, just as the truck started rolling, the heavy trailer clomping and shuddering through the road’s old ruts as whoever was driving struggled to get the semi in gear, the transmission grinding something awful. I could only imagine how hard Dani must be wincing—assuming she was still alive.

Now that we were outside, I was failing to see what we could actually do, though, other than pointlessly chase the truck like farm dogs. Panic welled inside me as Cassie grabbed my wrist and pulled.

“C’mon!” she said. “There’s a shorter path through the woods! We might still be able to get ahead of them!”

She let go and took lead while I followed, trusting her the same way I had trusted Dani. The same way Dani trusted strangers to do the right thing when presented with hope, never mind that it was false hope cleverly wrapped up in a story featuring a mythological being from my very own book, which was maybe just a strange coincidence, but then again, maybe not.

Had fate really brought us together? And did it matter if the blitz bones were fake if the illusion of authenticity still had the power to inspire? As outlandish as it sounded, Bones might be on the right track with his egg-hunt plan, and if that hunt wasn’t a waste of time, then bringing the bones here hadn’t been either. Hope could still beget change, regardless of whether it came from the truth or a lie. Dani understood this, and now I did, too.

All my anger from last night’s revelation flooded out of me as we hit the path at a sprint. The air was crisp and cold against my cheeks, the predawn sky and the moon lending just enough light to navigate by, though not enough to lift my unease at being surrounded by a dark and unfamiliar forest.

Cassie ran with total abandon, pulling farther and farther away the deeper we plunged. I would have lost sight of her completely if not for a sudden commotion that caused her to falter and lose a few steps—the commotion of something crashing toward us through the woods to our left. Something large.

I almost faltered, too, remembering Cassie’s story about eyes in the darkness. For Dani’s sake, though, I forced myself on, even as the crashing got closer and my uneasiness gave way to a primal terror. Cassie looked back at me once but kept running, the gap between us maybe thirty feet and the path still straight as an arrow.

My eyes were forward but all my attention shrank to my periphery. Whatever it was I was hearing was moving faster through underbrush and deadfall than Cassie and I were on an open trail with nothing impeding us. It hardly seemed possible. One thing was becoming crystal clear, though: we weren’t going to make it out before we were caught.

Almost the very instant I was struck by that thought, a hulking figure detached itself from the shadows and stepped onto the path less than twenty feet ahead of me, its frame so large and broad I could no longer see past it to Cassie, who appeared to be its target, as it didn’t even slow or turn its head—its horned head, I realized with growing horror—to look at me over one of those enormous shoulders.

It was something straight out of a nightmare: an eight-foot-tall devil composed of pure corded muscle and dread. Every instinct told me to stop, to leap from the path and make myself small. Instead, I yelled, “Watch out behind you!”

A small scream of terror confirmed Cassie’s awareness of her pursuer, but the monster itself didn’t even break stride, let alone wheel around to face me on the path, its eyes glowing red as I imagined the devil’s eyes must.

Impossibly, we all kept running: a terrified sixteen-year-old chasing a giant chasing a girl en route to intercept a semi stolen by monsters of the human variety—an inexplicable chain of characters and events all converging to a single point. Or so it seemed to me a moment later as we broke from the woods and into a clearing alongside the highway, just as the truck turned right off the logging road with its headlights slicing the darkness toward us.

The devil bounded past Cassie without even slowing, up and out of the ditch, its body outlined in light from the glare of a high beam. That’s when I suddenly realized that it wasn’t a devil at all. First, a nguruvilu, and now this: a minotaur.

I slid to a stop in the long dewy grass next to Cassie, our shoulders bumping. Side by side, we watched with disbelief as the minotaur lowered its head and charged the semi as if it were a rival bull.

The truck kept coming, an epic collision now imminent. Monster versus machine. Myth versus chrome and steel. I wondered if the minotaur had ever even seen a machine before.

A thunderous CRUNCH filled the early-morning air as legendary horns met grille, and only then did the truck finally brake and roll to a stop with a squelch and a hiss as the monster stumbled backward and collapsed to the asphalt.

Cassie gasped as my heart fell inside me.

It didn’t matter that the minotaur had me fearing for my life only moments earlier; seeing it struck down so pitifully on a lonely stretch of road in the middle of nowhere was no fitting end for such a prominent figure of myth. I couldn’t believe I hadn’t recognized it sooner, even through the fog of adrenaline and the dim light of the wood. How many times had I stopped to admire the pair of minotaur illustrations in my book? A dozen? Twice that? I felt like I’d been gut-punched.

The semi sat there idling in the seconds that followed, the legend like a slain actor in a myth-inspired play, prone and isolated in the spotlight, the rest of the stage lost in darkness.

It wasn’t until the truck doors opened that it occurred to me that Cassie and I probably hadn’t been seen yet.

“Get down!” I whispered. I grabbed her arm and together we dropped into the long grass as Chesney and Brock climbed out.

“Christ Almighty!” Chesney exclaimed.

“Not too close,” Brock said warily. “It might not be dead yet.”

“Well, if it ain’t, it’s bloody concussed,” Chesney calmly replied. “What the devil is it?”

Both men stopped just in front of the truck, the headlights shining on their backs so that their long shadows lay like fallen pillars on either side of the unmoving minotaur.

The doors of the truck had both been left open. I couldn’t see Dani inside, so I had to assume she was either tied up in the cabin or dead in the woods back at camp. I refused to believe it was the latter, but there was only one way for me to find out.

“Wait here,” I whispered to Cassie, my heart pounding as I slowly rose from the grass. My legs were like jelly, and I couldn’t remember now if I had put the bear spray back in the passenger door or if I had set it down on the floor in the cabin. A few panicked seconds of searching could mean the difference between saving Dani and getting caught.

Would my legs even carry me another thirty yards? I honestly wasn’t sure. Nevertheless, I took a deep breath and made my move, bolting for the truck with every last ounce of strength and speed left in me. I wasn’t thinking about being brave or acting the hero in front of a girl. I was barely even thinking at all. I just knew I had to do this for Dani, and maybe also for what both Dani and her truck represented. It wasn’t merely a semi and a fiercely courageous girl that Chesney and Brock were trying to make off with; they were literally hijacking hope in the dead of night.

I was almost there when I heard Brock swear, and then Cassie yelled to distract him, which maybe was the only reason I was able to get my hands on the bear spray at all, mercifully still in the door where I had prayed it would be. I pulled the pin and dropped to a crouch in one fluid movement, aiming the canister’s nozzle straight up at Brock from under the door. I closed my eyes and squeezed the trigger, the high-pressure whoosh of the pepper-laden spray immediately followed by an agonized growl and a string of curses.

“The other side!” Cassie shouted.

I stood and spun, and sure enough there was Chesney, jumping up onto the driver’s side step rail, his face a mask of pure rage. I squeezed the trigger again, this time over both seats and right out through the other door. Chesney ducked to escape the worst of it but still took a hit. He gasped and swore as lingering spray stung my own eyes, causing them to instantly water and my vision to blur. The canister was now empty.

But even through a haze of pain and panicked fear, my heart leapt inside me, because I suddenly heard Dani in the back, groaning through some sort of gag. She was alive!

I climbed up onto my seat and yanked the door shut behind me, locking it while blinking away tears and coughing, my throat on fire now, too. I intended to close the driver’s side door as well, but Chesney was already back up and blindly trying to pull himself in while snorting and wheezing from the noxious vapor. I swung my legs over the center console and the shifter and was just about to kick him in the face when there was a crack like a log being split. Chesney yelped and dropped out of sight.

Cassie appeared in the driver’s side door a second later, tossing away the big branch she’d just used to take out the rig thief’s knee. She quickly closed the door and locked it.

Our eyes met, and for a second I could only stare at her in amazement, this fiery red-haired girl who seemed unfazed by anything, camouflaged like a soldier in a brave new world.

But then it slammed home that even with control of the truck our situation was still evolving. I shook my head.

“Help Dani while I take the wheel!” Maybe I could buy us some time until Dani was free, never mind that I’d never actually driven the truck.

Cassie jumped back and I climbed over, my vision still a blur as I pressed the brake and grabbed the big stick, shifting it into reverse as I had seen Dani do on multiple occasions. And suddenly we were rolling backward. I held the wheel straight to keep us out of the ditch while Cassie made short work of Dani’s gag.

Dani sucked in a sharp breath. “What the hell did we hit?” she gasped.

Only then did I look out through the windshield at the minotaur, and unless my blurry eyes were playing tricks on me, the horned behemoth was back on its feet and moving.

I blinked hard and wiped away tears before looking again. Brock was stumbling straight down the center line of the road with his untucked shirt pulled up to dab at his burning eyes, leaving his big hairy belly exposed. One of his cuffs had come undone and the sleeve was pushed partway up. A blurry tattoo was visible there. I didn’t need to see it clearly to know what it was.

Behind Brock, and obviously unbeknownst to him, the hulking minotaur now stalked forward, dragging Chesney in its meaty fist like a sack of garbage.

That was the last thing I saw before we slowly rolled down a hill and all three figures disappeared from view.








CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
CASSIE



Our wild night had the whole camp buzzing. Most people couldn’t believe it, or maybe they just didn’t want to, not even after Rebecca confirmed that she had heard about the cross and lightning bolt symbol from fellow tattoo artists on Reddit just days before the internet went dark. I guess it was hard to accept that Chesney and Brock’s betrayal could come so soon after Chesney’s speech about volunteering. I had to admit, the misdirection was clever, though maybe not so clever that I shouldn’t have guessed they might make a run for Dani’s truck.

“There’s something I need to tell you,” Thomas said to me after we’d both had some time to decompress, and of course to make sure Dani was truly okay, which thankfully she was aside from a few bumps and bruises.

“Sure,” I said while wondering what was making him so nervous. Had something else happened that I wasn’t aware of? Did he just want to see me alone?

“Maybe we could take a walk?”

The thought of wandering off with him stirred a small flutter in the pit of my stomach, as if one of the morning hummingbirds he had talked about last night was suddenly loose inside me. I tried to play it cool and not let it show. I shrugged and said, “There’s a lake not far over that way. Unless you were hoping to track down the minotaur …” I was joking, of course.

“No minotaurs,” he assured me. “Although I guess if there’s water, fox-headed serpents are a possibility.”

I chuckled, and Thomas grinned from ear to ear.

We started walking. The day had started calm and sunny, but now it was mostly cloudy, with a wind that signaled autumn on the doorstep. I didn’t like the change. It made me feel like the clock was ticking on our mission.

“So, what’s up?” I said once we were forty or fifty yards from camp. I glanced back over my shoulder to make sure Joshua wasn’t following. The boy shadowed me almost everywhere, which I knew was going to make leaving that much harder. I was trying not to think about it.

“It’s going to sound odd,” Thomas began. “But first, here, take these.” He produced a fistful of red licorice as if by magic, or maybe it only seemed like magic since I hadn’t had candy in forever. He held the ropes out to me like a bouquet of decapitated flowers. Sweet decapitated flowers.

I accepted the sugar offering without hesitation. “I see you’ve been holding out on me,” I said before chomping greedily.

He smiled. “I also wanted to give you this.” He fished a small rock from his pocket, egg-shaped and polished. “I know it’s no substitute for your four-leaf-clover necklace, but I’ve been carrying it as a good-luck charm. I’ve had it since I was younger than Joshua.”

“I can’t take your good-luck charm!” I told him. “What if I did and then something happened to you?”

“I want you to have it,” he insisted.

“You sure?”

“Totally sure.”

How could I say no? “Thanks. Hopefully it’ll work better than my clover did.” I laughed.

“Maybe it did work. You’re here now, right?”

“True.” It was all a matter of perspective, I supposed.

We kept on walking, my heart warmed by the small but generous gift. The lake was now in view a short way ahead of us, its surface looking gray beneath the overcast sky. “So I guess what you wanted to tell me is that I shouldn’t leave without some candy and a good-luck charm?” I asked. Both were more than welcome, of course.

He gave a lopsided grin and shook his head. “Remember how I told you about Dani’s radio always being on seek mode while we’re driving?”

I nodded. It was one of the many things we had talked about last night.

“Well, a couple of days ago, there was kind of a hiccup in the static.”

I almost hiccupped myself after swallowing a big chunk of licorice.

“It only lasted for a second,” he continued. “But there was this voice. Dani heard it, too, like an urgent whisper.”

“And what did this urgent whisper say?” I asked him.

“ ‘Find the girl,’ ” he said.

“What girl?”

“That’s what I was wondering. Until I met you.”

I stopped and stared.

“Told you it was going to sound odd,” he said.

“Why me?” I asked him, although as soon as I said it, all the obvious answers started to hit me: my intuition and my plan to use it against the blitz; my run-in with the will-o’-the-wisp and with the minotaur before I realized what it was; the unlikely timing of me being right there near the road as they drove by, which in hindsight that coyote with gold-flecked eyes kind of made sure of—a coyote that vanished rather suddenly …

Not surprisingly, Thomas mentioned these very things, aside from the coyote, which I guess I hadn’t told him about. But that wasn’t all. “I think I knew the moment I saw you,” he said. “Way down deep in my gut. I’m not sure how to explain it. I guess it’s like a hum, like some sort of mystical—”

“Energy?” I said, interjecting.

“Exactly. Like an energy. Connecting us somehow. Entwining our fates or whatever.” His cheeks—already rosy from the cool breeze off the lake—pinked even more as his eyes fell away from mine momentarily. “I don’t know. Like I said, I’m not sure how to explain it.”

“I feel it, too,” I told him.

“You do?” He looked deeply relieved that it wasn’t just him, or maybe he was simply relieved that there were larger forces at work. Maybe he found that reassuring.

I nodded. “It’s like life is a river, and when you find the right people, the current moves with you instead of pushing.”

“Dani keeps talking about how everything is happening for a reason. I wasn’t really sure I believed her.”

“But now you do?”

“I’m starting to, I think. I mean, I want to believe that.”

“So, what will you do?” Come with me, I wanted to say, yet I knew I couldn’t, regardless of the energy we had both just acknowledged. It wasn’t time yet. Whatever shared future might be in store for us still had to be built up from the hard bricks of our separate actions.

“I don’t know. I feel like my journey with Dani isn’t over yet, but I also feel like there’s another journey I’ll miss out on if I decide to get back in the truck. It’s like I’m riding the current you just talked about and suddenly there’s this fork. I think I need another whisper to push me in the right direction.”

I shook my head. “I don’t think you do. The fact that you’re giving me this right now”—I held up his good-luck stone—“tells me that you already know what to do, even if you haven’t quite made up your mind yet. Maybe you were meant to find me to alter my path. And maybe I was meant to find you to help you see yours.”

And maybe being apart will make us fight harder to come back together.

“How do you mean?” he asked me.

“That book of yours,” I told him. “It can’t just be a coincidence that you have it. That you already knew the myths of these creatures you’re finding, and also the one from Dani’s family history. Maybe there’s something special about the book that has marked you in a way you’re not even aware of, and that’s why the fox-headed serpent let you go.”

“Maybe,” he admitted. “I guess it’s always seemed a little enchanted, like how it doesn’t seem to weigh as much as a book that big probably should.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Really? When I picked it up last night, it felt like a cinderblock.”

“Huh, that’s weird. Dani says it feels too light when she holds it, too.”

“Well, there you go. Maybe that in itself is sort of a clue.”

“That the current’s supposed to take me and Dani in the same direction?”

“For now, at least,” I said as the wind whipped my hair around.

“And later?”

I shrugged and pocketed the rest of my licorice and the good-luck charm. “Who knows? I guess we’ll have to wait and see what happens. But before you go, there’s something I’d like to give you, too.”

“What?” he asked me.

“This,” I said. And then I kissed him.








CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
THOMAS



“You sure about this?” Dani asked me.

Was I sure about leaving, she meant, because of the bones. Dani now knew that I knew the blitz wasn’t real—that she had assembled the clever stand-in by mixing and matching from a large collection of dinosaur skeletons at a museum.

“I’ll understand if you’ve still got hard feelings,” she added.

Truth be told, though, it wasn’t the bones that I was thinking about. I had said what I needed to say about feeling betrayed, and now I was past it, and the only thing on my mind was Cassie’s kiss. It would have been hard enough to leave even without it; now it was downright gutting. But in my heart, I knew Cassie was right. The river of fate had brought us together only to branch again, with each of us caught in separate currents.

I answered Dani by fastening my seat belt and giving her a smile. I then took a deep breath and waved to Cassie with my heart in my throat as the truck started rolling, a phantom tingle brushing my lips. She waved back and gave me a wink as if to say this wasn’t goodbye but see you later.

I hoped she was right, but I wasn’t fooling myself; the road was a dangerous place.

The radio was still spewing static as we left the encampment behind. Find the girl, it had told us before. Would it whisper something new now? Another clue for us to follow? Or were we on our own from this point forward?

Since turning left when we reached the old highway would have been backtracking, we turned right instead. I watched the woods for any sign of the minotaur as we passed the spot of the epic collision, but nothing moved inside the tree line. Dani seemed okay but I had to think she must still be shaken under the surface. I couldn’t imagine what terrible thoughts had run through her mind as she lay gagged and bound in the back of the truck. Where would they have taken her? What would have become of her after she got there? It truly didn’t bear thinking about, and of course I should have suspected that Dani would choose not to dwell on the dark possibilities, optimist that she was.

“Just think of the story we’ll get to tell next time we show off the bones,” she said as she smoothly geared up to cruising speed. “From a blitz and a leshy to a minotaur and a plan to steal blitz eggs. Maybe others will follow that lead, and instead of just inspiring hope, we can help inspire action.”

I hadn’t really considered how our story might change, but now that I did, I could see she was right. The next group we encountered might also see the potential in Bones’s plan, and not only that, but now we could warn them to be watchful for anyone sporting a certain tattoo.

Dani’s original mission had been given an upgrade, and although it was definitely my mission, too, the weight of the book on my lap was an unfulfilled promise I couldn’t ignore.

“By the way,” Dani continued. “The next time we stop, we’re switching seats. It’s time you learned how to drive this thing, just in case something happens and you need to.”

I didn’t like the implication, but I had to agree it made sense. “Sure,” I told her. “My dad already taught me to drive his automatic on the roads outside town, so I guess I just need to figure out how to work the stick without destroying the transmission.”

“You’ll do fine,” she assured me.

Or at least no worse than Chesney, I added silently as I remembered the awful grinding of the gears.

Dani must have been thinking of Chesney, too. “Do you think the minotaur killed them?” she asked. “I mean, you’re the myth expert. What’s more vicious, a minotaur or a nguruvilu?”

“Hmm, probably about the same,” I decided.

“Well, I guess that might be my answer, then. And good riddance, I suppose. The world’s a better place without those two in it.”

“Amen to that,” I said in my best imitation of Brock.

Dani looked at me with raised eyebrows.

“Too soon?” I asked her.

“Ha! What happened to that shy and serious kid who lit the signal fire?”

“I guess he was forced to come out of his shell,” I told her honestly, although inwardly I still felt I was mostly the same. A little more vocal and a touch more brave but basically still me.

“Girls like Cassie do have that effect,” she said with a knowing smile that instantly caused me to blush and look down at my feet. “What?” she added quickly. “Too soon?”

It was my turn to laugh.








CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
CASSIE



Everything was coming together. Maps had been drawn up and a route devised. Supplies were being gathered for the long trek. Bones and five volunteers would set out at dawn. I intended to make it six, but I hadn’t yet told my sister. I wanted to talk to Bones first.

“Absolutely not,” he said when I went to him with my pitch. My pitch, of course, was that the mission needed me because of my intuition.

I gaped at how quickly and bluntly I was dismissed. “Why the hell not!”

“Because you’re only sixteen,” he said. “And because I’m counting on you to help keep the camp safe while we’re gone. Your intuition is needed here, with your sister and Joshua.”

“That’s not what it’s for, though!” Feeling betrayed, I tried to argue. “I’m meant to scout like my dad. I know it. I feel it deep in my gut. You said it yourself that you thought I was gifted for a reason!”

“I did, and you might be right,” he said with a nod of understanding. “But I don’t think you’re ready yet, and even if I did, there’s no way I would be able to convince the others. I’m sorry, Cass. I think you’re meant to live to scout another day.”

I stared at him a moment longer, my would-be uncle I had grown so close to. It killed me to see his mind so firmly made up. Did he truly believe I wasn’t ready, or did he just not want to feel responsible if something bad were to happen to me? Was he trying to protect me? Whatever the case, I could see that arguing would get me nowhere.

It took everything in me not to lash out at him, but I knew if I did, I would only be proving him right that I was too headstrong and impulsive—too predictably immature—to really be counted on in the field. So, all I said to him was, “Fine. I understand.” And then I walked away like a wounded soldier as he called my name behind me, apologizing again.

What Bones didn’t realize as I continued on without looking back at him over my shoulder was that I still planned to go even without his blessing. Scouting meant staying ahead of the group you were scouting for, after all. They didn’t need to know I was there for me to be able to do what I had to. And Rachel didn’t need to know either, I decided. She would freak when she saw I was gone, of course, not only out of worry for my safety, but also because she’d be stuck looking after Joshua all on her own, but that couldn’t be helped. I needed to be part of the mission. Of that, I was absolutely sure.

I barely slept that night, I was so amped up for sunrise. It didn’t help that Joshua was snoring soundly beside me, his small frame wrapped tightly in wool, like a boy burrito.

Ideally, I would be setting off before the group left, but since I couldn’t do this without my absence raising alarms, I would instead have to see them off with all the others, and then sneak away shortly afterward and move fast through the woods to circle around in front of them, which might not be easy.

I would also have to leave my tent behind, as pulling up stakes would almost certainly draw attention. Once again, it couldn’t be helped, and lucky for me, I had managed to scavenge an ultralight minitarp from among the things left behind in Dani’s truck by Chesney and Brock.

Images from that night had burned themselves deeply into my brain, from the sudden appearance of the minotaur on the trail behind me to the moment that monster and metal collided brutally on the road. And Thomas, of course, bravely racing for the truck and that can of bear spray without even knowing whether Dani was still alive.

Try not to think about him, I told myself. Distraction is your enemy. It had also been my weakness for as long as I could remember.

I closed my eyes and focused on breathing and relaxing my muscles, from my face to my feet, in a slow progression that was almost like meditation.

Thankfully, it worked. The next thing I knew, the sun was rising and the whole camp was stirring. The five others joining Bones were his good friend Carlos; both of the Jasons; our resident tattoo artist, Rebecca; and former let’s-go-west advocate Eric Kim, who was ironically now the most eager among the whole group aside from Bones himself.

I couldn’t help but feel envious as I watched them all say goodbye to friends and loved ones, knowing that I wouldn’t get to say any goodbyes myself.

“I still feel like I should be coming,” I told Bones honestly as I stood before him to wish him safety and luck on the journey.

“I know you do, kiddo,” he replied. “Maybe next time.”

“Next time,” I agreed.

Everyone watched as the group left camp by way of the logging road, or, rather, everyone except me. I took advantage of their collective diverted attention and snuck away to hide my pack just inside the tree line near the path that I had led Thomas down to intercept the semi. This way I could leave later without having to wear it and it would simply look like I was wandering off to the forest to do my business. No one would be the wiser.

It was almost too easy when I did it an hour later, and it wasn’t until I left the forest and reached the road that the reality of what I was doing finally started to hit me.

I followed the road for nearly two hours—alternately walking and jogging—before consulting my compass and map and cutting sideways through the woods. I needed to make up some time and this seemed like a logical spot, since the road was beginning to bend and Bones and the others would likely stay on it, following its wide arc while I took what I hoped would be a shortcut.

The underbrush here was thin and easy to move through, so I decided to run for a while.

Exploring the forest alone always gave me a rush, but with the realization that today I wouldn’t be returning home, that heady feeling was stronger than ever. My feet felt uncannily light and all my senses were dialed to eleven. My eyes belonged to an eagle. My nose rivaled that of a dog. My ears, though small, could listen like those of an elephant.

And yet I was still a long way from hearing Bones and the others. This sobering reminder kept me grounded and reinforced the fact that this was a mission and not a game. I had to stay focused if I hoped to catch up with them.

After ten minutes or so I slowed to a jog, my eyes scanning the ground for roots and logs and rodent holes, anything that might trip me up and cause injury. That was my biggest fear at the moment: breaking an ankle or twisting a knee and ending up stranded because of it. Even in the absence of monsters, the wilderness was a dangerous place.

I thought again of Thomas and how he’d reminded me of a magician’s apprentice when he took his place atop the flatbed trailer. In some ways, I felt like this forest was my own stage, and that I was finally getting to act out the role I was meant for.

I also thought of my sister, and of how she would feel when she found the note I left in my tent. She would probably be tempted to come chasing after me, only she didn’t have a map and she didn’t know which way I was going. Plus, she couldn’t very well take Joshua on a wild goose chase.

I tried to use game trails wherever I could as the forest began to grow dense, but it wasn’t always possible. My camouflage pant legs were soon covered in burrs. Early afternoon sunlight filtered down from above, shining through autumn’s first yellow leaves.

I made sure to keep checking my compass and my map, doing my best to mentally insert myself as a “you are here” pin. But the map was crude. I could only guestimate where I was.

Light rain had swept the woods the night before, leaving the ground soft and spongy and the air smelling wonderfully fresh. I slowed to a walk and breathed it in and, as I did so, found myself succumbing to the illusion that the world was a quiet and gentle place, a perfumed paradise of verdant moss and singing birds.

A loud snap from somewhere off to my left reminded me that it wasn’t.

I spun around, the temperature of the surrounding air seeming ten degrees colder than it had just seconds before. The birds had stopped singing, too, I realized, yet as far as I could tell, I was alone.

I crouched down to make myself smaller, my eyes scanning every shadow before finally coming to rest on a pair of leafless and long-dead trees. The branches were withered and black and looked ready to snap at the slightest disturbance, perhaps even from a faint breath of wind.

Most likely that’s what I’d heard, an innocent sound made suspect by my overactive imagination. I continued on, my certainty that I was alone lasting only as long as it took for my hands and feet to begin to tingle, which wasn’t long at all. A new sound reached my ears, faint but unmistakable. Footsteps.

Once again I spun around, the hairs on the back of my neck now standing on end, but just as before, I saw nothing, or at least not right away.

A dark blur slipped across my periphery, turning the marrow in my bones to ice. I tried to follow it with my eyes, but it moved too fast, like a wraith unencumbered by gravity. I held my breath and stood perfectly still, and there it was again, a lightning-quick intrusion at the edge of my vision, there and gone in an instant. It wasn’t a blitz; of that I was almost certain. But then what was it?

I decided to try a bluff to find out.

“I can see you there, you know,” I said, summoning up the calmest voice I could manage under the circumstances. “You might as well just come out.”

I swallowed hard, my heart pounding in anticipation. Something moved twenty yards in front of me, diverging from the shadow of an old, withered poplar.

Its eyes were the first thing I noticed, not just the darkness in them, but also their depth. Staring into them was like staring down a well, only instead of water I saw intelligence, cold and black, swirling up to the surface. I knew instantly that my bluff had been empty, and that the only reason the creature before me had shown itself now was simply because it had grown bored of stalking me from a distance. Having already sampled my scent on the wind with its canine nose, it now longed for an actual taste.








CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
THOMAS



There was something strangely exhilarating about sitting behind the wheel of a moving semi. My attempts at smooth shifting were probably rough even by greenhorn standards, but the truck was rolling, and for the moment that was the only thing that mattered. Well, the only thing that mattered to me.

“Ouch!” said Dani, wincing as I struggled to put the rig into sixth. “Easy now. Just watch your RPMs and listen to the pitch of the engine, like I told you.”

“Sorry.” The shifter felt huge and unwieldy in my hand, like an oar in an unfriendly current.

“Stop fighting it,” said Dani. “Find the rhythm.”

“I’m trying,” I said, and I really was, but knowing that there was a rhythm wasn’t the same thing as actually feeling it.

This was my second driving lesson, however; my first had been cut short thanks to Dani spotting smoke from a fire that ended up leading us to a group of seven survivors. Our upgraded story and our big unveiling blew them away, and I had to admit it felt good to be spreading hope again, even if I knew the bones to be a lie now.

Dani continued to coach me along for the next few miles before finally taking over again at the base of a hill. Shifting on an incline was a lesson for another day.

“Not bad for your second time around,” she said as we switched spots.

Not good, either, I thought, but I accepted the compliment with a smile as I settled back into the passenger seat.

Back roads like the ones we’d been traveling on the last few hours were usually clear of debris and obstructions, so there was little danger in Dani letting me have a turn at the wheel. Highways, on the other hand, were a different story.

Dani climbed the hill and turned left onto a main road that led down through the heart of an expansive wind farm, the still turbines standing like sentinels frozen in time. I craned my neck as we passed by the nearest one, then followed the huge structure’s shadow to the base of the hill. Only then did I notice that the road up ahead was blocked.

Dani eased off the gas and geared down.

Scattered across the road and into the ditch were more than a dozen abandoned vehicles, some turned onto their sides, and some flipped all the way over, fenders dented and windshields smashed, the shattered glass twinkling up from the asphalt.

On the shoulder of the road was a jeep so thoroughly pancaked that it looked like it had been lifted into the sky and dropped from the height of the clouds. Maybe it had.

Dani whistled low.

It wasn’t the first such obstacle field we’d driven through over the course of our travels, but it was definitely one of the worst in terms of scope and damage. Looking out my window, I spotted a complete axle lodged in the branches of a roadside pine, suspended there like some sort of ornament of the apocalypse.

There was no way Dani could weave through the wreckage as she’d done on previous occasions, so that left us the choice of either turning around (impossible on such a narrow road) or getting out and physically clearing away the obstructions. Backing up wasn’t an option. The hill we had come down was much too steep to be tackled in reverse.

Dani brought the rig to a full stop.

“I don’t like this.” She gripped the wheel so tightly that the leather creaked.

The inability to turn around or back up left us more vulnerable than usual, but if we got out and worked quickly at clearing a path, we could probably be back on our way fairly soon.

I squinted past the sea of wrecks to the forest beyond, searching for any good reason not to leave the truck.

“See anything?” Dani asked, scanning the trees herself.

It was easy to imagine that marauders might choose a place like this. The combination of the long, clear view of the road going up the hill and the roadblock at the bottom made it prime ambush territory.

“Looks clear,” I started to say, but then my eyes zeroed in on something in the distance, barely visible through a gap in the trees: an old passenger train. If this stretch of road was the perfect spot to stage an ambush, then the train was the perfect place to store whatever supplies an ambush might yield.

“Wait,” I said. “Over there.”

It took her a second to figure out what I was pointing at. She grimaced.

“Crud,” she said, even though the presence of the train didn’t really change anything. We still had to get out and get our hands dirty if we hoped to go on.

“All right,” said Dani, opening her door. “Stay sharp. Move quickly.”

I followed her out onto the road and immediately put my back into rolling a tire toward the ditch. From there I ran directly to a rusted steel bumper. I dragged it off to the side as Dani lugged a fender out of the way. We continued like this for the next few minutes, clearing away the small stuff before getting to the real challenge of moving an entire car. There were two sitting lengthways across the road, positioned nose to bumper. One was a newer BMW and the other a beat-up Ford Pinto.

Dani pulled out a flathead screwdriver and twirled it in her fingers, making a beeline for the Pinto. “If I can bypass the ignition, we should be able to put it in neutral and push.”

I pointed out that all four tires were flat.

“It’s a Pinto,” Dani replied, as if to say that the little car weighed nothing at all. “Just keep an eye out.” She swept broken glass off the driver’s seat and got in.

The nervous flutter I’d felt upon leaving the truck was beginning to settle now. I picked up a broken side mirror and tossed it to the edge of the road, over a section of oil-stained asphalt. At least I hoped it was an oil stain.

I leaned up against the battered blue Ford and squinted again at the distant train. Aside from a miniature one at an amusement park, I had never actually been on a train. I wondered if there might still be a few of them running. Steam-powered vehicles wouldn’t be vulnerable in the way that electric ones were. Heck, maybe this one was fully operational and just didn’t happen to be moving at this very moment. I imagined it full of survivors heading west, each of them taking turns shoveling coal into the firebox.

The momentary daydream vanished as I caught sight of a flash, like sunlight glinting off glass. I froze at the sudden thought of being watched through a pair of binoculars or, worse, through the scope of a long-range rifle. My pulse began to race.

“Um, Dani?” I said while telling myself to breathe. It was probably a chance reflection off something on the ground, like a piece of chrome from one of the abandoned cars, carried off a ways before it had been dropped. Or maybe a mirror on the side of an old car left out to rust in the field, long before the blitz even arrived.

So why then did I suddenly feel like I was being watched?

A second flash made my heart skip a beat, but it wasn’t until the high-revving whine of approaching dirt bikes reached my ears that my stomach truly sank. I stood there for a second just listening, fear inhibiting my brain’s ability to process thought. But then I finally turned back to Dani, who clearly hadn’t heard me. She had the screwdriver jammed into the ignition and was now using the palm of her hand to hammer it in further—not exactly the delicate operation I’d been expecting. With the noise she was making herself, she hadn’t yet noticed the noise outside.

“Hey!” I said, opening the car door wider.

“What?” she asked.

“Listen!”

She cocked her head and leaned out a little. Her eyes widened with alarm.

“Shoot! Shoot! Shoot!” she said, and then, “Oh god, please!” as she hammered the screwdriver one last time before turning it as if it were an oversize key. Her harsh ministrations paid off. My clenched teeth released as she shifted the car into neutral.

She leapt out and together we pressed our hands to metal and pushed for all we were worth. Maybe it was the adrenaline or maybe the Pinto really was as light as Dani had insinuated, but whatever the case, the car began to roll.

“Heave!” said Dani, as if I wasn’t heaving already. “Just a few more feet!”

Even over the thunder of my own beating heart, I could hear the bikes getting closer.








CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
CASSIE



I had seen wolves before at the zoo, but I didn’t remember them being so freakishly big or so broad of snout. I began to back away slowly. No sudden movements, Cass. No sudden movements.

The wolf cocked its head just so, as though amused and also curious about how much meat was on my small bones. It moved toward me—uncannily silent on the forest floor—before stopping again, waiting to see if I’d run, perhaps wanting me to run.

I glanced from side to side without moving my head, searching the nearest trees for a potential escape route. The tree to my right looked promising. The branches were low and thick enough to support me. The only question was whether I’d have the time to pull myself up and out of reach before the wolf got its teeth on me. I supposed there was only one way to find out.

Quick as I could, I shifted my weight and launched myself sideways, grabbing for the lowest branch with both hands. The momentum of my jump and the weight of my backpack sent me swinging, my legs dangling like bait wrapped in cargo pants.

All at once, my body felt supercharged, filled to bursting with raw adrenaline. I hauled myself up in one fluid motion, my hands gliding effortlessly from the low branch to a higher one, but my wild swing had cost me valuable seconds.

Like a hellhound released from its chain, the wolf sprang, its sharp yellow teeth bared as it closed the distance. Three powerful leaps was all it took, and suddenly my left pant leg was in its mouth, trapped in its viselike jaws.

I kicked without really thinking, my heel slamming hard into the animal’s sensitive nose. It let out the briefest yelp and let go just long enough for me to pull my legs up and out of reach. To be sure I really was safe, though, I kept on climbing, the wolf growling in frustration and clawing at the tree bark in search of a pawhold.

It wasn’t until I was more than twenty feet up that I finally stopped. I glanced down at the circling canine and felt gravity tug at me. Fighting nausea, I leaned against the trunk for support. My position was far from comfortable, and after only a moment, my left calf muscle began to cramp up. With a little effort I turned my body and got my feet better placed, but as I swiveled my hip, a branch poked into my side and ripped my jacket. Out spilled my precious compass, a metallic glint that disappeared into the leaves at the bottom of the tree. I swore.

The wolf sniffed the ground to see what had fallen and then pawed at the forest litter until the compass was revealed. It was at this moment I realized I’d been carrying the compass in the very same pocket I had previously carried beef jerky in, and that the smell of smoked meat might have transferred onto the metal.

“Hey!” I yelled down as the wolf sniffed again before picking the compass up in its jaws. I was suddenly more afraid of losing my navigational aid than I was of being eaten.

I clapped my hands to get its attention, but the wolf ignored me and went trotting off into the forest with its meager spoils between its teeth. All I could do was watch helplessly from my perch.

I sighed. “Stupid animal.”

I was almost certain the wolf would return as soon as it realized that what it was carrying wasn’t edible, but as one minute turned into two and two became four, I wondered if the dark-furred predator might instead be crouching just out of sight and waiting to ambush me. But I couldn’t hide in the branches forever, and the longer I waited, the farther and faster I’d have to travel to catch up to Bones. If the wolf was still down there, I might as well find out now.

With a deep breath and a quick prayer to any and all gods I could think of, I climbed down as quietly as I could, pausing every few branches to look and listen. The tingle in my extremities was gone, and the birds had resumed their chattering, which I guessed was a positive sign.

At last I dropped to the ground, crouching to pick up a heavy stick to use as a weapon. The weight felt good in my hand. I turned in a circle and prepared to swing, but the wolf was gone.

Even as my fear of the wolf began to fade, however, a new fear of being lost began to take hold. My precious compass was gone, which meant that my only recourse was to orient myself by the sun and try my best to stay on course. And maybe if I got lucky, I’d find footprints left by Bones and the others, which I could then follow. My hope of catching the group before nightfall was quickly eroding. I was already hours behind them.

I should have stayed on the road and moved fast instead of attempting a shortcut through a section of forest that was totally new to me. The high of finally getting to scout had gone to my head, making me not only cocky, but also reckless, as if everything would work out perfectly just because I believed it was destined to.

Be ready, I’d been telling myself for days, yet as soon as it counted, I wasn’t. And to make matters worse, I’d let myself become distracted, enchanted by the sounds and smells of the forest. If it wasn’t for that first loud snap, I might never have sensed the wolf at all. It might have attacked without warning instead of giving me a chance by toying with me.

The realization that I’d almost died within only hours of beginning my mission was mortifying and had me suddenly second-guessing everything. Was I really cut out for this, or had I been fooling myself all along? Tears of frustration and anger welled up in my eyes. A nearby crow began to caw as if to mock me. If only Joshua were here, he could translate all the mean things it was saying.

Joshua. The thought of the boy was like a steadying hand. I remembered how I’d found him in the root cellar, hungry and cold and shaking. I couldn’t imagine what he must have seen or how scared he’d been through the attack that claimed his family, yet somehow he’d found the strength and the courage to survive.

Shame filled me for feeling so hopeless and lost so quickly. If a scared six-year-old boy could keep going, then so could I.

Wiping away my tears, I forged ahead, my mind now clear and focused in a way that it hadn’t been before. It was as if I’d been living half in a daydream and had finally woken all the way up. Above me, the trees loomed in like brooding taskmasters scowling over my shoulder, watching and waiting for me to fail, expecting me to.

I’d been moving northeast when I lost my compass. I would have to keep moving in that direction if I hoped to get anywhere.

East I could tell by the arc of the sun, and north I could figure roughly by the moss on the trees. If the trunks had constant shade, then the moss could grow all the way around, but for the trunks that stood in direct sunlight, the emerald-green plant would take form only on the north-facing side. My dad had taught me this.

Having practical knowledge I could fall back on gave me an edge, but even paired with my intuition, which was spotty at best, it might not be enough. I had to accept that I was still vulnerable to random wrong turns and chance misfortune, be it a hungry wolf or a maniac biker or a blitz swooping down to catch me with nowhere to hide. Bad things sometimes happened no matter what, but occasionally good things happened, too. Unexpected things.

After more than an hour of failing to intercept the road, wishing all the while for one more chance to prove myself, a guttural bellow pierced the gloom from off to my right, spinning me partway around with my hand to my heart.

Startled but sensing no danger, I scanned past the trees to find a small clearing. Standing there in the middle of it was a pure-white stag, sunlight bathing its coat so that it seemed to be glowing, radiating a light all its own. It wore its antlers like some wilderness crown, a powerful symbol of pride and nobility.

I stopped and stared, goosebumps breaking out on my arms. Never in my life had I been so awestruck at the sight of an animal; even the beast I had just escaped from seemed frail by comparison.

The stag eyed me and snorted a greeting that I felt in my chest.

I held back and watched it for a moment with my hand on a trunk, recalling now that I’d seen a white stag in Thomas’s book. Surely its reappearance here in the flesh—or fur, rather—had to have some significance. With that in mind, I began to approach, slowly at first for fear of it bounding away.

It watched me until I had halved the distance between us, at which point it turned and trotted away, pausing again not far off. It looked back at me as if waiting to see if I’d follow.

I continued forward and, in an effort to test out my theory, stopped abruptly as soon as the stag began moving again. It snorted impatiently, raking the air with its antlers in much the same way that an army commander might wave his arm to say, “Get a move on, soldier! March!”

In my back pocket was a wallet-size photo of my dad in uniform, saluting. I thought now of that picture and envisioned my dad in front of me, a soldier walking in file, following the great white stag. I dutifully fell into line, and after twenty minutes of solid marching, the trees began to thin and give way to a clearing that bordered the road.

The stag had done it; it had led me out of the forest. It snorted one last time before turning and disappearing back into the trees.








CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
THOMAS



I clenched my jaw, braced my feet, and pushed against the Pinto so hard I was sure that something inside me would pop.

“That’s far enough!” said Dani. “Go! Go! Run!”

But it was already too late.

We had scarcely taken ten steps when two screaming bikes shot out of the forest and up over the lip of the ditch, both becoming airborne before they landed. They skidded around in half circles to stop in front of the truck, the left rider hollering like some kind of maniacal cowboy while the rider on the right remained eerily stone-faced and silent.

If I hadn’t known better, I might have mistaken them for Brock and Chesney clones. Both had sawed-off shotguns slung over their shoulders. And prominent tattoos.

I wheeled my arms as I slid to a stop, almost tripping on a divot in the asphalt. Dani reached out a steadying hand and halted beside me.

“What have we here?” said the one who’d been hollering. He wore a necklace made of teeth, some of which had metal fillings still intact—fragments of silver and gold. My scalp prickled as he shifted his weight and that morbid chain swung, the tiny bits of precious metal winking in the sun. For the briefest moment, the distance between us seemed to evaporate; my nostrils were suddenly filled with the imagined stench of smoke and rot.

“Looks like a couple of scavengers,” the other man replied.

I was suddenly wishing we had a second can of bear spray. Or a gun.

“I swear we weren’t scavenging,” Dani quickly replied. “We just needed to move some stuff to make way for the truck. Now that we’ve done that, we’ll be on our way.”

They laughed and shared a look.

“Well, you’re certainly welcome to leave,” said the one with the teeth. “But it won’t be in that there truck, and I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to pay a toll first. Call it a scavenger tax.”

Dani swallowed hard. “As I said, we weren’t—”

“Tut-tut-tut, lying lips are an abomination to the Lord.” And with that being said, he produced a small pair of wire cutters from his belt. Snick-snick-snick went the little blades as he squeezed the spring-loaded handles. “The toll is one digit apiece, but seeing as how you’ve caught me in a merciful mood, I’ll settle for pinkies instead of thumbs.”

“Look,” Dani went on desperately as I stood there frozen. “There’s no need for violence.”

The man laughed, an awful sound that was equal parts pig squeal and machine gun. “Hear that, Jesse? Ain’t no need fer violence. Well, in that case …” He made as if to put the wire cutters away, then stopped and laughed again, slapping his knee. Jesse remained silent, but he seemed to be breathing heavier now and his gaze had become fixed in a way that made me feel cold all over.

Turning her head and speaking softly from the side of her mouth, Dani uttered a single word: “Run.”

Adrenaline surged. I shot for the forest like a rock from a sling, Dani racing behind me.

If anything, the laughter got louder, a mix of amusement and glee at the fact that we would now be paying with teeth instead of fingers, cruelly extracted from our corpse skulls.

I plunged down into the deepening grass of the ditch as the engines revved once, twice, three times behind us before the bikes started coming.

Dani tripped just shy of the tree line and yelled for me to go on, her voice barely audible over the harsh scream of the approaching engines. I stopped anyway, grabbing her by the wrist and hauling her back to her feet. As I pulled her up, my eye caught a metallic glint amid the greens and yellows of a wildflower bush. A hubcap.

I picked it up at a run and turned to throw it as one would a Frisbee, adrenaline fueling my arm so that the spinning wheel cover cut through the air like an Olympian’s discus.

There was no time for proper aim. All I could do was just let it go and hope that luck or fate would guide it to my target.

As it happened, I got very lucky indeed.

The hubcap hit our closest pursuer square in the chest, the impact knocking him off the back of his bike. He landed hard on his tailbone on the edge of the road, the wire cutters clattering to the asphalt with a sound like thrown bones. His psychotic laugh became an anguished groan. But the second bike was still coming fast. After a swerve to avoid a collision with his fallen friend, the rider tore through the ditch toward us.

We hit the trees and kept going, branches whipping our faces and stinging our eyes, but as long as the maniac couldn’t follow, I didn’t care.

For a glorious moment the revving died away, the thick of the forest doing its job, but then suddenly the bike got loud again, its rider having found a clear way in, presumably on a trail. I wondered how the noisy contraptions had gone undetected by the blitz for so long.

A deafening shotgun CRACK echoed through the forest, leaving my ears ringing as I dove for cover.

Dani dropped to the ground beside me, and for a panicked second, I thought she’d been hit. But the instant the bike screamed past, she was back on her feet and running again. I struggled to keep pace behind her as she zigzagged and changed directions, cutting across one trail after another.

Why were there so many pathways? Was it a game for the bikers to chase people into these woods after stalling them at the roadblock? How many teeth had been taken beneath the shadows of these trees? How many lives?

A second CRACK filled the forest as the bike kept coming, and then a third. Once again we were forced to dive for cover, only this time we both stayed down, hiding behind a sprawling fernlike plant.

The bike slowed to a stop maybe twenty yards ahead of us and stayed there as we lay listening.

“Can he see us?” I whispered to Dani.

She raised herself up a little. “I don’t think so. But let me just see …”

I took a moment to catch my breath as she crawled forward to peek through the leaves of the vibrant fern, which seemed strangely out of place here in these woods as there weren’t any other plants like it. Something about it seemed familiar, but I was too caught up in the moment to try to understand why.

“Well?” I said as Dani pulled back a moment later. She had a peculiar look on her face, her forehead deeply furrowed.

“Well, what?” she said, as if she genuinely had no clue what I was talking about. “How did we get here? Where is the truck?” She blinked hard, as if to reset her brain, and that’s when it hit me.

“Not a fern,” I whispered, glancing again at the plant. Its true name sprang to mind: irrwurz, sometimes referred to as “confusion root,” as those who stepped on it or crossed through it were suddenly robbed of all sense of direction, with their short-term memory fogging so that they inevitably ended up wandering lost in the woods. What was the plant doing here, though, in our world?

“Take off your boots!” I whispered to Dani.

“What? Why?”

“It’s how you undo the confusion!”

When she opened her mouth again, I cut her off. “Just trust me!”

And so she did, removing her left boot first and then her right. Her eyebrows unknitted, lucidity returning. “What the hell just happened?” she asked me.

I shook my head. “Never mind that,” I whispered as the biker yelled, “Come out, come out, wherever you are!”

Dani frantically slid her feet back into her boots, her pant leg coming up a bit in the process, revealing the survival knife she had strapped there. She’d been wearing it ever since the abduction.

“Let me see that!” I whispered. “The knife.”

She pulled it from its sheath and handed it over. I quickly used it to slice off some fernlike leaves, taking care not to touch the plant in the process. I then sandwiched the leaves between two sticks that I held together with my right hand.

“We need to get him off that bike,” I said.

“Way ahead of you,” Dani replied, unscrewing the compass-capped pommel of the knife to reveal a hollow handle. Wrapped up and tucked inside the handle were a bunch of small supplies including a wire saw and a package of water purification tablets, as well as fishing hooks and a spool of line, the last of which appeared to be what Dani was looking for.

I narrowed my eyes.

“Clothesline,” she whispered, gesturing to a pair of trees leaning over the trail.

“Won’t it snap?”

“I’ll double it up,” she said with a shrug that suggested it might still snap anyway.

I pushed myself up onto my elbows and joined Dani in trying to see if she could hang the line without being spotted. Deciding that she probably could, she leapt up and, in a flash, tied the line across twice. Then she dropped back down and said, “I’ll get his attention. As soon as he starts after us, dive left off the path. I’ll go right.”

I swallowed hard and nodded. “I go left, you go right.”

“Get ready,” she whispered before crawling sideways toward a sapling. She reached out and gave its slim trunk a vigorous shake. Confirmation that the Cross-bolt had seen it came a split-second later as the dirt bike screamed. We launched ourselves down the path.

For the fourth time, there was an awful CRACK, the buckshot passing so close that I felt the wind of it in my ear. Keeping to the plan, I threw myself left as Dani went right, and just as we’d hoped, the biker came straight down the booby-trapped trail. I wondered at the height of the line. Had Dani set it too far up? Would it even work?

I scurried around a mossy mound before lifting my head just high enough to watch as the biker arrived at the sabotaged spot. The double line caught him right between the lips, snapping his head back violently as the bike continued on without him, crashing into a bush and stopping just seconds after the rider fell flat on the trail.

Dani immediately went for the bike, but the instant she started to right it, the engine stalled. She swore and gave the starter a kick to no avail.

“Leave it!” I yelled at her. Impossible as it seemed, the biker had already regained his feet. His face was bleeding where the line had snagged, the corners of his mouth cut back in a way that reminded me of the Joker. Only this guy wasn’t smiling. He scrambled for his fallen rifle, which had landed a few feet behind him. I saw it first and tossed my sticks and leaves toward it, so that he’d have to step over them.

Dani dropped the bike, but not before pulling the key from its ignition. Together we ran a few steps and dove for cover behind a moss-covered log, a mere instant before the biker regained his weapon and swung back around.

I heard him swear with a mix of confusion and pain, as if he had just woken up in a strange and unfamiliar place, his face inexplicably mangled.

I looked at Dani and put my finger to my lips. A moment later, the man was grunting as he wrestled his ride up from the forest floor. He swore again when he saw what was missing.

We held our breath and listened as he shuffled around in continued confusion, getting farther and farther away in his search for the key. When I finally dared to look, he was almost out of sight.

“C’mon!” I whispered.

We followed the trails at a sprint until finally the trees began to thin and the road came into view. But a glimpse of the truck was no reason to celebrate. There was still the other armed biker to worry about, and somehow I doubted my hubcap had taken him permanently out of commission. We huddled at the forest’s edge, peeking out.

“Jesse?” came a voice from the road. “Hey, Jesse?”

The tattooed lowlife stepped into view, and judging by the pained expression on his face and the way he was probing at his injured tailbone, he had only just gotten to his feet.

He stood there for a second, waiting for a reply, then hobbled to his bike and righted it. He grimaced as he kicked the starter with almost no force. The bike didn’t start. “Goddamnit!” he said. He had his back to the opposite ditch, where I suddenly noticed something moving. Something big.

Dani gasped at what was emerging, and what the biker hadn’t noticed yet: a massive bear with the antlers of an elk. It paused on the road’s narrow shoulder to sniff at the air before fixing its wild gaze upon the biker.

It’s hunting, I thought. It must have heard all the noise and come to investigate.

I stared wordlessly as it crossed the road on thick-padded feet, making no sound at all. Its questing nose twitched again as it closed the gap. The biker’s foot came down on the starter a second time, and the engine revved to life. The bear showed its teeth and thrashed its head sideways as though offended by what it had smelled. I remembered recoiling once in a similar way a few days after the power went out for good, with my nose above a spoiled carton of milk.

Spoiled.

I seized on that single word as my mind flashed back to what had happened with the nguruvilu, how it had sniffed me and let me go. “You are not sssp—”

The biker tried mounting his ride, but the bear was faster. It lowered its massive head and turned its nose downward so that its deadly antlers pointed forward. Before the biker even knew what hit him, he was impaled. A wet gurgle of a scream escaped his lips as his bike jumped away from him, I guess because he must have turned the throttle accidentally.

The bear was on him in an instant, its claws and teeth both tearing.

“Now’s our chance!” I said to Dani. Her eyes were wide and her mouth agape. She resisted my pull for a second but then sprang up and joined me in crossing the ditch and passing behind the preoccupied bear.

A moment later, we were back in the truck and on our way, Dani watching the road in front of us while I kept my eyes on the mirrors.

After several long miles, I finally allowed myself a sigh of relief.

“What the hell kind of bear was that!” said Dani.

“The Finnish kind,” I told her. “Otso, it’s called. The bear spirit.” My hands were sweaty from our ordeal, so I wiped them off before reaching back to the sleeper cabin for my book.

It was all starting to come together now, how paths between worlds must have opened so that creatures and beings fleeing the blitz could seek shelter and safety, sort of like how my neighbors fled west on a wing and a prayer. But some of those pathways must not have closed like they were supposed to, allowing the blitz to follow, while also allowing things like spores and seeds to be carried over, hence that magical fernlike plant growing there in the woods. Maybe we had been standing where a portal had once been opened. If I was right, then it meant that neither world was safe now. It would only be a matter of time before we all fell victim to the hunger and wrath of the lightning-eaters. Unless, of course, we rallied and worked together, which we would never be able to do as long as there were human monsters getting in the way.

I remembered again how the nguruvilu had sniffed me, which prompted me to start flipping pages in search of references pertaining to smell. I quickly found several mentions of demons and vengeful ghosts carrying an awful odor of sulfur and decay. It seemed odd that something incorporeal would even have a physical scent, unless, of course, it wasn’t the being’s form that gave off the odor but the energy of evil itself …

“But if that’s how evil in them smells to us,” I wondered out loud, “then how does evil in us smell to them? The same? Similar?”

Dani quirked an eyebrow at my mumbling but didn’t reply.

I never would have imagined that human evil might possess an odor, but maybe it did, and maybe instead of simply hiding and surviving, certain legendary hunters were using their noses to seek that evil out and eradicate it, paving the way for a future alliance that could serve us all.

It was only a theory, but circumstances definitely seemed to back it up.

“I think I know what they’re doing here,” I finally said. “And I think I know now what the nguruvilu said to me out over the river. ‘You are not ssspoiled.’ ”

“Meaning what, exactly?” Dani asked me.

“Spoiled as in corrupted,” I explained. “By greed and cruelty and hate.” For what was human evil if not a combination of all these things and more? “It was sniffing us to make up its mind about whether to kill us like it did the Cross-bolts before we got there.”

“So you’re saying they’re on our side?” Dani asked me.

“Some of them, at least,” I replied. “And maybe only for now since we share a common enemy, but yeah, basically. They’re helping us so that we’ll help them against the blitz.”

“Well that’s encouraging, right?”

I agreed that it was, but I also knew that unless Cassie and Bones made good on their plan, it might not matter. It might just mean a slower trip to extinction.

“Neat trick with the boots back there, by the way,” Dani continued. “Although I’m still not sure what happened.”

I smiled at her confusion, then quickly explained what the magical plant had done to her.

“And here I thought poison ivy was bad,” she replied, shaking her head with disbelief. “I’m lucky you knew what to do there.”

I shrugged like it was nothing, although it occurred to me as I did so that had I listened to my father’s rants about wasting time on a stupid book, Dani might still be wandering lost in the woods.

“I’m serious,” she told me. “You totally saved my ass. Twice, actually, counting the hubcap.”

I knew I’d gotten lucky with my aim, but still, it felt good to know that I had it in me to act under pressure, especially in light of the questions I had been asking myself since the incident with Chesney and Brock. I had worried that maybe my courage that night was a one-off and that the daydreaming weakling I’d spent so much of my life believing myself to be would return.

Now I found myself wondering if perhaps that version of me had died the same night as my dad, and all that was left to do was simply shovel it under the dirt where it belonged.








CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
CASSIE



Discipline and focus helped me close the gap by sundown. After finding and following tracks left by Bones and the others as they abandoned the road to cross a wide swath of ranch-land, I finally hiked my way into earshot just as they stopped to set up camp between an old corral and a small copse of trees. My heart soared to hear their voices on the wind, and it was all I could do to resist the urge to run up and join them.

Instead, I circled wide and approached out of sight, using the trees as a shield as I crouched down low and inched my way forward until I could watch and listen from behind a wild rosebush. Carlos was gathering kindling for a fire and soon had a modest one burning.

I tried to settle in for the night, and since getting comfortable wasn’t possible, I focused instead on staying alert. The last time my vigilance lapsed, I lost my compass. I wouldn’t make the same mistake twice. After all, the odds of a majestic white stag coming to my rescue a second time seemed slim.

As darkness fell, the wind changed direction so that most of the smoke from the fire was now being carried straight to me, stinging my eyes and assaulting my lungs, ultimately forcing me to move sideways lest a cough betray me.

Squirming on my belly like a worm, my heart beating fast at the thought of getting caught and being sent back, I managed to get resettled without drawing attention to myself. I still wasn’t close enough to feel heat from the fire, but at least I could hear their conversation. With my head on my arm, I lay there and eavesdropped. As had often been the case in the evening back at camp, Bones talked while whittling wood with his boot knife. His focus tonight was on blitz eggs. I listened as he speculated on potential size and shell density, drawing comparisons with theropod dinosaurs like Allosaurus and Tyrannosaurus rex.

“They’ve found fossilized eggs up to eighteen inches long,” he said, “so don’t be surprised if blitz lay nests full of medicine balls. We might only be able to get a couple.”

“If we get any at all,” said Jason Fairholm, with a tone that made me wonder if he was already regretting volunteering. Maybe Rachel had been right; maybe he really did just raise his hand to impress her.

“You scared already?” asked his counterpart, Jason Jeffcoat. “Sheesh, man, we haven’t even seen a blitz yet.”

“If I was scared, I wouldn’t have come.”

“Oh, yeah? Or maybe you’re all talk and no action.”

“All right,” Rebecca cut in. “That’s enough. I didn’t come all this way to watch you two have a pissing contest. We’re all friends here, remember.”

“She’s right,” said Bones. “The more cohesive we are, the more successful we’ll be. If anyone’s having second thoughts, feel free to leave in the morning.” I popped my head up as he looked at everyone in turn. A moment later, he nodded, apparently satisfied.

I could smell soup cooking over the fire, and it made my stomach rumble. I’d packed my own food, of course, but jerky and a handful of berries could hardly compare to the spreading warmth of a good bowl of soup. Nor could the mosquito net I’d draped over myself compare to an actual tent. Tomorrow I would have to do better in preparing for nightfall.

Since it seemed like the group was going to be up for a while, I decided it would be wise for me to try to get some sleep. I needed to rise before they did, after all.

I was still so keyed up from the day’s events that I half expected to lie awake all night, but I must have been more tired than I realized; within a matter of minutes the world went black.

I had the dream again, only this time I wasn’t alone. Dark shadows with giant wingspans stalked my periphery. I refused to look at them and focused instead on the intertwined roots, the way the whole mound swelled and contracted, in and out like bark-encased lungs, while above me the clouds in the sky began to swirl, deep blue and charcoal gray, and off in the distance, a peculiar shade of green. Funnels began to form, jutting down from the sky like holy fingers in search of something to stir. The shadows wailed as light spilled out through gaps in the root mound. I knelt before the widest one and readied myself to dive in, to find out once and for all what was hidden inside. Just as I was about to, however, my dream thread snapped.

A familiar frustration swept through me as I awoke with a start in the darkness.

The fire was cold and the whole group asleep. The forest was quiet.

I wasn’t sure how long I’d been out, but I didn’t dare let myself nod off again for fear of oversleeping, so I kept my eyes open as I buried my head in my coat and waited for sunrise. But then a thought struck me: I still didn’t have a compass. How was I supposed to travel ahead of the group if I didn’t have a needle to guide me?

Crap, I thought. I really had only two options: out myself to the group and cross my fingers they’d let me scout for them, or sneak into camp and steal a compass from one of their bags.

I took a deep breath and lowered my jacket away from my ears, listening to make sure none of the six were stirring. Reasonably certain they were all still asleep, I slipped free of my pack and crept silently along, almost dragging myself into position while a cloud of bloodthirsty insects continued to buzz about my head. Knowing I’d spent a night on open ground made me wonder what other sorts of bugs might have been marching over my skin, might still be marching over my skin. I shuddered and pushed the thought from my mind.

One of the men—Carlos, I determined as I got closer—was snoring loudly, and for this I was grateful, as it provided me with some cover as I began my search—a very brief search, as it happened. I was happy to find that one of the backpacks had a compass attached to the shoulder strap by way of a carabiner.

I released it and shoved it in my pocket before retreating back to where I had slept. The old me would have patted herself on the back for such a brazen demonstration of stealth, but the new me wanted none of that. I had simply done what was needed to complete my mission.

The wait for dawn seemed endless, but at last the morning sun began to peek through the trees to my right. I crawled away from my rosebush hiding place as carefully as I’d crawled in, then paused at the edge of the woods to check my map and my brand-new compass, orienting myself for the day.

Confident I had my bearings, I stretched to warm up my muscles and patiently waited until the group prepared to break camp. I set off early to stay just ahead of them, moving from pastureland through a meadow of deep-blue larkspur. I admired the colorful display, but only for a moment; I knew better now than to let myself get distracted. As long as I did my part in staying focused, my intuition would keep me safe. I firmly believed this, even if I hadn’t yet proved it to those behind me. Maybe once I did, I could count on Bones to not send me back.

It wasn’t long before my shoulders were aching again from the weight of my backpack, but all I could do was try to ignore it. We still had far to go, and things were bound to get harder. Pain was my new reality; I had to accept that. Besides, what was a bit of discomfort compared to the satisfaction of finally getting to scout like my father? I was doing it right now, at this very minute. The responsibility I felt for those behind me was suddenly real. I’d become a part of their team, and it was my duty to make sure they didn’t stumble into danger without any warning. Whether I’d be able to do that remained to be seen.








CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
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Radio static, as Dani explained it, was partially caused by cosmic microwave background radiation: the sound left over from the Big Bang.

The notion that I was listening to an echo of creation itself, to a fourteen-billion-year-old noise, was pretty wild but sort of comforting as well, almost like a lullaby from God’s own lips.

Even so, I longed to hear real music, and often imagined the static giving way to the voice of a DJ, broadcasting favorite tracks from a secure location. Sometimes I even imagined what the voice would sound like: deep and thoughtful and jazzy, the voice of a woman alone in a drifting satellite.

Dani confessed to imagining a voice as well, only hers was all about country and rock and roll, upbeat and funny and a little bit loud.

As it turned out, though, when the static eventually did give way to a voice, it was one both strange and simultaneously familiar to both of us. It began with a soothing hum that rose gradually as the white noise ebbed, then transformed into the sort of rising and falling aria that one might expect to hear at an opera. We stared at the radio dial in disbelief, as though it were a miniature UFO come to land on the dash.

“Kinda sounds like my mom,” I reflected at the exact same moment as Dani said, “Reminds me of my sister.”

“Weird,” we said in unison.

Dani pulled the truck onto the shoulder, and together we just sat there, listening.

I thought back to the piano concert my mom had taken me to, and how she had always talked about wanting to someday see an opera, too, but she never had.

Memories flooded through me, causing tears to well up in my eyes, and as one song ended and another began a moment later, it came to me why I’d always found magic in that quiet space between one piece of music ending and another beginning. It was simply the mystery of it, the wonder of what might come next.

Dani was crying, too, I noticed as I looked over at her.

“Shut up,” she said, but she was smiling.

“Where do you think it’s coming from?” I asked her.

She shook her head. “No clue.”

We continued to sit there and listen, each new piece even more beautiful than the last.

“Could be short-range radio,” said Dani. “If we drive around, we might be able to find the tower it’s coming from.”

“Really?”

She nodded. “Should we try?”

“Definitely.”

Dani pulled away from the shoulder and started down the road, her eyes now on the odometer so that she could watch how far we went before static began to return. In this way, we could slowly triangulate the source.

It took more than an hour, but eventually I spotted a small spike sticking into the sky in the distance, the sun reflecting off its metal surface.

We drove toward it. Next to the modest tower, which was only thirty or so feet high, was a beat-up mobile home surrounded by knee-high grass and a profusion of bright yellow sunflowers. Dani parked near a wall of hay bales and took off her seat belt.

“I guess this is the place,” she said. “Let’s see if anyone is home.”

We approached the trailer with our arms raised to indicate we meant no harm. I doubted we’d have much to fear from the sort of person who would play the kind of music we had been listening to for the last hour, but better safe than sorry.

I took a glance around the yard and noticed that on one side of the wall of bales were three archery targets pinned to the hay. The targets were full of holes, most of them in or around the centermost circle.

“That’s a lot of bull’s-eyes,” I observed.

“I’ll say,” Dani agreed. “Let’s hope our archer extraordinaire hasn’t been waiting for a moving target.” She knocked softly on the metal screen door. “Hello?”

I glanced at the nearest window just in time to see a crack in the blinds wink shut. A moment later, a woman’s voice sounded through the door.

“Who goes there?”

“Dani and Thomas,” Dani replied. “We heard your music on the radio.”

“It’s really beautiful,” I added.

There was a pause and then the sound of a single lock disengaging. The door opened, revealing a heavily wrinkled heart-shaped face. The old woman stepped to the side to let us pass.

“Well, come on in, then,” she said, somewhat impatiently though not unkindly. “No sense standing where the devils can see you.”

I went in first and Dani followed. I bent to untie my laces.

“Bah!” said the old woman with a dismissive wave. “Ain’t worth the bother of taking them off. World won’t end on account of a little dirt on an old gal’s floor.”

She stooped as she walked, but not in the way my grandmother had. My grandmother had seemed weak and brittle, whereas this woman looked bent but strong.

She sat us down at her kitchen table near a small window. The walls were yellow and cheery. The floor was old linoleum with flowered patterns. I could see the radio setup in the adjoining room, beneath a large painting of autumn trees.

“Coffee? Tea?” the woman asked. “Whiskey?”

The last word reminded me again of my father. I swallowed, pushing the memory from my mind. “Tea,” I replied, “please and thank you.”

“Likewise,” said Dani. She started to introduce us, but once again the old woman waved.

“Names, shmames,” she said. “I’ve lived so long, I’ve heard too many. I’ll forget ’em by the time the kettle starts to whistle.” She turned away and opened a cupboard, retrieving a decorative bowl and a round metal storage tin. “Now tell me, what brings you by? And what on earth have you got hidden on the back of that truck?”

Cookies hit the bowl and the bowl hit the table, all very abruptly. I tried one and was surprised at how soft it was—recently baked, as if she’d been expecting company. The bowl itself was a curiosity. Etched with intricate markings and patterns, it looked like something that belonged in a museum rather than a random cupboard in an equally random trailer in the middle of nowhere.

“Blitz skeleton,” Dani replied, forgoing her usual buildup to the reveal. The old woman’s brusqueness appeared to be contagious.

“Bah,” said the woman. “Hogwash.”

“Just wait until you see—” That was as far as I got before the old woman scowled and cut me off.

“Talkin’ with our mouth full, are we?”

“Sorry.” My cheeks flushed with heat.

“We can show you the bones if you’d like,” said Dani.

“No need,” she replied. “What an ancient like me believes don’t account for squat. It’s the young that need the faith. It’s the young that need to hear the music.”

“It really is beautiful music,” said Dani. “I’ve never heard anything like it.”

“Yeah, it’s something,” the old woman said as she poured the tea and stirred a dollop of honey into each cup. She noticed Dani eyeing the radio setup in the other room. “Solar,” she said, “if you were wondering how I’m drawing power. Got a bunch of panels up on the roof.”

Dani stared at her in surprise. “You’ve got reflective panels on your roof?”

I pictured the roof as seen from above on a bright sunny day. It would probably be visible for many miles, like a beacon. A trailer with a rooftop beacon. Weird coincidence, I thought as I remembered lighting my flaming SOS. I also remembered the anxiety I had felt being up on my roof. Was this woman not worried about attracting the blitz?

“Can’t say as I’m all that comfortable being out in the open,” she continued. “Never have been, really, but whattaya do? Gotta be away from the trees to keep the radio signal strong and clear. Sure do miss the forest, though.”

I finished my cookie before speaking again. “Those targets on the bales outside,” I said. “Whose are they?” It didn’t seem possible that the bent woman in front of me could have hit all those bull’s-eyes.

“Mine, of course!” she said. “Can’t knit worth a spit, but show me a solid bow and I’ll show you a perfect bull’s-eye.” I must have still appeared doubtful because she quickly went on, “What? You don’t believe me? Well, drink up, sonny! I’ll show you a thing or two!”

And indeed she did. After producing a shiny blue bow and a quiver full of arrows, the old woman led us outside and had us watch as she proceeded to hit eight straight bull’s-eyes. The bow seemed an extension of her arm. Her stoop disappeared when she drew. But more than anything, it was the change in her eyes I took note of, the way they became suddenly ageless yet no less wise. It seemed a strange and almost unnatural contradiction.

“Now you try,” she said afterward, thrusting the bow into my midsection.

“No, that’s okay,” I said, not wanting to embarrass myself. I’d never used a bow in my life.

“Go on and take it,” she insisted. She handed me an arrow and, after showing me how to nock it and how to aim along its length, stood there with her arms crossed, waiting.

With a deep breath to steady myself, I squinted at the target—which seemed no less than a mile away now—and let fire the missile. I expected to miss by a shameful margin, to bury the arrow in the hay or perhaps have it fall to the ground well short, so when it thumped into the target’s outermost circle and stayed there, I was more than relieved; I was downright ecstatic.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” said the old woman. “I think we may have ourselves a natural.”








CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
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The idea of scouting, I was discovering, was a whole lot simpler than the actual thing.

The challenge was staying far enough ahead of the group not to be seen, but still close enough to be able to deliver a timely warning if I needed to. And it wasn’t as if I had a clear walking path to stick to either. I kept on having to pause to recheck my compass and my map, this while also trying to stay both hydrated and fed, and without ever losing focus on what lay ahead of and behind me, and directly above me, too. I was doing the best I could, but my attention felt stretched to the point of snapping.

I moved in bursts between walking and jogging, and as another section of forest gave way to hills and fields, robbing me of precious cover, I was forced to widen the gap for fear of being spotted. It began to cloud over at midday, with the blue sky of morning giving way to a grim gray mass that made me uneasy. If a blitz were to suddenly wheel out from the cover, I would have no place to go and nowhere to hide.

Despite it being autumn now, the fields were still thick with grasshoppers. Or were they locusts? I wasn’t sure how to tell the difference, but I hoped their presence wasn’t some sort of sign like in the Book of Revelation—plagues and famine and all that. Not that I had actually read the Book of Revelation, although I was pretty sure it didn’t say anything about electric dragons.

I hated how the insects flew so haphazardly, how they ricocheted off my arms and legs and sometimes crashed right into me. They were big hoppers, too, each as long as a finger. A particularly thick one hurtled toward me with a crackling sound before colliding with my lower lip. I couldn’t help letting out a little shriek.

Terrified now that one might fly right into my mouth, I sealed my lips tightly and continued on, moving faster through grass that came up to my waist. I didn’t see the vultures or the two carcasses until I was almost right on top of them. Startled, the birds flew off, leaving their meal behind. I stopped and looked down. There wasn’t much left but bones and hooves. The larger carcass appeared to be that of a horse, although there was no sign of its neck bones or its skull. Conversely, the other remains looked human, except everything below the torso was missing.

I narrowed my eyes. One skeleton without its top, and the other lacking its bottom. I supposed it was possible the missing parts had been carried away, but what if they hadn’t been? What if all the bones belonged to just one thing and not two? If will-o’-the-wisps and minotaurs were real, then what about centaurs?

A closer look at the scene revealed impressions in the ground so large they could only have come from a blitz. A blitz killing and eating a centaur? Was it possible? If so, then what did it mean about the world the centaur had come from? Had it tried to escape here only to have the blitz follow?

It was a sobering thought, one that reinforced the importance of the mission I was on.

I left the remains behind, and soon the hoppers as well, the terrain becoming hillier, with groupings of trees here and there dotting the landscape like woody islands. A few hours before sundown, after passing through a stand of tall rosewood trees, I came to an abrupt halt at a sharp drop-off that extended as far as I could see to my left and right. I stood on the edge and looked down. It was as if an ancient earthquake had split this whole area down the middle, with half of it rising and the other half falling, creating a sheer cliff wall probably sixty feet high. Thick forest returned down below, but how was I supposed to get to it?

I began to pace back and forth, searching for an easy way to the bottom and knowing that Bones and the others would soon catch up to me. I was betting the others had brought rope, which meant that they could go straight down, while I would have to keep following the cliff edge for who knew how long. They would end up ahead of me again, and then what use would I be to them as a scout?

My only alternative was to risk the climb. Sixty feet was quite a bit higher than what I was used to and could easily be the difference between dying and breaking a leg. And of course I couldn’t climb with my backpack on. I would have to toss it down ahead of me, and then I’d be fully committed because all my survival stuff was inside it.

Don’t think about it; just do it, I told myself, and so I did. I then watched as the bag tumbled end over end before slamming into the ground with a solid whump.

That could be me.

But it wouldn’t be, I decided. I’d been climbing since I was old enough to know that climbing was even a thing. My hands and fingers were strong, my body lean and light, and as I had already proven to an oversize wolf, I was pretty much built for this.

So, over the edge I went, stomach down and legs first, my hands clasped to the trunk of a small sapling growing right at the edge.

Dirt crumbled beneath my toes as I kicked my feet along the cliffside, but after a moment of blind searching, I was able to find what felt like a solid ledge. I lowered myself a bit farther, taking one hand off the sapling now. Still the ledge held firm. I searched with my hand for a spot to grab on to and was rewarded with a rough tree root that had punched out from the wall and now dangled in space. I took it in my grasp and said a prayer, knowing that as soon as I released the sapling with my other hand, there would be no going back.

My stomach sank as I let go, the ledge taking most of my weight. Now that I was all the way over the lip of the cliff, at least I could see. I was glad to discover the root I was holding was one of several. There were numerous cracks and crevices for foot- and handholds as well, and so, slowly but surely, inch by painstaking inch, I made my way down.

Just past the halfway point, I was feeling confident enough to move a little bit faster, but in my impatience to reach the bottom before Bones had a chance to see me from above, I shifted my weight too early.

Crap.

What had felt like another hard ledge a moment earlier broke off beneath me, leaving me hanging by only two roots, one of which was already pulling away from the cliff face with an ominous tearing sound.

“No! No! No!” I said. “Don’t let go!” As if I could stabilize the root through the sheer force of will. It gave way completely a second later.

I swore as my shoulder dropped and my body swung sideways, all my muscles tensing. Suspended by only one hand now, I frantically swept the wall for another hold, but all I found was the tiniest crack that my fingernail snagged on, ripping it off right down to the cuticle. Not even adrenaline could soften the shock of feeling it separate. If anything, adrenaline made it worse, for suddenly time was stretched out like elastic, my horror caught in slow motion.

And then I was falling.

The wall flared out toward the bottom so that when my feet hit the dirt, they slid out from beneath me and sent me into a roll that culminated with my right knee slamming up into my chin, my teeth clamping down on my tongue. Blood filled my mouth instantly, bringing with it a pain so epic that for a moment the rest of my senses ceased to exist.

The first to return was taste, a mixture of salt and copper that almost choked me. I spat and rolled onto my back and opened my eyes. For a moment all I could see were stars, but then my vision cleared, and I saw something else, up in the gray sky above: a dark shadow with nightmarish wings.








CHAPTER THIRTY
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Time was a blur as I nocked and fired, my movements becoming rhythmic and routine. I reached down for another arrow only to find the quiver empty. The old woman beamed and applauded my efforts while Dani stepped up to join me in collecting the buried projectiles.

“I take it you’ve done this before?” she asked.

I hadn’t hit a bull’s-eye yet, but I’d come close a number of times and had missed the target only once. I shook my head. “Never. I swear.”

Dani looked surprised, then she grinned. “Maybe you really are Robin Hood!”

I suddenly regretted burning the hat.

When we returned to the firing line, Dani decided to find out for herself if it was as easy as the old woman and I made it look. She took up the bow, aimed at the target, and fired. The arrow buried itself in the hard ground six feet shy of the target wall.

“Hmm,” she said, and tried again. This time the arrow veered left, decapitating one of the sunflowers. A third attempt brought her closer but not by much. The old woman shook her head in disgust and held out her hand, demanding the bow back. Red-faced, Dani complied.

“It ain’t for everyone,” the old woman said. “Takes a certain eye.” She turned her gaze to me. “Over the years, I’ve taught a few who caught on quick like you did, but there were plenty more who couldn’t hit the side of a barn with a crap-shovel full of wheat.”

I laughed at the odd expression.

“Didn’t stop them from trying, though,” the old woman went on nostalgically. “You just wait here a sec. I’ll be right back.” She went inside momentarily, returning with a second bow and another quiver of arrows, both of which were identical to the first save for the color: burnt orange like fire.

“Here you go,” she said, “to keep you safe on your travels.” She indicated that I should take the bow and the quiver, but I didn’t feel like I could. We’d only just met the old woman, after all. I looked sideways at Dani.

“We really couldn’t—” Dani began, but the old woman cut her off.

“We, nothing!” she said. “I ain’t giving the bow to you; I’m giving it to him.”

She was like the stubborn grandmother that nobody in the family could ever say no to.

“I don’t know what to say,” I replied. I reached out and took the fiery bow in my hands, but for a moment the old woman wouldn’t let go of the other end of it.

“Just make me one promise,” she said. “Whoever you bump into out there on the road, you tell ’em there’s still music in the world. They just got to get off their arses and look for it is all. Got that? Promise?”

For a second I could have sworn she’d said “magic” instead of “music,” but clearly I’d just misheard. I nodded in reply. “I promise.”

“As do I,” Dani agreed. “We’ll spread the word.”

The old woman met her eyes for a second before nodding, apparently satisfied. “I do believe you will,” she said. “I do believe you will. Now stand aside. Give the lad some room to practice.”

My fingers were raw by the time we left. I felt as if I’d fired a thousand arrows, although in truth it was probably more like a hundred. The targets were shredded, the centers completely punched out. I wished Cassie had been there to see me, although maybe it was good that she wasn’t. Thoughts of the kiss might have made it impossible to steady my hands.

“Take this here, too,” the old woman told us before we departed. She was holding the ornate bowl, which she had filled with cookies.

“I’ll grab a bag from the truck for the cookies,” said Dani. “No need to give us the bowl. An antique like that is probably valuable.”

“Bah! What am I going to do? Take it to an antique road show? It was gifted to me once by a friend from the old country, and now I’m gifting it to you. Maybe you can trade it or find some other use for it on your travels.”

Since there was clearly no point in arguing, we accepted the bowl as well. We thanked her again and then we were off.

“We never did get her name,” I said a few minutes later as the trailer disappeared into the distance behind us. I had the bow and the quiver sitting on the floor mat between my legs and couldn’t stop looking down at them. It felt strange to be good at something physical, and once again I was forced to wonder about what else I might be capable of.

“No, I guess we didn’t. We got cookies, though. That’s the important thing.”

We had also gotten one last piece of advice. “Them steel arrowheads are only good till they rust,” the old woman said. “Find yourselves some that won’t. You might even see that they work better anyhow.”

I wasn’t really sure what she meant, but I had promised her I’d keep an eye out.

It wasn’t long before we drove out of the small radio tower’s range, but even as the signal returned to static, I continued to hear the enchanting voice in my head. I hoped it would never fade, but I knew it eventually would, just as memories of my mom grew fuzzy with time.

“Do you think the blitz will ever find her there?” I asked. It was hard to believe that they wouldn’t, with all those reflective panels shimmering up on her roof.

“Probably,” said Dani. “It’s a miracle they haven’t found her already.”

I stared out at the road ahead. “You think it actually could be? A miracle, I mean? A real one?”

“Anything’s possible,” Dani replied without missing a beat.

“I hope so,” I said. I’d been trying my best to stay positive, but mine was an optimism tempered by memories of my dad.

“Running low on diesel,” said Dani after a while, her eyes on the gauge. She slowed down and eased the truck over to the side of the road. “We’ll have to drain the last of that rain barrel.”

The tanker in Blissmore had been a windfall, but we hadn’t had much luck since then. I was back to feeling anxious at the thought of running out, especially after seeing that the last of the barrel only brought us a quarter of the way back to full.

“Should be cropland north of here,” said Dani after checking her map. “If we start heading that way, we’ll likely find a farm storage tank or some equipment we can siphon from.”

She plotted our course and then we were off again, the needle dipping dangerously as the day wore on and the miles accumulated. The first farm we passed was a bust, and before we reached the next one, the truck finally started to cough and sputter. Dani swore and turned off onto a side road, the truck rolling to a stop at the lowest point between two hills, where it finally shuddered and died.

“What now?” I said.

Dani continued to stare at the gauge, as if hoping the needle might somehow spring back up to full if she concentrated hard enough.

“Now we walk,” she said with dread and resignation.

“And leave the truck and all our stuff?”

“Unless you feel like pushing,” she replied, forcing a fragile smile. “We’re parked low here. I doubt anyone will see it.”

“I guess.”

“You ready?”

“Right now?”

“No time like the present. The longer we sit here, the more we’re going to torture ourselves with worry. Let’s grab what we need and go. It’ll be dark before too long.”

Dani set about gathering her siphoning hoses and her manual pump, and then filled a sack with various snacks and survival gear while I slipped my backpack over one shoulder and my quiver over the other. After stuffing my pockets with cookies and jerky, I grabbed my bow and climbed out.

Dani paused next to the truck and reached out to press her hand against the flock of crows on its side, each one a representation of the stops she had made to show off the bones, each one a symbol of hope.

“Feels weird,” I said as we walked away, and I looked back at the truck over my shoulder. “Leaving it like this.” Weird, of course, was an understatement. What I actually felt was terrified, but I didn’t want to say it.

Dani nodded, a small sigh betraying her own fears. “It most definitely does.”
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The massive shadow swept out of sight, its appearance so fleeting I wondered if I had really seen it at all. I blinked hard and kept watching the sky, my bloodied tongue on fire and my nailless finger throbbing.

Sure enough, the winged monstrosity wheeled back into view a few seconds later, only this time it paused to flap and hover high above, like an eagle zeroing in on potential prey.

Is it looking at me or at Bones and the others approaching the cliff edge?

Mesmerized and petrified all at once, I watched as it suddenly plummeted and shot off to the north, out of sight. I might have breathed a sigh of relief if not for the fact that my tingling feet were warning me not to. I looked up to the top of the escarpment, but there was still no sign of the team. Should I shout out a warning? Or should I wait? No one really knew how good blitz hearing was, but the last thing I wanted to do was draw the beast back by making too much noise.

My body was buzzing, though. I couldn’t ignore that. I squinted in the direction the blitz had flown, but it wasn’t until I lowered my gaze from the sky and followed the length of the cliff wall into the distance that I realized what was happening. The blitz was coming back! Only now it was low to the ground and using the cliff to hide its approach—a clever hunter that Bones and the others would never see coming.

I opened my mouth to yell, but the pain in my tongue flared so fiercely that all I could manage was a pitiful moan. Blood trickled from between my lips as a storm of panic swirled inside me. I spat crimson and tried again, this time clenching my fists against the agony.

“BONES!” It might have been the loudest I’d ever yelled in my life, and a second later, there he was, looking down at me with surprise and confusion.

“Blitz!” I yelled, pointing.

Bones turned his head, freezing for a second as he saw it. His eyes shot back to me.

“Hide!” he yelled. “Get to the trees!” Then he was out of sight again, the blitz pumping its wings and rocketing up over the cliff edge, abandoning stealth now that I had outed it.

A bloodcurdling scream filled the air as I took cover. It sounded like Jason Fairholm. Hidden from sight now, I turned to look back at the escarpment. A rope came over its edge, followed by Rebecca, half rappelling and half falling to the bottom, no doubt burning her palms the whole way down. Carlos came next, then Eric Kim.

“Hurry, for crying out loud!” Jason Jeffcoat shouted. “Hurry!”

I watched with horror as the agile blitz banked—its polished scales flashing—and plucked him right off the clifftop. It was hard to believe a creature so large could move with such silence and grace. It would have been beautiful if it weren’t so terrifying.

Only Bones was left at the top now. He followed Rebecca’s lead and did a rough rappel, shaking his hands from the sting as soon as he hit the ground, then ran for the trees. I jumped up and joined them all in plunging deeper into the forest. We didn’t stay together for long, though. After quickly confirming coordinates for a rendezvous point, the group split up, leaving Bones and me on our own. It must have been decided beforehand that in the event of such an attack, it would be best to separate and rejoin later.

“Faster!” I urged my would-be uncle. “Pump those arms!” It was something my old track coach used to say, only now there was more on the line than a ribbon or trophy.

But Bones could push himself only so hard. His youth was a long way behind him.

A splintering crash suddenly rocked the whole forest, as if a massive section of trees had been obliterated, the branches shorn like so much lumber run through a mill.

I stared straight ahead as I ran, my mind still reeling at just how quickly the group went from having two Jasons to having none.

We blazed through whipping branches and choking undergrowth until Bones’s muscles finally gave out. He started to stumble, then collapsed in a heap on a mound of moss near a stream.

“Can’t,” he said, his chest heaving as he gasped for breath. “No more.”

I plopped down beside him, my lungs burning. My injured tongue throbbed as if it had a heartbeat of its own, and my finger continued to ache and bleed and would definitely need to be wrapped. But none of that mattered now. We were alive; that was the important thing.
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“Hopefully, we’ll find something soon,” said Dani, her voice barely more than a whisper in the night.

We’d been walking for close to an hour, an eerie orange moon replacing the sun as wide-open fields gave way to a section of forest that our map seemed to indicate would extend for about a half mile or so. I looked up from the road and out at the tall, dark trees that stood guarding the wilderness beyond the ditch. The area was hilly, the shadows so deep it seemed I could step into one and fall forever.

“Night vision goggles,” Dani continued. “That’s what we need.”

“Totally,” I agreed. In the darkness every sound seemed amplified, from the soft crunch of gravel underfoot to the hollow thud of the plastic gas can bouncing off the side of Dani’s knee. Arrows rattled inside my quiver.

As we kept on walking, Dani began to point out constellations above, perhaps in an effort to keep the encroaching night at bay.

“Little Dipper,” she said. “And right there, Orion.”

I craned my neck and searched, mentally connecting the dots. “Cassiopeia,” I finally added.

Dani smiled. “Figures you’d find that one.”

I felt my face redden a bit but said nothing.

We identified a few others as we covered more ground, Draco first and then Cepheus. Eventually we arrived at a crossroads, a gravel track intersecting with the paved one we’d been walking on. Dani stopped suddenly, her whole body tense as she cocked her head to listen.

I heard it, too—a faint electric hum.

I dropped to a crouch at the edge of the ditch and searched the sky. “Where is it?” I whispered, my heart going wild.

Dani ducked low, too, shaking her head to say she wasn’t sure. A second later a dog started barking from somewhere nearby.

I turned to look down the intersecting road, squinting against the darkness. “There’s a house there.” It was almost completely hidden behind a line of pine trees. As soon as I spotted the place, the barking became more earnest.

“What if it’s tied up?” I said.

Dani looked torn, and I understood why. If we ran, the barking dog could provide us with the distraction we needed to get away. The blitz might go for it instead of us. But if I was right and the dog was tied up, it wouldn’t be right just to leave it there, with no hope of escape.

“It must have owners if it’s leashed,” said Dani.

Yeah, I thought, owners who are probably too scared to come out and untie it, knowing what it might be barking at. Better the dog than us, I imagined them saying. I took off my backpack and pulled out an arrow.

“Oh boy,” said Dani, seeing that I’d made up my mind about what to do next.

I didn’t need to be reminded that steel-tipped projectiles would be of little use against a blitz. I wasn’t arming myself with the illusion I might fight back. It was more just to combat the fear. Holding the bow gave me courage, and courage gave me the will to get to my feet.

We raced up out of the ditch and across the road, making a beeline for the tall row of pines surrounding the property.

The dog was barking like mad now, and as we paused beneath the boughs of one of the pines, I could see I’d been right; halfway toward the house, the dog was tied to a tree. There was no sign of life in any of the windows, but there was a cargo van parked in the yard.

A terrible screech split the night sky above and was immediately answered by another, although it didn’t sound like a conversation. It sounded more like a territorial warning—one predator deterring another.

Dani took out her knife in preparation to set the dog free.

“Hold on!” I whispered. There was no sense in Dani running out into the open when I could set the dog free from right where I was—theoretically, at least.

I lifted my bow and pulled back the arrow and string, closing one eye while sighting along the shaft with the other, aiming at the taut spot where the rope met the tree. Breathe, I reminded myself. The old woman had said it was natural to want to hold your breath, but that it was better not to. Always release on the exhale, she’d said. It might take several breaths before you’ll feel ready, but when you are, you’ll know it.

She was right. All at once, my tension drained away, my awareness narrowing to a single point. I released the string, the arrow whistling over the lawn before slicing the rope clean in half and burying itself in the tree with an audible thump.

“Bull’s-eye!” Dani whispered.

I could hardly believe it.

The dog was still barking at the sky, but it was clear from a brief but wary sideways glance that it knew we were there.

“C’mon, boy!” I said low, putting my bow down to pat my thighs. “C’mon.”

The dog looked unsure. I remembered I had some beef jerky in a zippered pocket. I took a piece out and threw it. The dog sniffed it and picked it up, swallowing it without even chewing.

I called again, and this time the dog came straight to me, the rope dragging along behind. I picked the rope up and quickly wound it around my hand.

“He looks weak,” said Dani. “Take him and head back for the truck. I’ll meet you there as soon as I can. Here’s the keys.” She held them out.

“And just leave you here? No way!”

“As soon as I find some fuel, I’ll meet you back there,” she said. “I promise. Now go!”

The blitz continued to shriek in the sky, apparently unaware of what was transpiring on the ground below.

I looked at the dog and the dog looked back, its eyes wet and trusting. The poor thing was shaking, and not just from fear. Dani was right; it looked weak and hungry, as if it hadn’t eaten for days. Suddenly all I cared about was getting it to safety.

“Stick close to the tree line until you’re clear!” Dani told me.

I took the keys and swallowed hard, and for an instant time seemed to stop as my brain burned an image of this moment into my memory, perhaps anticipating that it might be the last one Dani and I would ever share.

I turned on my heel and fled, picking my pack up as I ran. Thankfully, the dog kept pace, and just as importantly, it did so without barking, almost as if it now sensed the danger in being heard. The dog was medium-size, with a patchwork coat, and looked like maybe a border collie or an Australian shepherd.

I could still hear shriek-roars behind me and kept looking back for Dani, but there was no sign of her. After running hard for more than a minute, I slowed my pace, worry consuming me. What would I do if she didn’t come back?

I stopped and wheeled back around at the sound of a bang. A bright red flare arced up and away from approximately where the house was, with a huge shadow following it. A second flare went off a moment later.

The dog let out a small whine.

“I know,” I said. “Me too.”








CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
CASSIE



Twice, the blitz buzzed the treetops over our heads, and twice, we got lucky as it kept on going. Bones and I caught our breath and kept our eyes turned skyward until the forest finally fell silent, the imminent threat now passed.

In spite of my swollen tongue, I then managed to mumble a semicoherent explanation for how I had ended up ahead of him and the group.

“Scouting,” he said with a shake of his head once I finished. “Your poor sister’s going to lose her mind.”

“I left a note,” I said, as if that made it better. “And I’m not going back,” I added, in case he was getting any ideas. “You know I can help, and I think you need it.” Especially now that the team was minus two Jasons and potentially others as well.

Bones sighed. He couldn’t argue because I was right.

“I’ll filter some water and then we can go,” I said. I took my near-empty bottles over to the stream a few yards away, the clear water moving so gently it hardly seemed to be moving at all. I reached down to dunk my filtering bag.

It took about a minute to squeeze enough water through the screw-on filter to fill each bottle, and as I knelt there on my knees and did the work, I found myself thinking of Thomas again, out there somewhere on the open road. I hoped he was doing okay.

Bones continued to chew on everything I had told him, from the compass-stealing wolf to the pure-white stag that had come to help me find my way.

“Were the stag’s nose and eyes both pink?” he finally asked me.

I looked over at him and shook my head. “No, why?”

“If its eyes and nose looked normal, then the lack of pigmentation in its fur was caused by something other than albinism. Leucism, maybe.”

“Leucism?”

“It’s a genetic pattern, rare.”

“Or maybe it was rare in a different way,” I suggested. “Like a minotaur.”

I mentioned the pure-white stag in Thomas’s book, wishing now that I had taken the time to actually read up on it.

“I guess that’s possible, too,” Bones agreed. “In light of everything else, I mean. I always figured myths and legends must be based on kernels of truth, but never could I have imagined …”

We both fell silent, stilled by the thought of mystical worlds existing alongside our own and of invisible portals connecting them.

“C’mon,” Bones finally continued a long moment later, pushing himself up with a groan. “We should probably get a move on. Those blitz eggs aren’t going to find themselves.”

I smiled and shouldered my pack, glad to be an official member of the team now, even if we were suddenly a little shorthanded.

We caught up with Rebecca and Carlos a few miles north of the edge of the woods at an abandoned stable, but there was no sign of Eric, who had separated from the others in the woods. This meant half the volunteers had already been lost. I felt like I’d failed them as a scout, never mind that Bones had already told me that if not for my warning, they all might have perished.

“Thank god you were there,” Rebecca agreed.

“How did you get down that cliff, though?” Carlos asked me. “I didn’t see another rope.”

“I free-climbed it,” I told him. Most of it anyway, I added to myself, my body still bruised and aching from the fall.

Their eyes widened at the feat and remained wide as Bones went on to tell them about how I had snuck into their camp and stole a compass undetected, and how there was more to my scouting prowess than met the eye, that I had a gift. Whatever doubts they might have had about a sixteen-year-old joining the mission began to dissolve.

Rebecca had tarot cards and rune stones tattooed along the inside of her left arm, and I knew she carried what she believed to be a healing crystal in her pocket, so she wasn’t exactly a stranger to things of a supernatural bent. She accepted my claims about intuition without reservation. Carlos seemed a bit skeptical, but that was okay. I would likely have the chance to prove myself soon enough.

In the meantime, we decided to shelter inside the stable for the rest of the day in the hopes that Eric might still find his way to us before dark.

Sadly, he didn’t.

“I hope it was quick at least,” said Carlos as we stood inside one of the stable’s big open doors and watched the sun sink below the horizon.

With blitz, it usually was, although somehow I doubted the thought of a quick death was going to make Rachel feel much better when it came time to tell her what happened to Jason. Assuming I even survived to be able to tell her, of course.

I offered to stay up and keep watch while the others slept, but Bones wouldn’t hear of it.

“Rest and rejuvenate,” he told me. “We’re going to need you at the top of your game when we’re on the move.”

He had a point.

I crashed hard and woke up to the patter of falling rain. Dawn was breaking, and the clouds appeared to be, too, as I stepped outside beneath the roof’s big awning. I waited ten minutes as the showers thinned and then stopped altogether, the air smelling crisp and fresh and the day feeling pregnant with potential in spite of yesterday’s missteps and tragedies.

Prior to leaving, we scoured the property for useful supplies. But aside from some leather bridle straps and a horse blanket too heavy to bother carrying, there wasn’t much to be found.

The last thing I did before setting off was refill my bottles at a rain barrel I discovered around back. The water looked clean, but I filtered it anyway to be on the safe side, my reflection disappearing as I submerged my bag and then re-forming as the surface stilled again. Something strange happened when I dunked a second time, though. Instead of it being my own face that rematerialized, it was Thomas’s. Stranger yet, he seemed to be able to see me, too.

I gasped with surprise as his eyes went wide and his mouth formed my name, which I somehow heard in a nonaudible way, almost more as a thought than a sound. Cassie?

“Thomas!” I said back, leaning over the barrel.

Before he could answer, a second face appeared, only this one belonged to a dog, its long tongue lolling out as if it intended to lick me through the makeshift portal. And then the image was gone, vanished just as quickly as it had appeared.

My heart was beating fast. My confused mind raced.

What the hell just happened? Did Thomas find some magical way to reach out to me? And whose dog was that?

I had so many questions, but as much as I wished to keep standing there in the hopes that Thomas’s face would suddenly shimmer back into view again, I couldn’t. Bones and the others were waiting.








CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
THOMAS



The dog all but collapsed beneath the side step of the truck, his little legs shaking beneath him. Mine shook, too, and my feet hurt from pounding the pavement, but it was my heart that ached more than anything. I felt sick at having left Dani back at the house with the blitz. What if I never saw her again? What if we waited and waited and she never returned? Should I get the dog settled and then go back?

I knelt down to feed him the rest of my jerky and was just about to pick him up and carry him into the sleeper cabin when Dani lurched up from out of the darkness, breathing hard but seemingly okay. The gas can she was carrying sloshed as she approached.

“Thank god!” I said as the dog gave a little bark. “We saw flares,” I added. “That was you?”

Dani nodded. She was half bent over with her hands on her knees, clearly still winded from the long haul. “Apparently blitz can’t resist chasing them,” she said. “Who knew?”

I tried to imagine Dani siphoning gas beneath a flare-lit sky and two hungry blitz. It was a scene almost too strange for words. But then I noticed that the gas can she had set down had a different-colored cap on it. Maybe she hadn’t been forced to siphon at all.

“It was in the van,” she explained. “Along with the flare kit. Still got one flare left. There’s more fuel there, too. We’ll have to go back for it later, when it’s safer.”

“Was there anybody in the house?” I asked.

She nodded again, her expression grim. “An old guy. Looked like he’d been gone for a couple of days. Not sure how. Could have been sick, I guess. With that much extra fuel, he must have been planning on heading west. Just didn’t have the strength to, maybe.”

It was sad, but I was glad to know the dog hadn’t just been abandoned.

Dani transferred the diesel to the tank and we all got into the truck to wait for morning. Only the dog slept. Dani and I were still too amped up and worried about not being alert and ready should the blitz discover where we’d run off to.

But the night stayed silent while the stars disappeared in a thick, rolling fog that ended up enshrouding us for hours.

“What should we name him?” I asked as we waited. There was no tag on the collar.

“Hmm,” said Dani, considering. “Not sure. What do you think?”

I remembered how we’d both been looking at constellations before we first heard the barking. “Isn’t there a star called the Dog Star?”

“Sirius,” Dani confirmed. “The brightest star in Canis Major.”

“Sirius,” I said, trying it out. “I like it.”

Dani smiled. “It’s official, then.”

Sirius slept until the fog finally lifted and Dani turned the key to start up the engine, at which point he woke up and politely whined to be let outside to do his business. I had to go, too, so I went with him. Afterward, I poured some water into the now-empty cookie bowl the old woman had given to us, figuring Sirius might be thirsty. I had just set the bowl on the side step and was thinking about how great it would be to someday introduce Cassie to our canine companion when all of a sudden a shimmer rolled over the water’s surface, erasing my reflection. Or rather, replacing my reflection.

What the …?

“Cassie!” I said.

I read her lips as she spoke my name, too, and heard it inside my mind as if by telepathy.

Thomas?

I was so completely floored by what I was seeing that I didn’t even notice Sirius stepping past me until it was too late.

“No, wait!” I said as the impossible image vanished beneath the dog’s tongue.

I rudely snatched the bowl away while he was drinking, the water all sloshing out.

“Shit!” I said.

“What is it?” Dani asked me as I frantically refilled the bowl in the hopes of reestablishing contact.

“Cassie!” I said. “I saw her face in the bowl! Her reflection! She could see me, too! She said my name!”

“What!”

I kept the bowl out of Sirius’s reach, but even as the water’s surface settled and became reflective again, it was only my face that I saw there. Several seconds passed without any change. I gave up with a sigh.

“Sorry, boy,” I told the poor dog and let him slake his thirst.

“Maybe you’ll find another use for it,” said Dani.

“Huh?”

“Remember? That’s what the old woman said when she gave us the bowl. ‘Maybe you’ll find another use for it.’ What if it’s not just a bowl?”

“But what else could—” I stopped as something came to me.

“What?”

“Specularii!” I said, which only made Dani frown.

“Remember that chapter I read to you from?” I continued. “About sixteenth-century seers who used mirrors and scrying bowls to divine the future and communicate remotely?”

“Vaguely,” she replied. “Are you suggesting that’s a scrying bowl?”

I shrugged. “Maybe?”

“Well then, who the hell was that old woman?”

“Good question,” I said with a pause. “Didn’t she say the bowl was a gift from a friend?”

“A friend from the ‘old country,’ I think she said.”

“The old country,” I repeated, wondering what exactly that meant. I waited for Sirius to finish drinking before filling the bowl up a third time. Dani joined me in leaning over it.

“Now what?” she said. “How did you get it to work before?”

I shook my head. “No idea. One second, it was my reflection, and the next, it was hers.”

“Were you touching the bowl? Did you say something that might’ve activated it?”

Was I touching the bowl when the image first started to form? I didn’t think so, but I couldn’t be totally sure. “I didn’t say anything.” This much, at least, I was certain of. “Although I did think of Cassie for a second, about how I hoped she could someday meet Sirius.”

“Maybe Cassie was thinking of you, too.”

“How was she seeing me, though? What was she looking into?”

“Maybe she has a bowl now, too? Or maybe she doesn’t need one and only has to be looking at something reflective when you try to reach out to her?”

“At the same time, though? What are the odds of that?”

She gave a one-shouldered shrug. “Did she look like she was in trouble? Is the bowl trying to tell us we should go back?”

I shook my head. “She just looked surprised, and even if we did go back, Cassie wouldn’t be there. She’d be scouting for Bones and the others by now.”

“Right. So maybe seeing her is a sign that it’s time for us to go scouting, too.”

“How do you mean?”

“I mean we go west all the way to the coast. Find out once and for all if there’s any truth to the rumors it’s safe there. What do you think?”

I considered this for a second, my first thought being that we would be getting farther away from Cassie rather than closer. If she and Bones really did find blitz eggs, though, they were going to need somewhere to take them. “I guess we need to find out at some point,” I answered at length. “How long do you think it would take us to get to the coast?”

“Assuming we don’t have to go too far out of our way to find enough diesel, we could be there in less than two days.”

“Really? I’ve never actually seen it. The ocean.”

“It’s kind of like looking off into space,” she said. “Seems like it goes on forever.”

I glanced at Sirius, who had jumped back into the truck and was now sitting alert on the bunk, looking forward between the two seats at the road ahead.

“What do you think, boy?” I said. “Should we drive to the coast and see the ocean?”

Sirius barked, just once.

“Well, I guess that settles it,” said Dani.








CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
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I allowed myself only a moment to think about Thomas and the brief connection we had inexplicably shared, and then I forced it out of my mind and focused solely on my mission, just as any soldier worth her salt would. Distraction was the enemy of my past. I was determined it wouldn’t also be the enemy of my future.

We set off east and walked for almost four hours before finally stopping for a break. The scout in me still felt like I should be staying ahead of the group, but Bones had raised a good point: staying ahead required me to route-find and always be mindful of navigation, thereby robbing me of some of my attention. If he and the others saw to those details, I could concentrate more on my intuition, which thankfully wasn’t triggered for the rest of the day. After splitting our time between road-walking and hiking cross-country, we finally set up camp for the night in an empty RV park. We’d seen no sign of blitz since yesterday, and no other humans since the mission started.

In the morning, we all rose early and were just about to eat breakfast when a strange-looking car blew past us on the highway next to the park. Bones tried to flag it down, but it was going too fast.

“That there,” mused Carlos, “was the work of a seasoned mechanic.”

The car looked as though it had been cobbled together with parts from at least five cars, which maybe it had. In any case, it was gone in a flash.

“So much for hitching a ride at least part of the way,” said Bones.

We quickly ate and broke camp before resuming our journey. I continued to filter water wherever I could, and although I always paused to give my reflection time to resettle, neither Thomas nor the tongue-wagging dog made a second appearance. Maybe the universe had been glitching, or maybe some force that was bigger than both of us simply figured a flash of contact might keep us motivated. In any case, I began to have doubts about it happening again.

By midafternoon, my tingling fingers and toes had warned me twice. The first time it happened, we hid in a culvert, and the second, inside a boxcar in an old train yard. Shriek-roars filled the skies both times, confirming that my intuition seemed to be “firing on all its cylinders,” as Carlos put it.

Everyone except me was nursing blisters by sunset. I had to look away as they drained and bandaged them as best they could. Almost a decade of running and climbing had toughened my feet up, saving me from having to share in their misery.

The following morning brought a stroke of luck in the form of two working quads that we discovered inside a barn, along with enough gas to sustain us for a four-hour ride. We doubled up on each one and were able to save ourselves more than two full days of walking.

We spent that night on a rocky promontory overlooking a lake, and part of the next day wading through fields of wild grass that came up to my waist. Fortune smiled on us again as we found some old mountain bikes in an unlocked shed. One of the tires needed patching and some of the gears ground, but we managed to get them into working condition.

I continued to put my faith in my instincts while the others placed their faith in me, and although we occasionally spotted blitz high above or at a distance, we were always able to avoid a repeat of the tragedy at the cliff.

But as much as I was doing to keep us all safe, there were definitely fewer blitz than I’d been anticipating. I wondered why.

The next day finally brought us to the start of the badlands. The first foothill seemed like a mountain after the time we’d spent out on the plains. We kept to the roads as long as possible but eventually had to set out cross-country, which meant leaving the bikes behind. We stashed them in a cleft and then marked the area with a pile of stones so we could find it again on our return.

Bones dropped back and let Carlos take lead since he had grown up in the surrounding foothills and knew of shortcuts that would save us time and hopefully allow us to survey the canyon without being seen.

But even with the shortcuts, it was still a grueling six-hour hike through a maze of rock and sun-scorched earth before we finally arrived at the place where our search would begin in earnest.

I had seen a few canyons in my life while on vacations, but I’d never arrived at one so abruptly before. The rise in terrain had been so gradual that I didn’t realize how much elevation we had actually gained until suddenly a massive gulf was right in front of us, snaking off into the distance. Lining this titanic chasm were gently sloping walls of layered rock, each stratum a different color and texture, exposing a geological history millions of years long.

“Amazing,” said Rebecca, and it truly was. It seemed as if the bones of Mother Nature herself had been left exposed.

We stood there for a moment admiring some unusual rock formations—hoodoos, Carlos called them—before continuing along the canyon’s rim, with Bones pausing every few minutes to have a look through his binoculars.

The canyon was quiet compared to the forest. I found it unsettling, and something about it seemed foreboding.

After another hour or so of hard hiking, I began to wonder if maybe this really was the wild goose chase that some of the people at camp had said it might be, but then Bones stopped suddenly, the binoculars up to his eyes.

“Hold on,” he whispered, just as my body began to warn me. “I think I see something. Actually, I think I see many somethings …”








CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
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The farther west we went, the more uneasy I felt. Even after we stopped to show off the bones twice more—not only kindling hope but also inspiring talk about potential new egg hunts, just in case Cassie and Bones were unsuccessful—I still couldn’t shake the sense of being pulled in the wrong direction, as if the truck were caught in a tide and all we could do was ride it out and see where it took us.

Diesel became increasingly hard to find. Our two-day journey turned into five, and as we kept our eyes peeled for precious stores to refill the tank, I stubbornly kept refilling the scrying bowl as well, hoping to somehow reconnect with Cassie. For whatever reason, though, the bowl’s magic continued to elude me, even after I read and reread every reference to remote communication I could find in my book. Nevertheless, I refused to give up.

We intentionally skirted cities and finally reached the coast by way of less-trafficked roads, only to arrive at a ruined marina and a parking lot full of wrecked and abandoned cars, most of them models from the sixties and seventies. My hope as we climbed out of the truck was that the damage we were seeing had mostly come after those seeking sanctuary had boarded boats and set off for places like Hawaii, but then we started walking toward the beach and got our first indication that this probably wasn’t the case.

“That’s a lot of friggin’ gulls,” said Dani.

Hundreds wheeled through the air, drowning out the crash of the surf with their raucous squawking. Dread constricted my lungs as we neared the beach and saw the first bodies—what little remained of them, that is, just picked-over bones and gristle left for the scavenging seabirds to fight over.

I covered my mouth and looked away, my stomach turning. Even Sirius seemed disturbed at the ghastly scene. He backed up and sat on his haunches and let out a whimper, as if to say he had gone as far as he intended to.

“I guess the blitz must have figured it out,” said Dani, her tone as grave as the landscape. “Where everyone was going, I mean. Explains why we haven’t seen more of them on the road. Most of the horde probably came here. I bet they’ve been moving up and down the coastline, catching people in waves as they arrive.”

The thought of a smorgasbord stretching from California to Alaska made my insides flutter, even as I wondered what this awful reality meant for the rest of us. If west wasn’t safe, then where?

“We need to go back,” I said. Most of the people we had met on the road were moving west, too. They needed to be warned there was nothing to find here. My stomach clenched at the thought of Cassie and Joshua stumbling toward their own slaughter.

Dani nodded in solemn agreement. “But we should probably head up the road a ways first to make sure we aren’t just jumping to conclusions. Maybe it won’t be as bad as we think.”

“Maybe we aren’t just sitting ducks, you mean?” That was exactly what it felt like.

“I think we need to know,” she said. “One way or the other.” Though clearly she didn’t like it any more than I did.

After taking the time to siphon some fuel from a rusty Volkswagen, we returned to the truck with heavy hearts and diminishing hope. The static on the radio sounded strangely different now, like the promise of future music had been reduced to a harsh and eternal serpent hiss. I almost turned it off, but then Sirius stuck his head forward and licked my hand, reminding me that nothing was hopeless, not even for a starving dog tied up to a tree beneath two hungry blitz.

Dani followed a road due south until we came to what must have once been a quaint little beach village but was now just another pummeled ghost town to add to the list. Unlike previous ones we had passed through, however, the damage here appeared to be fresh.

“Look,” I said, pointing to an old Nissan truck that had been abandoned with its driver’s side door hanging open. The truck was half on the sidewalk and half on a lawn, its front end wrapped around a hydrant that was still spewing water. The road sloped down and away from us, the water flowing in a small river along the curb.

Dani brought the truck to a stop on a roundabout, shifting it into park. Fresh damage meant there might still be blitz in the area.

Sirius barked, and his ears perked up, prompting us both to roll down our windows and listen. Sure enough, I heard a shriek-roar from high above. An instant later, something red and white and rectangular fell out of the sky less than a hundred yards away, while at the same time in my periphery a giant shadow veered off to the east. The falling object bounced and flopped simultaneously as it landed, which made me realize what it was: a bloodstained mattress.

My scalp prickled as the shriek-roar died away, the blitz either leaving or moving on to a different part of town. Maybe its appetite was sated. Maybe it had finished gorging itself only moments before our arrival. Could it have seen us and simply not have cared? Should we leave just in case there were others? I desperately wanted out.

“There might be survivors,” Dani said, which instantly made me remember Cassie’s story about finding Joshua, alone and shivering in a pitch-black root cellar. But that was one ruined cabin in the woods, with no blitz in sight.

“What are we supposed to do?” I said. “Search the whole town?”

Dani bit her lip indecisively. To leave without searching at all probably struck her as cowardly, whereas staying just seemed foolish. It was a conundrum.

I searched the sky again before lowering my gaze back down to the broken hydrant, only this time I noticed something else on the sidewalk beyond it, namely footprints, and more than one set. A few people must have splashed through the water on their way to seek shelter. We might not be able to search the entire village, but the least we could do was follow these prints around the corner.

Dani agreed. “I’ll grab the flare gun!” she said as I reached for my bow and my quiver of arrows.

Seconds later, we were out of the truck and running, with Sirius following hot on our heels.

The trail of wet footprints faded quickly, and disappeared almost as soon as we rounded the corner, where we stopped to scan around. To our left was a deli and a small ice cream shop, both with dark interiors and shattered windows. To our right was an EV charging station whose electric pumps had all been bowled over, scattering small bits of metal and plastic all over the pavement. Beside the charging station was a larger building with a forest-green roof and a wooden sign above its entryway that read: Public Library. Sirius pointed his nose and let out a small yip.

“C’mon,” said Dani, moving in that direction with the flare gun at the ready.

The entire front of the library looked untouched, but as we passed through the unlocked door and saw daylight pouring in from a giant hole in the back wall and ceiling, with dozens of shelves of books all toppled below, it was clear that the library hadn’t just been hit, but that it was probably only a stiff breeze away from collapsing. Farther in, we discovered deep gouges in the carpet along with fresh bloodstains and spatter, all near a closed door in a side wall toward the back of the room, as if a blitz had caught someone—or multiple someones—seconds before they could hide in a closet or seek shelter in the library’s basement.

Sirius, still on high alert, suddenly tipped his nose to the floor and swiveled his head from side to side, zeroing in on what I assumed must be sounds from below. Maybe some people had made it to the basement after all.

I froze and cocked an ear, and then I heard something, too: two faint crashes followed by an anguished voice shouting what might have been, “Give it back to me!” An instant later, there came the unmistakable thunk-thunk-thunk-thunk-thunk of heavy boots pounding up a stairwell, followed by the snick of a lock disengaging. The closed door opened fifteen feet in front of us, but not before I instinctively nocked an arrow and Sirius started growling low in his throat.

The man who stepped out was tall and lanky with deep-set eyes and an unkempt beard. He wore a hoodie and looked to be about Dani’s age. His expression was a mix of surprise and guilt, as if we had caught him in the act of committing a crime, which maybe we had.

“Stop right there!” said Dani, pointing her flare gun as I pulled my string taut and Sirius lowered himself as if priming his haunches to lunge. He barked out a single clipped warning.

Fighting his own momentum, the man careened to an awkward stop and raised his hands. His right one was missing a finger, the mostly healed-over stump a pretty clear sign he had come west himself in order to get here and that he’d met trouble along the way. The bloodied knife he held in this hand, however, seemed to indicate he was now causing trouble himself. His left hand held something, too: a dangling amulet whose swinging face caught the sun momentarily and glinted like a miniature beacon.

“Whose blood is that!” Dani shouted, while my own gaze fixed on the amulet, its twisted ropelike design with a stone in the middle pinging my memory. A hundred illustrations flashed through my mind like a high-speed slideshow, until finally the one I was searching for snapped into focus.

The man looked at his knife and then back at us, his hesitation telling. “It was self-defense!” he blurted. “A thief tried to take my mother’s necklace! It’s all I have left of her!”

“Bullshit,” I said. “That necklace was never your mom’s, and it definitely isn’t yours.”

Dani shot me a questioning glance.

“It’s old,” I said. “From an ancient Irish tribe called the Tuatha Dé Danann.”

The Tuatha Dé Danann were supernatural beings not unlike Dani’s leshy. They were said to look human, although certain stories depicted them as a race of fallen angels.

“Just put it down and we’ll let you go,” I said. What other choice did we have? It wasn’t like we could arrest him and take him to jail. My voice wavered as I spoke, betraying my fear and my hesitation to use an arrow on an actual person.

His eyes darted left to right as he considered his options. The fact that he wasn’t denying it was as good as an admission.

“You heard him,” Dani pressed, her own voice steady. “Put it down and we’ll let you pass. The knife, too.”

He scowled, his face darkening. Then he spoke again, though not to either of us. “Fath fith, will I make on thee,” he spat while baring his teeth. “By Mary of the augury, by bride of the corslet, from sheep, from ram, from goat, from buck—”

“What the hell’s he saying?” Dani asked me without daring to take her eyes off him.

“—from fox, from wolf, from sow, from boar—”

“It’s a Celtic spell,” I said as the man continued without interruption, ignoring us.

“—from dog, from cat, from hipped-bear, from wilderness-dog—”

“Stop it!” Dani warned him. “Shut up!”

“—from watchful scan, from cow, from horse, from bull, from heifer—”

“Just let him finish,” I said. “It won’t matter.” Of this, I was fairly certain.

“—from daughter, from son, from the birds of the air, from the creeping things of the earth, from the fishes of the sea. From the imps of the storm …”

The man grinned wickedly as he said the last words, only to frown an instant later as nothing happened. Sirius kept on growling.

“The spell only works if the amulet belongs to you,” I told him. It felt good to be wielding my knowledge without really needing to check my book. Was that what my grandfather had intended? Had he meant for his gift to empower me? How could he have foreseen that I might need it, though?

“How do you know that?” the man shouted, pointing his knife like an accusation. “Who the hell are you?”

In the heat of the moment, my questions dissolved.

“Drop the knife!” said Dani. “I’ll give you to the count of three! One, two—”

The man lunged forward.

I adjusted my aim in the blink of an eye, without even thinking. The arrow left my bow as a flare hissed past the man and out the giant hole in the library’s back wall. My only intent was to sever the amulet from its chain and then grab Sirius by his collar and jump to the side, but the mutilated stranger moved too fast. My arrow missed its target and went straight through the meat of the man’s right palm, the impact spinning him sideways.

He howled as the amulet fell. I struggled to hold Sirius back, even as Dani reached out to haul me sideways by the back of my collar, probably thinking the stranger might gut me as he made his escape. Instead, he blew past me without even slowing, leaving a blood trail behind him.

With my heart still pounding, I went over to pick up the amulet.

“C’mon,” I said as I made for the stairwell the thief had appeared from. It led us down to an open area that might have once been a reading room but had since been transformed into a makeshift shelter, with numerous cots and sleeping bags spread out across the floor.

Slouched in the corner and pressing his bloodstained hands against his abdomen was a groaning man with a long gray beard. Clearly he had been stabbed, perhaps more than once. We ran to his side. Dani knelt, and I said, “Here,” gently lowering the chain back over his head.

“Thank you,” he rasped.

“What happened?” said Dani. “How bad are you hurt?”

“Bad, I’m afraid,” said the man with a gasp. “I’ve been trying to keep them safe. The few who are left. We gather here when the blitz come. I use my spell to shield them. Only this time Fabien came first and locked the others out. He must have memorized the spell and thought he could take it for himself. I should never have trusted him!” He wheezed and coughed a wet-sounding cough while Dani shook her head, not understanding.

“The fath fith is a spell of invisibility,” I quickly explained. “The Tuatha Dé Danann use it to protect themselves and others.” I returned my gaze to the injured man. “Is that who you are? A Tuatha Dé Danann? You must be.”

He winced against the pain. “Not me. Grandad. But how do you know those words?”

“I read about them,” I told him.

“You’re bleeding a lot,” said Dani. “We need to get you help.”

She was right; the man had already lost a staggering amount of blood. It pooled beside him, its dark surface reflective like water, which made me think of Cassie and the bowl, which in turn made me wonder about a coincidence: the fact that both Cassie and the man before me were of Celtic descent. If there was one thing I had learned from the last several days, it was that coincidence was often fate’s favorite disguise.

The man shook his head and squeezed his eyes shut momentarily. When he opened them again, he said, “No, I’m afraid my road ends here.”

My mind was racing. If this magic charm–wielding stranger was meant to die here, then why had we found him? To what purpose? I couldn’t shake the image of Cassie’s reflection. I looked again at the blood, still warm and perhaps imbued with supernatural properties passed down from generation to generation.

What if we weren’t meant to save this man? What if we were meant only to share his spell before he died?

“Shit!” I said.

Dani looked at me. “What is it?”

“Stay here! I’ll be right back!”

“Where are you going?”

“No time to explain!” I yelled over my shoulder as I raced for the stairs.








CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
CASSIE



My heart raced as we bolted for cover behind a saucer-shaped slab of rock thrusting up and out of the ground at a forty-five-degree angle. Carlos’s eyes were impossibly wide. It looked like he might turn tail and run. Rebecca grabbed his shoulder and gave it a squeeze.

“Hang in there,” she told him. “We’ve made it this far.”

Bones remained at the edge of the slab, watching the distant blitz through his binoculars. I went to the opposite side to take a peek and quickly spotted a path that followed the ridge but was far enough back from the edge of it for us not to be seen from below.

“Psst,” I said, getting Bones’s attention. He came over for a look with his specs.

“Keeps on going for as far as I can see,” he whispered. He turned to the others. “C’mon. Stay low, and no noise from this point forward.” I could see how quickly his heart was beating by the pulsing of a vein in his neck, but outwardly he projected calm.

We crept along in silence, relying on prickly bushes and rocky outcroppings for cover as we went. I stayed right on Bones’s heels and kept my eyes peeled while focusing on the rhythms of my body, trusting it to guide us along the way.

At one point, we crossed through a natural tunnel formed of huge stone slabs sitting one atop the other at an angle, perhaps pushed there by some ancient glacier during an ice age. We also passed the narrow opening to what appeared to be a cave. I gave the shadowy crack a sideways glance but kept on going.

The summerlike clouds that had been building all day were now turning gray against the horizon. The wind was starting to gust as well, kicking up dust devils along the path.

Gradually, we circled around to the point in the valley where Bones had spotted the grouping of blitz. We lowered ourselves to our stomachs and wormed our way to the precipice for a look down. It was all I could do not to gasp.

Nearly two dozen blitz had gathered on the valley floor and were currently perched atop rust-red boulders and ledges of rock, their massive wings tucked close to their bodies. Polished scales reflected the darkening sky like mirrors, so that the clouds seemed to slide right across them. Miniature electrical storms raged in their eyes, reminiscent of the Tesla coils I had seen once while on a class trip to the science center.

The reflections and electric light had a mesmerizing effect, and for a moment I almost felt hypnotized and powerless against the pull of gravity. I imagined my body slipping over the edge and plummeting down to the rocks below like a lifeless rag doll. But as entrancing as the blitz were, my eyes were soon drawn elsewhere, lured by familiar shapes rising from the canyon floor.

My breath caught.

They were just like in my dream, only instead of being made of intertwined tree roots, the mounds were small fortresses composed of onyx-black quills—the very same quills, I suddenly realized, that grew in cuff-like bands around the lower leg of every blitz. Mounds of them were scattered across the whole gorge, and although the mounds neither swelled nor brimmed with golden light, I knew instantly that these were the same things I saw in my sleep. And more importantly, I knew what they were now.

Nests, I thought, finally understanding.

I gave Bones an urgent nudge and pointed, and with a confidence that would have made my dad proud, I whispered, “Eggs.”

Bones narrowed his eyes and looked. “Where?”

“In there,” I replied. “Inside the mounds.”

How clever, I thought. They grow their own nesting material to protect their eggs.

“What!” said Carlos. “How the heck are we supposed to get to them?”

The mounds were completely surrounded. The odds of us sneaking down there without being seen were probably a million to one. Maybe we could wait for nightfall, but even then, our chances seemed slim at best, and would we even be able to get inside the little fortresses once we reached them?

A heaviness filled me. Had the nests been open and isolated, we might have been able to quickly sneak up and steal an egg or two while the parent blitz were out hunting, but grouped as the monsters were, and as enclosed as the nests appeared, it seemed kind of hopeless.

We’d already come so far and lost so much; the thought of getting this close only to leave empty-handed was almost more than I could bear. Surely the universe wasn’t as cruel as that—surely my dreams and my strange sixth sense had to mean something more.

“C’mon,” Bones whispered, retreating from the edge. “We need to find cover and consider our options.”

Consider our options. I definitely didn’t like the sound of that. Bones wasn’t the type to give up, I knew—he was almost as stubborn as I was—but he was also practical, and not one to waste time or resources, let alone lives.

I started to pull back from the edge as well, but then a flash in the distance stopped me. Lightning.

I turned to look back at Bones. “Wait,” I whispered.

With an eyebrow raised, Bones crept up beside me as a second bolt stabbed the far-off horizon. A faint roll of thunder followed.

The blitz all turned their heads.

The storm was approaching quickly. Still on our stomachs, we watched as one by one the blitz began to lift off from their rocky perches, each heading straight for the anvil-shaped cloud.

Sheet lightning scratched at the sky, occasionally sending a forking bolt to the ground below. It started to rain, the temperature plummeting as big, cold droplets peppered the dirt and the rock.

I got to my knees and shielded my eyes to keep watching, my heart pounding with anticipation. In a matter of only moments, every single blitz had abandoned its post to join with the storm. The thunder was almost constant, a steady rumble interspersed with crashes so loud and concussive I could feel them through the earth and into my chest.

Like some hellish flock of electrified dragons, blitz circled the boiling storm cauldron with their forked tongues lashing to taste the charged air. In turn, they disappeared right into the maelstrom only to exit a moment later, shiny and wet and making weird electric yipping noises I’d never heard before. A single pass through the heart of the storm apparently wasn’t enough, though; almost as soon as they wheeled free of the thunderhead, they banked hard and circled around to rejoin it, sinuous tails whipping, sounding off sonic snaps.

“See the way their eyes are glowing brighter now?” said Bones. “They’re absorbing it.”

Just like the one above the costume store Thomas told me about, I thought.

Again and again, they flew into and out of the massive black cloud, circling and darting erratically, like moths across the surface of a bulb. And just as they seemed attracted to lightning, so, too, did the lightning seem attracted to them. It arced from wing to wing, blitz to blitz, until finally it seemed as though a web of unbroken electricity had been spun across the whole sky.

Occasionally the monsters would collide and lash out at each other—a one-hundred-thousand-watt battle royal.

The aerial dance was mesmerizing, and for a moment I completely forgot about the egg mounds and our mission. But then I snapped out of it and lowered my eyes.

“C’mon!” I said. “Now’s our chance!”

“We don’t even know if we can get in!” said Carlos.

“Only one way to find out!” I replied.

I didn’t wait to see if anyone would follow; I simply raced down the sloping trail while doing my best not to lose my footing where the ground had become treacherous due to the rain. The air smelled of wet clay.

It wasn’t until I reached the valley floor and looked back that I had confirmation we were all still together. The rain was falling almost sideways now, lashing our faces as we made for the mounds. I looked up and felt a stirring of dread at the circular motion of the clouds. Conditions seemed ripe for funnels.

The hail started when we reached the first mound, pea-size at first but growing to marbles in a matter of seconds. Guarding my head with my arms, I joined the others in circling the shiny black structure in search of some way in.

There were gaps between some of the quills, but none quite wide enough to slip through.

“Let’s see if we can pull them apart!” Bones yelled at the others over the howling wind. He took hold of one of the quills and dug his feet in to keep himself from sliding. “On three! One … two … three!”

The quills seemed to be held together almost like super powerful magnets, but as Bones and the others pulled, the gap started to widen. There was no discussion about who would be the one to risk going inside, as no one was small enough to do it except for me. With my backpack off, I entered headfirst and tried not to think about what might happen if any of the eggs I was hoping to find had already hatched. But thankfully there were no glowing eyes in the darkness. The inside of the mound had a peculiar smell, like a cross between chlorine and iron filings.

After wriggling all the way inside, I began to feel around, sweeping the earth with my hands as my whole body shook from the chill of the rain and a sudden fear of ending up trapped here. On my second pass, my palms came to rest on something warm and oval-shaped, the length of my forearm. An egg! I continued searching and found three more. Each weighed as much as a watermelon. Curious, I held one up to my ear and listened, not really knowing what to expect. What I heard was a low hum and, unless my ears were playing tricks on me, the faint sawing sound of breathing.

I shivered and almost dropped it.

“Anything?” Bones yelled in at me.

In answer, I lifted one of the eggs up through the opening.

“Grab it!” Carlos said to Rebecca. “I’ve got the quill!”

One by one, I handed all four out. Rebecca shielded them against the hail as best she could. I was just about to climb out when Bones said, “Wait!” He’d lost his grip, and the opening was no longer wide enough.

He swore and pulled again, but the mud was worsening, and he seemed to be struggling to get any leverage.

“Hurry!” I yelled at him, my claustrophobia spiking.

Bones paused to adjust his position and tried again, gritting his teeth from the effort, almost as if the quill were fighting him. It moved, though, just enough.

I squeezed through the opening and fell sideways to the ground, tweaking my wrist in the process, my clothes now a muddy mess. I didn’t care. All that mattered was that I was out and that we’d gotten four eggs. We each put one in our backpack. Chunks of ice continued to rain down from the sky.

“The blitz!” Carlos yelled suddenly. “They’re coming back!”

I watched as one swooped and landed next to another black mound farther down the gorge. Hail plinked off its armored skin.

“Stay low!” said Bones, spinning back toward the trail.

We ran, the mud sucking at my hikers as I fought down a rising panic and tried to keep pace. I didn’t look back until we were halfway up to the top.

Other blitz were descending now, too, but so was something else: a funnel, slate gray and whirling violently, the clouds an eerie shade of green above it.

“Tornado!” I yelled at the others, who all paused for a terrified look before I yelled at them again to follow me. I ran straight for the narrow cave entrance I had seen earlier.

The vortex met the ground a few hundred yards down the canyon and quickly spun its way toward us, shredding the quill mounds as it went. The blitz wailed at the damage to their nests and circled the edge of the storm in almost perfect synchronicity, braving the violent winds in the hopes of reclaiming their precious lost eggs.

Mere seconds after the four of us entered the cave, the tornado roared past with a sound like a rocket firing its thrusters.

Side by side, we all held hands and pressed our backs against the rock wall. I tried my best not to think about what it would feel like to be hoovered out of this shelter of rock and into the spinning vortex of the storm, with blitz eggs smashing together all around me, splattering me with warm fluid and sharp fragments of broken shell.

After what felt like an eternity—but was probably less than ten minutes—the winds subsided, the hard rain becoming a sprinkle as the remnant of the storm continued east.

“Well, that was a little too close for comfort,” said Bones with a nervous laugh as he stepped toward the entrance.

“Wait!” I said, my tingling fingers almost on fire. Never had the sensation come on so quickly or so strongly.

Bones froze as a shadow filled the entire cave mouth.








CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
THOMAS



The thief I had shot was waiting to ambush me outside.

I guess I should have expected this, but I was in such a panicked rush to get back to the truck that it failed to occur to me.

He was hiding behind a tree in front of the library and leapt out with a murderous growl the instant I passed, the killing knife raised in his good hand as the other trailed blood behind him. Sirius saw him first, and of course did what any loyal dog would: snarled and sprang to protect me.

“Sirius, no!” I yelled, but while my eyes were on the dog and the attacker’s eyes were on me, a pair of much larger electric eyes closed in from above.

It was such a fast swoop that I didn’t even hear the hum until the blitz was a few feet above us. There was no time at all to react, and if not for pure luck or maybe the smell of fresh blood surrounding the thief, it easily could have been me or Sirius carried off in those giant black talons. An awful scream died away as ozone lingered.

I didn’t dare wait to see if the blitz had room for dessert. Nor did I once look up as I sprinted nonstop to the truck and back to the library, with Sirius right beside me the entire way, his mouth open and his pink tongue lolling like it always did when he stuck his head out to feel the wind on the open road.

Please still be breathing, I thought as I raced down the stairs with the scrying bowl in hand. Please still be breathing …

He was, albeit very shallowly. He had also lost consciousness.

“He’s almost gone, I think,” said Dani. “I don’t know how to help him.”

I knelt down with the bowl, my lungs on fire and my desperate mind racing.

“What’s that for?” Dani asked me.

“I had a gut feeling,” I told her breathlessly. “That Cassie might be in trouble and need the fath fith. But now I don’t know.” Our Tuatha Dé Danann descendant was no longer awake to recite it, after all, and as the thief had already demonstrated, the spell wouldn’t work for just anyone.

Should I fill the bowl anyway? Is there any point now? I hated how helpless I suddenly felt, especially in the wake of feeling so sure. I took out the half-full bottle I had put in my big jacket pocket and was just about to unscrew the cap when the man’s shallow breathing grew rapid and harsh. My mom’s final breaths had been similarly intense, almost as if her body had kicked into overdrive in order to eject her soul. Not that I had thought of her soul in the moment, mind you. The abruptness of the change had tricked me. How easily my foolish heart quickened at the thought that she’d tapped into unknown reserves. How certain I was that her eyes would open and clear, and then she would turn her head to look at me and smile.

I swore I would never be fooled like that again.

I looked down at the pool of blood, and a morbid thought came to me—morbid but possibly necessary.

“The easy thing or the hard thing,” I said, more to myself than to Dani. Nevertheless, she replied.

“The hard thing?” she asked me.

“The magic might be in his blood,” I said. “The fath fith might work if I speak the words through it.” But only while he still lives, I added silently to myself. I truly didn’t know if it would work. I was treading in unknown territory here, and simply making a call based on instinct and the fact that in mythology, almost irrespective of culture, blood and magic were very often intertwined.

“But how would you—” Dani stopped herself as she glanced down again at the scrying bowl. “Oh.”

I wasn’t sure if I could do it. I thought I might be sick.

Dani saw my hesitation and said, “Let me.”

I shook my head. It wouldn’t be the hard thing if I simply handed it off.

“You really think she might be in danger?” Dani asked. “Cassie?”

I nodded, although now that she’d raised the question, part of me wondered at the depth of my certainty. Did it stem solely from my belief about everything happening for a reason, with the scrying bowl and the fath fith being two small pieces in a larger puzzle, or was it more than that?

I feel it, too, I suddenly remembered Cassie saying in response to my sense of a certain energy passing between us, seemingly inexplicable yet undeniable. Maybe in some small way it connected us still.

“Do it, then,” Dani told me. “Just close your eyes and do it.”

And so I did, the blood feeling strange and viscous against my hand as I swept it across the floor and into the bowl, just enough for a reflection.

“His pulse is fading,” Dani said as I opened my eyes. She held his wrist.

I looked at his face and he almost seemed peaceful now, as if he were crossing a bridge from darkness to light. A few more steps and his journey might be complete, but maybe if I acted fast enough, his magic could still help others, just as it had been helping survivors here on the coast.

The blood settled, becoming mirrorlike. I focused my mind on Cassie, picturing her as clearly as I could. Several seconds passed and nothing happened, but just as I started to think I was wrong about everything, a ruby shimmer erased my reflection and opened a window to somewhere else.

“Cassie!” I said as her troubled face materialized.








CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
CASSIE



The cave that saved us from the twister was now our prison.

And maybe our tomb, I thought as the deathly stench of blitz breath and ozone threatened to choke us. I covered my ears as the monster wailed again in frustration less than fifteen feet away. The crack we had slipped through was too narrow for its jaws, but that hadn’t stopped it from roaring and gnashing its teeth as it tried and failed to force its way in. An electric hum filled the cave, causing all the hairs on my arms to stand on end.

“Maybe it’ll leave if we give it the eggs,” suggested Carlos with a trembling voice as the blitz fell silent momentarily.

“No way!” I said with more force than I had intended, the acoustics of the cave acting like an amplifier. “After everything we’ve been through?” I hadn’t come all this way for nothing.

“We could give it one, at least,” Carlos went on. “Just to see what happens.”

“Maybe it’ll leave if we outwait it,” said Rebecca. “We have to try.”

The blitz finally pulled its snout back and turned its head so that one giant eye filled the crack in the rock. I couldn’t help but take an involuntary step back, my stomach aflutter as I thought of Thomas and his theory about blitz being next-generation dragons. I felt grateful the one staring in at us couldn’t breathe fire.

“We’re not giving up any eggs,” said Bones with finality before taking off his heavy backpack and rolling his shoulders. “So I guess we might as well get comfortable.” And with that, he lowered himself to the cave floor.

Carlos looked at him as if he’d lost his mind, but it was only a few minutes later that he finally sighed and parked his own butt.

The blitz almost seemed to resign itself to a waiting game then, too, as it settled itself on the path a few yards back from the entrance, allowing light to spill in through the crack again.

“At least we have access to water,” I pointed out. Rain running in from outside had collected into a pool in the middle of the cave floor, and from the surface of this pool, my reflection stared back at me. It was another reminder of Thomas, of the brief and strange connection we had made a few days earlier.

Where are you now? I wondered. I could use some help here if you’ve got any. Maybe you’ve met a gryphon you could send our way? Or another minotaur?

I didn’t truly believe that reaching out to him could make any difference, but since I also knew the universe was full of surprises, I figured it was worth a shot. If nothing else, it provided a moment’s distraction as I stared at the glassy pool and imagined a window, with Thomas and his honey-blond curls on the opposite side, his big book of myths and legends sitting open on his lap. I even went so far as to try to picture the illustration on the page.

My intuition had always been more about feeling than seeing, though, about receiving rather than sending, so after a minute or two of nothing changing and that mental page staying blank, I sighed and turned my attention to refilling our bottles in case the rock beneath the pool was porous and might slowly absorb it. However, before I had even unscrewed the very first cap, a weird shimmer swept across the water’s surface.

My breath caught as my reflection jittered out of focus, with Thomas’s face replacing it a second later, but this time, strangely, he didn’t seem quite so surprised, and not only that, but I could also hear him when he said my name.

“Cassie!” he said.

The others all jumped as they heard him, too.

Carlos gaped. “What the—”

“Thomas!” I replied. “Where are you? How are we—”

“On the coast!” he said before I could finish. “I’m not sure how long I can keep this open. Is everything okay? Are you with Bones?” He spoke fast.

“We’re trapped in a cave! There’s a blitz right outside!”

That froze him for a second. “Okay, crap … um … just listen and be ready to go as soon as I’m done! I’m going to recite something. I’m not sure it’ll work, but it’s worth a try. The blood might make it possible. Tell the others to move in closer so I can see their faces.”

Blood? I thought. Whose blood? Thomas clearly had no time for questions, so I held my tongue. An instant later, he began what sounded to me like a spell. I didn’t recognize the first two words, but after that, he listed off a bunch of animals and then finished with “imps of the storm,” which seemed more than a little coincidental given what we’d just been through. Imps were devils, after all, and if the blitz were anything, it was that.

“How do we know if it’s work—” The reflection wavered and disappeared before I could finish, and only then did I look back up at my companions. They weren’t there. Somehow, they had vanished. Or at least that’s how it seemed for a second. A collective gasp told me otherwise.

“Cassie?” said Bones, while at the same time Carlos said, “Rebecca?”

We were all still there.

“I don’t understand,” said Rebecca. “How is this possible?”

I truly had no idea, but perhaps the more important question we needed to be asking ourselves was how long it would last.

“We need to go!” I said. “C’mon!”

“Blitz aren’t deaf!” said Carlos. “It’ll hear us!”

He was right, of course.

“I’ll sing to distract it!” I said. “You guys go!” Between my own bellowing and the constant electric hum that filled the air, the others might be able to escape unnoticed.

“No!” said Bones. “I’ll stay and you go! Your intuition might be needed!”

I wanted to argue, but he had a point. I wished I could see his face. It didn’t feel right to leave him like this.

“We’ll create a distraction once we’re farther from the cave!” I promised him. “Then you can get out, too! Rebecca, take my hand! Carlos, take hers!”

Shaky fingers clasped my own as Bones began. His voice had always been deep but now it was positively bassy, like one of those a cappella singers launching into a baritone aria behind us as we stepped toward daylight with our hearts in our throats.

The blitz perked up immediately, its head rising and its nostrils flaring as we tremulously crossed the threshold into the open with less than eight feet between us. The air was so charged it almost felt as if we were pushing our way through a wave of pure static energy. Every follicle on my body was suddenly abuzz. Could it smell us? Or was the spell cloaking our scent as well? I honestly wasn’t sure and didn’t dare keep my eyes on the blitz for fear that I’d accidentally step on a stick or splash through a puddle.

Stay focused and don’t look back, I kept repeating to myself as Rebecca squeezed my hand harder. Bones’s voice continued to echo out from the cave, the defiant strength in it breaking my heart even as it hardened my own resolve.

After carefully weaving through a short maze of prickly pear and small scattered boulders, I finally brought us back to the path. As soon as we reached it, the blitz roared behind us. I instinctively froze in my tracks as Carlos attempted to run, sandwiching Rebecca between us and almost causing us all to fall in a heap. I turned to see that the blitz had once again moved closer to the entrance. It now peered into a cave that appeared to be empty yet was somehow still filled with sound. This contradiction was making it angry.

It roared again, its tail thrashing as its eyes scanned past us in a full circle before returning to the shadows and the operatic echoes. There was no way for Bones to get out with the blitz that close, so I quickly traded whispers with Rebecca and Carlos before we all went a little farther up the trail, at which point we paused to arm ourselves with rocks.

“On three,” I said.

I started my count and then hurled my baseball-size stone as hard as I could just off to the left of the monster’s flank. There were multiple clacks as rocks ricocheted off rocks an instant later, the blitz whipping furiously around and raising its wings in a sort of defensive posture.

There was just enough time and space for Bones to get out, and, judging by the fact that his singing suddenly stopped, I had to assume he was moving. We didn’t dare wait to find out for sure, though. We simply ran.

Down in the valley was a scene of carnage, with the remains of the quill nests scattered everywhere. I was surprised to feel a twinge of sadness beneath my relief at all those lost eggs. Monsters the blitz might be, but they were still living creatures. I hoped the ones in our backpacks would survive the long trip home and not hatch along the way. What we would do with them when they actually did hatch, I wasn’t sure. But that was a challenge for another day. What mattered now was getting out of the foothills and back onto easier ground.

We took our time, moving carefully up the slick slope and helping each other along the way while crossing our fingers that Bones was following.








CHAPTER FORTY
THOMAS



“He’s gone,” said Dani as soon as I finished the spell.

My concentration lapsed, my connection to Cassie breaking. I stared at the bowl in the hopes that her face might reappear. When it didn’t, I had to turn my eyes away. The sight of the blood was suddenly too much.

“Do you think it worked?” asked Dani. She gently released the dead man’s wrist.

I shook my head. “I don’t know. I hope so.” Had I acted fast enough? Had I gotten the entire spell out before the final beat of his heart? I had to believe I did, otherwise what was it for?

We paid our respects with a moment of silence that Sirius joined us in observing, and then all we could do was move on.

We thought about leaving the amulet, since we could no longer tap its magic, but in the end, I decided it might have value of a different sort, perhaps as a tribute to another beneficent creature or being, and so we took it with us back to the truck, our silence resuming until the coastal village had disappeared into the rearview mirror.

“Feels weird to be driving straight east now,” said Dani.

“Away from the setting sun instead of toward it,” I agreed. And it wasn’t merely our direction that had changed; our purpose was different as well. Where before we had brought people hope by showing them bones, we were now returning to share bad news instead—news that west was a wasteland. Fate had pulled a cruel switch on us.

We kept driving well into the night, with Sirius snoring in the sleeper while Dani and I chewed on licorice to stay awake.

“It’s our last package,” I had said as I removed it from the glove box.

“Well, ain’t this a downer of a day,” Dani replied with a sigh. “I guess nothing good lasts forever. Might as well enjoy it while we can.”

I tried, but some of the sweetness was gone now.

The passenger-side headlight had burned out the day before, so we were driving even slower than we usually did at night. I worried about an animal jumping onto the road from my side of the ditch. Most likely we wouldn’t see it until it was too late.

Hours and miles went by, and although I managed to keep myself focused on watching for wildlife crossing the road, it was life of a different sort that finally got my attention. An emerald-green flash appeared suddenly in my side mirror, bright for a second and then dim, then bright again, pulsing.

“Stop!” I said. “We just passed something!”

Dani shifted down while glancing sideways at my mirror. “What the hell is that?”

I heard Sirius stir in the bunk, our heightened awareness rousing him.

Dani slowed to a stop and began to back up as I remembered Cassie’s story about the emerald light that had helped her find Joshua. A will-o’-the-wisp, I believed. Was that what this was, too?

I rolled down my window and stuck my head out to watch it as we approached. As soon as we got within fifteen feet of it, though, it vanished. Dani hit the brakes and shifted the truck into park.

“Hello?” I said. The night, or early morning now, was quiet except for the sound of the idling engine.

“Where did it go?” asked Dani.

I shook my head. “I don’t see anything except for a wooden sign in the ditch right where it was hovering.” A sign we had obviously missed as we went by it because of our burned-out headlight. Curious now, I got out to see what it said, my stomach tightening at the thought it might be a warning we’d encountered before. Beware. Now entering Cross-bolt territory …

That wasn’t what the sign said at all, though. I flicked my lighter and read it, loud enough for Dani to hear me in the truck.

“ ‘We will survive,’ ” I said. “ ‘Turn left next exit.’ ”

Each letter was charcoal black and burned into the wood—easy to see in the daytime, no doubt, but just as easy to miss at night, and miss it we would have, if not for the glowing sphere.

“I guess we’ll take the next left, then,” said Dani as I climbed back into the truck. “How about we wait until morning, though, to play it safe?”

I agreed, but before either of us could call dibs on the bunk for a proper rest, Sirius reclaimed it.

“One bloody bed and it belongs to the dog now,” said Dani with a shake of her head. “Aren’t we a pair of pushovers?”

We made ourselves as comfortable as we could in our seats, which we were both used to sleeping in anyway. The mystery of the sign and the glowing orbs kept me up for a while, but eventually I nodded off to a dream of an ancient forest shrouded in fog, the towering trees all composed of bone.

I awoke a few hours later to the light of morning with Sirius nudging me in the way that he did when he needed to go outside.

The air was cool and crisp and energizing. I breathed deeply and stretched, and then returned to the sign, wondering again who had made it, and what Dani and I would find when we took the next left, which we did only ten minutes later. There were additional signs now, with arrows indicating the way.

Dani drove slowly into a clear-cut section of land and toward a series of old wooden structures connected by partially collapsed walkways. Railway tracks overgrown with grass and weeds wound through the area, and I couldn’t help but notice that one track led straight into a dark mouth in the side of a hill.

“An old coal mine,” said Dani, “by the looks of it.”

She pulled the truck up between the wooden buildings and the hill and put it in park.

I sat up straighter, the sight of the tracks reminding me of the train we’d seen before our biker ambush.

Sirius sat up straighter, too, sensing and sharing my nervous energy, emulating it in the way dogs do. He whined low, and a moment later, a pair of young soldiers—they were dressed like soldiers, at least—exited the dark opening in the hillside and approached the truck slowly. One was waving a miniature white flag, but I noted the holstered pistols on their belts.

I held my breath, Sirius now barking, unsure what to make of the camouflaged strangers.

“Easy, boy,” Dani whispered.

As the soldiers got closer, I could see they were twins. Their hair was cropped close to their sienna skin and their smiles were broad and bright.

As Dani rolled down her window, I heard one of them say, “Now, that’s a set of wheels!” The twins both waved.

“I think they’re okay,” I said. Sirius seemed to think so, too, or so I assumed from the fact that he had quieted.

Dani opened her door and stepped out but not all the way down. She tipped her cap in greeting. “We saw your sign,” she said. “But I guess that’s obvious.” She stood on her aluminum side step, her body half in the truck and half out.

“You’re the first in weeks,” one of them replied.

“There are others?” Dani asked.

They both nodded. “Eighty-six of us in total,” said the one on the left. “Sixteen reservists, and seventy civilians.”

Dani looked over at the old rail tracks leading into the hill. “You’re living in the mine?”

Again, they both nodded. “No place safer,” said the one on the right. “Hop on down and we’ll give you the tour.”

Dani glanced over at me as if to silently ask how I felt about being invited into the dark by two strangers carrying guns. Trusting my gut, I undid my seat belt. I then hooked Sirius up to his leash before getting out, watching the twins as I did so for any sign of deception, like a sidelong smirk or an untoward glint in their eyes. But there was none. They both seemed completely at ease.

“I’m Malcolm,” said the twin on the right, reaching out a hand. “And this is James.” They shook Dani’s hand first, then mine. James proceeded to shake Sirius’s paw while he was at it. The dog offered it freely.

“Well trained,” said James, straightening up.

“Not by us,” said Dani. “He’s a rescue. Well, so is Thomas here, but who’s counting?” She gave me a playful wink.

Malcolm smiled. “Mind if we ask what you’re hauling?” he said, shifting his attention away from the dog to gesture at the trailer.

“Happy to show you after the tour,” Dani replied.

“Fair enough,” said James. “C’mon, we’ll take you down.”

They turned and headed off along the tracks.

Dani and I shared a look and followed, leaving daylight for darkness.

Having never been inside a mine before, I wasn’t sure what to expect. From the lack of light and the clammy air to the rattling of the chains that drove the old pulley-style elevator, it all seemed very dungeon-like at first. And as we began our descent, my anxiety only deepened.

I realized now that regular darkness and absolute darkness were two very different things. Absolute darkness was almost instantly panic-inducing and somehow seemed both infinite and confining all at once. My heart pounded as I lifted my hand and tried to see it. Of course I couldn’t. Sirius wasn’t happy, either. He whined and pressed his body against my leg.

“Nearly there,” said one of the twins.

A moment later, the elevator clattered to a stop at the entrance to a long corridor illuminated by numerous gas lanterns and wrought-iron candelabras that curved elegantly out from the walls.

“Home sweet home,” said either James or Malcolm. In the darkness, I had lost track of who was who. “Our very own underground sanctuary.” He gestured outward as if to say after you.

Glad to have use of my eyes again, I stepped clear of the elevator and into the corridor. As I did so, all thoughts of being in a dungeon melted away. There was an immediate feeling of warmth here, but not in a way that had anything to do with temperature. Dani seemed to feel it, too; it was in her eyes and the way she moved into the space without hesitation.

Side by side we ventured deeper into the mine and soon discovered evidence on the walls of what this place was to those seeking refuge here. One whole section of an adjoining corridor was lined with sketches and paintings rendered in everything from crayon and charcoal to oil and acrylic. Most were on paper or canvas; some were on cardboard and wood. The works featured clear blue skies and canary-yellow suns and sprawling meadows of flowers with vivid multicolored petals. Emerald-leaved trees gave shade to shimmering watering holes and offered their sturdy branches for ropes and tire swings. Here a perfect rainbow arching over a bright red barn, and there a spinning carousel with magic horses.

To me it seemed that everything bright and wonderful in the world had been captured here in these pictures, immortalized by the hands of children. I would have expected darker drawings, ones depicting blood-red fangs and blitz plucking living morsels from the windows of school buses, or ones filled with mounds of rubble and raging fires, with crowds of people running, their crayon mouths split wide in silent screams.

Either the kids here didn’t remember what it had been like, or they were choosing to focus on the things that were actually worth remembering.

“There’s a library down that way,” said one of the twins, pointing. “It’s still small, but it’s better than nothing.”

The sound of laughter came from one of the passageways. Joyous laughter.

Dani and I shared a look of wonder. This mine wasn’t just a place to hide from the blitz. It was a place where children could learn, and where parents could safely teach them. A place where people could lay down their heads and close their eyes and not only sleep but actually dream. In a word, the mine was home.








CHAPTER FORTY-ONE
CASSIE



Our invisibility began to wane after fifteen minutes or so. The transition, however, was gradual.

“I can see you again!” said Rebecca, finally letting go of my hand.

We paused on the path like a trio of ghosts, breathless and semitransparent.

“Weird,” I said as I looked right through my companions at the hilly landscape beyond, where hopefully Bones was trudging to try to catch up.

“I still don’t get what happened,” said Carlos.

“It must have been some sort of spell,” I said. It was the only thing I could think of that made any sense, but how Thomas had been able to cast it, I had no idea. I hoped I would get a chance to ask him later and to thank him as well. If not for those curious words and Bones’s heroic one-man opera, we would all still be trapped in the cave.

The blitz we had hoodwinked was well behind us now and no longer a threat, if my intuition was still to be trusted. Thoughts of the blitz stirred fresh concerns about the precious cargo we’d been bouncing around as we made our escape. I took off my pack and opened it to check on my egg, which I had wrapped in a puffer jacket. It was thankfully still intact, as were Rebecca’s and Carlos’s. It occurred to me now that in the stress of the moment in the cave, I had neglected to even mention to Thomas that our mission—to this point, at least—had been a success. His words had saved more than he realized.

We kept our packs off as we waited, but as the minutes ticked by and our ghostlike transparency gave way to normal opacity, worry began to build.

“He should be here by now,” said Carlos.

“Maybe I should go back,” I said. “Just a little way.”

“I don’t think Bones would want that,” said Rebecca. “The safety of the eggs should be our priority.”

I knew she was right, but I didn’t like it. I bit my lip with growing frustration.

“He might have been forced to leave the path,” said Carlos.

Rebecca nodded. “How about we keep going until we get back to where we stashed the bikes? We can wait again there, at least for a little while.”

I wasn’t hearing much in the way of confidence in her voice, but now that I was thinking about it, it struck me that the wily old archaeozoologist might have left the path intentionally so as not to accidentally lead the blitz right to us and perhaps just to buy us more time.

When I said as much, Carlos nodded. “That does sound like Bones.”

So in the end, we shouldered our packs not with dread or grief at the thought of continuing on without him but with measured optimism.

We paced ourselves and checked our eggs periodically, and when at last we reached the bikes, waiting wasn’t even necessary, as Bones had somehow beat us there.

“About bloody time,” he said with a smile as we approached. “I was starting to think you guys got lost.”








CHAPTER FORTY-TWO
THOMAS



We had finished our tour and were back aboveground, ready for our next unveiling. As I stood on the trailer and waited for the full crowd to gather, I found myself looking past the bones and thinking about how large the trailer really was and what else it could potentially carry. The seed of a new idea began to take root. Before I could share it with Dani, though, we would first have to get through our show.

Nearly everyone from the mine had come to the surface, only this time when we pulled the tarp back in preparation for sharing our story, it all felt sort of hollow. I knew now that the true source of hope was not the skeleton on the flatbed but rather the passageways a few hundred feet below us. The mine had everything, from a functional kitchen and a makeshift community hall to comfortable rooms for both sitting and sleeping. There were bathrooms as well—not the kind I’d taken for granted in my old life, of course, but any bathroom at all was better than none.

I could see that Dani felt differently, too, for although the energy from the crowd was what we expected, her own seemed suddenly muted by comparison, as if it had hit her, amid the gasps of disbelief and shouts of amazement, that what we aimed to give to this audience was something they already had.

She turned to me with a look of hesitation.

“Maybe it’s time for a new story?” I said impulsively, my voice almost lost in all the excitement.

She held my gaze to extract my meaning.

“Our story,” I explained. I didn’t mean to spring it on her. I was simply going where my gut was leading. Ultimately, it was her call to make.

“Right,” she said. “Oh.” She blinked as the notion sank in. Then she looked at the crowd and back to me, playing it out in her mind. Finally, she took a deep breath—the kind of breath that signals one journey ending and another beginning.

She raised her hands and a hush fell over the throng. “Now, I know what you’re probably thinking,” she said with her voice as strong as ever, “but things are not as they seem …”

And so we laid it all out on the table, or on the flatbed, as it were, starting with where the bones had come from and continuing with everywhere they had been and everything we had seen along the way, from the people we’d met and the mythic creatures we’d encountered to the close calls we barely escaped from, our truth sounding even stranger and harder to believe than the fiction we were now choosing to leave behind us.

Dani got us going, and I brought us home, concluding with my hopes about Cassie and Bones completing their mission, as well as my theory about the legends and what it all meant, which I knew was a lot to take in. But as it happened, the twins were quick to share a few brushes with the mysterious of their own.

“We’ve seen those same glowing orbs,” said James, “out in the forest at night. Would never have guessed they were will-o’-the-wisps, though.” I could now tell the twins apart by their camouflaged vests. James’s had a small tear in one front pocket.

“Did they lead you here?” I asked him.

“Something else did,” Malcolm replied. “It was dark, and we only saw it in silhouette, but it was built sort of like a gnome or a leprechaun. Short like that, with a strangely large head.” He shrugged and sort of laughed as if to say who knows? “Led us straight here and then disappeared, and we haven’t seen it since.”

“A leprechaun?” said Dani.

But before the twins could answer, I was already shaking my head.

“A tommyknocker,” I said.

“A whatnow?” said James.

“It’s Welsh folklore,” I explained. “Tommyknockers are beings who sometimes warn miners about imminent cave-ins by knocking on the walls.”

I opened my field guide to show them.

“Yes!” the twins agreed when they saw the illustration. “I think that’s it.”

The thought of more legendary allies was encouraging, although it remained to be seen if any of them could actually help in defeating the blitz. Until it could be determined once and for all if the seemingly invincible monsters truly were invincible, we would all need a place to take refuge and plan. This could be that place, but only if they would have us.

One of the other reservists cleared her throat before asking the question I was waiting for and dreading. “How can we trust in what you’ve told us when you’ve already admitted to lying before?” She was looking at Dani rather than me, I guess because the rig and the story were hers and because I had been fooled once, too.

There were numerous things that Dani could have said, like how desperate times called for desperate measures, with all those weary survivors limping west in need of hope, perhaps by whatever means necessary, or how the ends sometimes truly did justify the means, with Cassie’s mission being the most obvious example. It would never have happened without the bones and the tale that went with them, after all.

But Dani didn’t say those things. Instead, she just shook her head and said, “I guess you can’t, or at least not yet. All I ask is that you consider it and give us a chance.”

I echoed this with a nod while reaching over to squeeze Dani’s arm in support.

“Well, I for one believe you ended up here for a reason,” Malcolm said. “Whether it’s for us to help you or for you to help us through what you have shared, I can’t really say, but I think we’d be fools not to give it some thought, and in the meantime, you’re certainly welcome to stay if you have a mind to.”

I was relieved to hear words of welcome from a number of others amid the crowd, too, and not just for my own sake.

“What about Cassie and Bones and the rest of their camp?” I said.

“There’s room enough for everyone, if you can get word to them.”

“What do you think?” I said to Dani a few minutes later, our audience now dispersing to head back underground. “About bringing them here, I mean.” This was precisely the new idea that I’d had earlier, only now it felt more like a plan—assuming Dani would go along with it.

“That’s a lot of trips,” she replied. “Not to mention diesel.”

“Not if we use the trailer,” I said as Sirius nuzzled my hand to elicit a pet. I waited for Dani to process what I was suggesting.

“You mean—”

I was already nodding. “We offload the bones.”

Dani looked away momentarily. I could almost see the gears turning inside her head. Sharing the bones had become her purpose, and here I was asking her to set that purpose aside.

“We could build benches for them to sit on,” she finally replied. “And add bars for them to hold on to while we’re moving.” She started to nod as if seeing it clearly.

“So you’re okay with this?” I asked her.

She nodded again. “It’s what my sister would have wanted,” she said with conviction. “Plus, it just makes sense. I think the bones have served their purpose.”

“When should we start?”

“As soon as possible. Tomorrow. We’ll get the bones off first and then start on the rest. With a little help from the twins and the others, we could be out of here in just a few days.”

“What about Sirius?” I asked her. As much as I didn’t want to admit it, I knew that the truck was no place for a dog. Maybe a mine wasn’t either, but as the twins had explained to us, they actually spent much of their time aboveground. Cleverly camouflaged lookout towers surrounded the area on all sides, so that if need be, everyone could be evacuated to safety in a matter of minutes. If Sirius were to stay here, he could serve as a guard dog—something he’d already proven himself adept at.

“It’s not like we’d be gone forever,” said Dani. “He’ll still be your dog when we get back.”

“Our dog,” I corrected her. Sirius looked up then, as if he sensed he was being talked about. I sighed at the thought of leaving him behind. Dani was right, though; it wasn’t a forever thing—or at least it wouldn’t be if all went according to plan.

We spent the rest of the day underground, getting acquainted with some of the others who lived in the mine. In addition to the sixteen reservists, there were two teachers, one librarian, and both a doctor and a nurse. There were artists and musicians and construction workers. I met three other boys my own age. Two had lost their parents, and they all seemed a little in awe of what Dani and I had been doing for the past couple weeks. It was a strange feeling, being looked at like that. Seeing myself through their eyes made me realize how much I’d changed.

The reservists all expressed interest in Bones’s plan as we sat together over a supper of rabbit stew. They even went so far as to pull out a map and talk logistics.

“We could take the dune buggy,” James suggested.

Apparently, they were in possession of one that could handle almost any terrain. It was custom-built and could be broken down to fit in the elevator, then reassembled aboveground. Storing it in the mine kept it safe from the blitz.

By night’s end, the twins had decided that in two days’ time, they would take the buggy in search of nests. Dani and I had found additional flares before leaving the coast and offered some to the twins, explaining their usefulness as tools of diversion.

It suddenly seemed like plans were taking shape all over. Fate, however, had a way of throwing wrenches into such things.

In the morning, after deciding exactly where to offload the bones, Dani climbed into the truck and turned the key to start it, but nothing happened. There was only a clicking sound.








CHAPTER FORTY-THREE
CASSIE



My feet were wrecked and my shoulders aching, but with Bones beside me and Rebecca and Carlos just behind—the eggs still safe in our packs—I stumbled back into camp to reunite with Rachel and Joshua.

Rachel was livid, of course, but also relieved, and as soon as she got through alternately yelling at me and hugging me, she finally took a step back and looked beyond us, as if expecting Eric Kim and the Jasons to come along at any second.

Bones explained what had happened, and how our success had come at a price—a price too high, according to some, even after they saw the eggs.

“Are they even alive in there?” they asked. “Will they ever hatch?”

“They’re alive,” said Joshua, even though he had yet to touch the eggs himself.

I nodded and offered my own assurances. I’d been checking periodically by pressing an ear to the shell. The blitz I carried in my own pack had been especially vocal in the last two days. I suspected it wouldn’t be long now until the small monster broke its way free.

As per instructions left by Bones before we departed, a cage had been constructed while we were away. It was made of wood and wrapped in chicken wire that some of the others had managed to scavenge. The eggs were placed inside, after which the full details of our adventure were brought to light, including my role in scouting and finally tapping the true potential of my intuition.

As Bones spoke, Rachel began to look at me differently, perhaps seeing me as something more than a headstrong brat for the very first time.

“I should have believed you,” she said afterward. “I’m still mad at you, but I should have believed you.”

“It’s okay,” I said. I apologized to Joshua for leaving him, but the boy had already forgiven me.

I was glad to be home, and later that night enjoyed my first truly restful sleep in ages.

The first of the eggs hatched two days later, but there was little cause for high fives or cheers. Within only moments of forcing its wings through the bone-white shell, the newborn blitz lashed out and got its razor teeth into Bones’s thumb, tearing the flesh right down to the knuckle. It took eight stitches to close the wound, and more than an hour for the blitz to finally stop chirping.

I knelt in front of the cage the entire time, waiting and wondering what to do next. Like everyone else, I’d been hoping that blitz aggression toward humans was a learned behavior. Bones had thought it might be.

“And we’re supposed to raise and train this monster?” said Brent, who was probably the only person in camp I wasn’t happy to be seeing again. His eyes were as red as always, and for the first time I wondered if some of his crankiness might be down to untreated allergies. “And study it, too? How exactly are we going to do all that when we can’t even get near the damn thing?”

“I could get near it,” came a voice from ten feet away.

I turned to find Joshua standing there.

“I don’t think so, Josh,” said Rachel. “This isn’t like a regular animal.”

The small black monster was currently perched on a peg attached to the cage wall. Aside from the fact that it wasn’t any bigger than a grown man’s hand, and that the storm in its eyes didn’t have the same electric intensity I had witnessed in the eyes of its elders, the blitz hatchling looked identical to a mature one. The faint hum of an energy field resonated from the cage.

Joshua took three steps forward and paused. “It won’t hurt me,” he said, strangely certain of himself. “It’s just a baby.” But before he could come any closer, Bones moved to block him.

“She’s right,” he said. “This isn’t a regular animal. You could end up losing a thumb.” He raised his bandaged digit as proof, but Joshua didn’t pay it any mind. Instead, he leaned sideways to see past him.

The boy’s eyes shone with anxious energy. He was holding a piece of smoked fish, which he clearly intended to feed the blitz. The force of his will cut straight to my heart, but as much as I believed he probably could do what he was insisting, I couldn’t bear the thought of watching him stick his delicate fingers inside the wire.

I got to my feet and went over to him. “C’mon,” I said. “We’ll come back and visit later.” I held my hand out and waited, but instead of taking it, Joshua looked down at his small strip of fish and back at the cage, and before I could move to stop him, he shot like a dart toward the young blitz.

Bones made a grab for him and missed, and Carlos jumped out as well, but Joshua simply ducked low and scrambled forward between his legs. By the time anyone was able to get a hand on him, he already had a firm grip on the cage and wouldn’t let go. He dropped the fish inside, just below his grasping fingers.

With a single flap of its small, dark wings, the blitz leapt for the bait. Joshua extended a single finger to pet it.

Rachel was frantic. “Joshua! Let go!”

“Wait!” Bones said. “Look!”

The instant Joshua’s finger came to rest on the blitz’s head, the humming stopped.

“See?” said Joshua. “He likes me.”

For a moment we all stood transfixed.

“Amazing,” said Bones. “It actually let down its field for you.”

And so, too, did the three remaining blitz after hatching the very next day. From the way they all reacted to Joshua, he might as well have been their natural mother.

Within twenty-four hours of leaving its egg, the first one began to shed scales. They fell out individually, almost like baby teeth, and were replaced in a matter of hours by larger ones. I discovered that even after being shed, the scales continued to hum. The sound was so faint that I had to hold the scale up to my ear to hear it, but it was definitely there, like the ocean inside a seashell.

“A residual charge,” said Bones when I showed him. “Fascinating!”

The whole reason blitz were invincible was because we couldn’t get through their energy shields, but what if they weren’t impervious to each other the same way they were to us? What if the only thing that could penetrate a blitz’s defenses was another blitz? I looked down at the shed scale in my hand and considered whether just a piece of another blitz might do the same thing.

“I think I have an idea,” I said.

Bones narrowed his eyes.

“Arrowheads,” I told him. “We use the shed scales to make arrowheads.”
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Dani diagnosed the problem as a faulty starter, at which point Malcolm offered to take her out in the buggy in search of a replacement part. I wasn’t keen on staying behind, but since the buggy had seating for only two, and since I wasn’t exactly blind to the looks that Dani and Malcolm had been sharing since getting to know each other better, I didn’t feel like I had much choice. Plus, I was currently suffering from sudden muscle aches and a steadily rising temperature that told me I was probably getting the flu.

Sure enough, it set in like a storm within twenty-four hours. I spent most of two days sweating beneath flannel sheets while struggling to keep any food down. A kind old woman named Grace took it upon herself to watch over me and provide me with soup, and in the process of doing so, began to bond with Sirius, who stayed by my side. I was glad to see the dog warming to someone else.

My fever eventually broke, giving way to a nasty cough and a general feeling of utter exhaustion, and my mindset wasn’t helping me heal any faster either. As safe as I felt here, and as nice as everyone was to me, I couldn’t stop worrying over the fact that Dani hadn’t come back yet. Had something happened? Had she survived all those days in the truck only to meet her end on the road in a dune buggy? I worried about Cassie, too. I kept using my bowl, but I couldn’t reach her. Had she gotten out of that cave, or had the spell not worked?

In an effort to distract myself, I started practicing regularly with my bow. There was an archer among the reservists, a quiet brunette in her twenties. We took to shooting together, and at one point, she even offered to take me hunting, but I politely declined.

I also kept busy helping to build benches on the flatbed trailer. It hadn’t been easy, but through the use of ropes and pulleys and a few stout logs—not to mention a few stout men and women—we had managed to offload the skeleton whole, still attached to its metal support frame. It now stood on the grass like a beacon of hope for new arrivals, and perhaps as a warning to any blitz flying past overhead.

“Try not to worry too much about Dani,” James said to me on the day we finished the trailer rejig. “Malcolm and I share a unique bond. If something bad ever happened to him, I’d know it. I’d feel it like a kick right here.” He tapped his heart with his fist. We were taking a walk around some of the old wood outbuildings, Sirius exploring every new scent he could find.

“Because you’re twins?” I asked him.

He nodded. “Because we’re twins.”

I thought briefly of the strange connection I shared with Cassie. “But it’s been a week, and who knows how far away they are.”

“Some bonds transcend space and time,” James reassured me, which I guess I already knew. “If Malcolm is safe, I’m willing to bet you Dani is, too.”

We continued to walk until the sun began to set, the would-be-blitz bones taking on a golden hue. I felt a little better and finally had a night of restful sleep instead of one interrupted by unwelcome worries and dreams.

James was right, as it turned out. Dani and Malcolm returned the next morning, both covered in mud and looking weary but otherwise no worse for wear.

“Ta-da!” said Dani, hopping out of the buggy with a burlap bag. “We found the part!”

Thirty-six hours later, the truck was all fixed and ready to go. We packed and said our goodbyes or, rather, our see-you-soons, for hopefully we wouldn’t be gone long. Sirius attempted to jump into the truck so that he might go with us, but Grace gently pulled him back, scratching him behind the ears in the way that he liked.

“You be a good boy,” I said to him with tears in my eyes. I swallowed hard and took a deep breath, then looked over at Dani and nodded, letting her know I was ready.

The truck rumbled to life, a familiar vibration traveling up through the frame and the seats and into my body, filling me with nervous energy over what the road might bring.

“You know what day it is?” Dani asked me as she put the truck into gear.

I shook my head. I’d lost track of the days while down with my fever.

She smiled. “I’ll give you a hint,” she said, reaching into the inside pocket of her coat. She pulled out a small pack of licorice she must have found on her travels with Malcolm.

“Halloween?” I said.

She nodded, still smiling.

“And us without our costumes.” I laughed.

“We don’t need ’em,” said Dani. “We’re exactly who we’re meant to be at exactly this moment. You believe that?”

I thought about it for a second before nodding. “I do.”

“Good,” she said. “Now let’s go find ourselves some passengers.”
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My heart raced as the eighteen-wheeler rolled back into camp. I barely even noticed its missing cargo, so excited was I to see Thomas again.

I ran out to meet him with Joshua behind me—Joshua and four winged friends, that is. Three of the blitz were the size of hawks now, and probably twice as heavy, but the last one—which had been the first to hatch—was vastly larger, like a cassowary with dragon wings and a long spiked tail. I was shocked at how unnaturally fast it was growing and kind of disappointed I could no longer hold it on the thick leather band I wore on my forearm. If anything, the blitz could probably hold me.

“Make sure their fields are down,” I said to Joshua over my shoulder.

For the first few days after their hatching, only Joshua had been able to go near them, but as soon as the blitz grew accustomed to contact with one human, they seemed willing to extend their trust to others. And as for the biggest one, Bones had a theory: it might be the only female among the litter, its accelerated growth a kind of evolutionary advancement, allowing blitz to reproduce more quickly. The rate was probably aided by magic, although Bones said there were precedents in nature, like an African killifish that reached full maturity in fourteen days, and a sauropod dinosaur that studies suggested grew from the size of a Chihuahua to a Great Dane in only six weeks.

“They already are down,” Joshua replied, though how he knew this without being in physical contact with any of them, I couldn’t say. Some of the guys around camp had taken to calling him a “blitz whisperer.”

The passenger-side door opened, and Thomas began to climb out. He was smiling until he saw the blitz, at which point his eyes went wide.

I yelled out that it was okay. “And the truck is safe, too,” I added. “The blitz all have their fields down.”

Thomas cautiously approached, watching the blitz as one might an active wasps’ nest. Dani held back until Bones strode up and added his own guarantee to mine, at which point she grinned and clapped Bones on the shoulder.

“You pulled it off!” she said, her voice full of awe. “You actually pulled it off!”

Bones smiled and glanced sideways at me and Joshua. “We pulled it off,” he replied.

“With a little help from a spell of invisibility,” I added.

“I want to be invisible!” Joshua declared.

Thomas laughed as one of the smaller blitz came to land on my wrist. “We call this one Chance,” I said. “Aren’t they amazing?”

“Totally,” Thomas agreed. He ducked as one of the others veered straight at his head. They weren’t very accomplished in aerial acrobatics yet. The blitz circled around and came diving back in again.

“That one is Penny,” I said. “And the other small one is Midnight. Dawn is the giant.”

“I named them!” Joshua said proudly. The blitz brought out the best in the boy.

Thomas almost fell backward to get out of the way of Dawn, who swept in and landed close enough to smell him.

“Whoa!” he said, regarding her with a mixture of fear and wonder. The two of them were almost nose to snout. Dawn completed her examination and quickly backed off, perhaps sensing Thomas’s apprehension.

“How can you tell the other three apart?” he asked.

“Scale patterns,” I replied. “You don’t really notice at first, but they’re like fingerprints.”

Rachel called Joshua over, and the boy went running and bouncing away, the three smaller blitz all going with him, orbiting him like satellites. Dawn remained at my side, as she often did now, like a second protective sister. Her eyes pulsed with a soft blue light.

I looked past Thomas to the truck. “What happened to the bones? Where did they go?” Were those benches I was seeing on the trailer?

Thomas glanced at Dani, who had pulled Bones off to the side for a private chat.

“It’s kind of a long story,” he replied. “Dani will explain. But the bones are fine. They’re in a safe place.”

I raised an eyebrow, my mind full of questions, but before I could give voice to any of them, Thomas jumped in with a few of his own.

“Where did you find the eggs?” he asked me. “How did you get them?”

I started to tell him about the valley and the storm but then decided to back up to the start. He listened intently as I spoke of the compass-stealing wolf and the majestic white stag, his eyes growing ever wider as I recapped my cliff fall and the subsequent attack that took out half our team. By the time I got to the part about the quill-formed nests and the eggs and the tornado, it looked like his eyes might pop right out of his head.

“I think if the wolf was that big,” he said afterward, “it might not have been a wolf at all. It might have been a barghest.”

He explained that a barghest was a mythical monstrous dog of English folklore, and that they’d probably existed in the very same forests as the pure-white stag. And the leshiye as well.

“I guess that means not all of them are allies,” he added. “The creatures and beings from my book, I mean. That, or it was just too hungry to really care.”

“I found a centaur, too,” I told him. “Or at least the remains of one …”

He told me about seeing a will-o’-the-wisp of his own and hearing a story from others about something called a tommyknocker. He also described an otso, which had apparently shown up during a scary encounter with two more Cross-bolts. It was my turn to listen with wide-eyed wonder. When he mentioned the old lady they’d met and the bow she had given him, I got excited and had to stop him to share my discovery that shed blitz scales held a lasting charge and could be used to make arrowheads.

I had some loose scales in my pocket and took them out to show him. “Bones already has some finished arrows,” I said.

“Really?”

I nodded and stood up. “C’mon, I’ll get you some.”

As we headed toward Bones’s tent, he picked up his story, telling me how weird it was that I had arrowheads, since the strange old woman had specifically told him to look for some that weren’t made of steel.

“That is weird,” I agreed.

Thomas continued, my mind churning as I learned about the dying descendant of the Tuatha Dé Danann, who was Celtic just like me, along with everything else that he and Dani had found on the coast, or, rather, what they hadn’t found, namely a safe zone.

“But we’re planning on leaving any day now,” I said. We’d been stockpiling smoked fish and mushrooms and had already packed up some of the gear in preparation for travel.

“You still can,” he replied.

“But where will we go?”

“We found a place,” he told me. “It’s big enough for everyone, and safe from the blitz.”

“Where?”

“Underground. In an old coal mine.”

Coal mine. The words conjured images of shadowy passageways with seemingly bottomless shafts. I couldn’t imagine living in a place like that, buried like a mole. My sour feelings must have shown on my face because Thomas quickly tried to dispel my worries.

“It’s not what you think. There’s art there, and books, and laughter.”

I stopped to look at him. We were just outside Bones’s tent now. “How many people?”

“Eighty-six,” he said. “Sixteen are soldiers.”

“Soldiers?” I said, hope suddenly flaring inside me. “Did any of them have red hair like me? Were any of them named Colin?” Colin was my dad’s name.

My heart broke as he shook his head. “Sorry.”

I sighed. It would have been too good to be true, of course, the longest of long shots.

“What about other teenagers?” I asked.

“Three about our age, and a bunch of kids, too.”

I imagined our two communities coming together. More than a hundred people in all. It would pretty much be an underground town. Maybe we could turn part of it into a shed-scale-weapon-making factory, and then we could properly arm those sixteen soldiers.

I ducked into Bones’s tent momentarily, grabbing five of the finished arrows.

“Here,” I said. “Take these.”

“Awesome.” He looked closely at the scale tips, and then held one up to his ear the way I showed him.

“You’re right,” he said. “It’s humming.”

He was shy about taking them. “Are you sure Bones won’t mind?”

“They’re just as much mine as his,” I assured him.

No sooner had I spoken than Bones’s voice rang out through the camp, calling everyone over to the firepit, where he and Dani were standing side by side. They took turns speaking once the whole camp had gathered, with Dani going first to explain that she and Thomas had traveled as far west as a person could go, and that there was nothing waiting for us there but death.

“When the influx of new arrivals stops,” she speculated, “there’s a good chance a lot of the blitz that are currently moving along the coast will start to push east again.”

“Which means we need to seek shelter,” said Bones.

Despite the fact that we’d only ever had rumors, I knew there were those in the crowd for whom the word “west” was synonymous with “refuge” and “sanctuary” and an end to life on the run. I wasn’t surprised to hear cries of disappointment and disbelief. Nor was I shocked at their reluctance to trade their dreams of an island paradise for a hole in the ground, however nice and safe that hole might be.

“As you can see,” Bones continued, “Dani’s trailer has been outfitted to accommodate passengers. We can leave today. And I think we should.”

I watched as a few people nodded while others grumbled dissent. I also noticed that the blitz were screech-chirping louder than normal now, especially Dawn. At first I thought it was because of the noise and energy of the crowd, but then I began to feel a familiar vibration.

My stomach sank as I looked up. And then the screaming started.
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The instant Cassie looked up, I knew something was wrong, but never in my wildest dreams could I have imagined a blitz as large as the one that plummeted down from the heavens. It had to be three times as big as the skeleton we’d been hauling on the trailer.

The wind from the monster’s wings hit the ground like a shock wave, flattening tents and sending plumes of ash swirling out from the fire in every direction.

I fell backward off my log as a deafening hum like radio static cranked up to a thousand filled the air, rattling my eardrums so hard I thought they might burst. I barely heard Cassie yell, “Run!” as she launched herself toward Joshua with the largest of the four young blitz carving air close behind her. The other three screeched wildly and shot for the trees, the weakest one flailing and bobbing like a newly fledged falcon on its maiden voyage from the nest.

I watched it as I got to my feet and fled, and for a split second it seemed the huge blitz might not hurt it, that it might be a mom come to reclaim her kids, but then the giant mouth opened and quickly snapped shut like a deadly steel trap, plucking the poor little flier right out of the air. Exposure to humans, it seemed, had tainted the juvenile blitz in the eyes of its elder.

It suddenly hit me that if I didn’t act fast, the other three might suffer the same fate.

With the arrows Cassie gave me firmly in hand, I cut to my left and circled back, passing directly beneath the blitz’s tail in order to make for the truck, which was parked on the opposite side of the clearing, probably eighty yards away. I didn’t dare look back, and it wasn’t until I reached the truck that I realized Dani was with me. She hopped up behind the wheel as I grabbed my bow and my quiver.

“Get in!” she yelled at me as the engine rumbled to life. She needed to back the truck up before the big blitz killed it, but of course I couldn’t go with her. Our eyes met across the cab for the briefest moment before I slammed the door and jumped down, Dani yelling my name as I made a beeline straight for the very thing I feared most, hoping as I did so that Cassie’s theory about the scale-tipped arrows would prove to be right.

The blitz turned at the sound of the truck, its spiked tail severing tree trunks along the edge of the clearing as if they were Popsicle sticks. Leaves and twigs rained down as the beast opened wide its cavernous mouth and let out a roar that stopped me dead in my tracks and shook me to my core.

Conscious thought vanished and instinct took over. I grabbed an arrow and nocked it as I fell to one knee, my hands steadying.

The blitz flared its massive nostrils and beat its wings, kicking up more ash and debris. Its electric eyes raged like plasma globes as bloody saliva dripped from its teeth.

I closed one eye and aimed at the spot where its wing met its body, hoping it might be vulnerable there. The arrow left my bow with a thwap, the bowstring quivering in surreal slow motion. I held my breath in expectation of seeing the projectile ricochet sideways off an unseen field, but instead it whistled straight and true, burying itself halfway to its fletching.

The blitz thrashed and kicked out, chunks of earth flying as the quill-like bristles above its clawed feet shook. It let out a wail that was equal parts angry god and injured T. rex.

The air in front of the monster rippled visibly, waves of electric-blue energy spreading out from the point of impact, like circles on the surface of a pond.

I nocked a second arrow and fired, aiming for the same spot. Again the missile struck, a little lower than the previous one. This time the electric blue ripple lasted for only a fraction of a second, a sign that the blitz’s shield might actually be weakening.

It thrashed again, its tail carving trenches and tearing up roots as thick as pythons.

My third arrow glanced off an obsidian scale before sailing harmlessly into the forest, but even before it reached the ground, my fourth was already in motion. It went lower than I meant it to, disappearing into that thick cuff of quills.

There wasn’t time to stand my ground for a fifth shot, so I turned and nocked the arrow on the run, the ground shaking beneath my feet as the blitz lunged after me. I made a break for the thickest section of trees, but deep down I knew it was futile. As fast as I was and as much as the forest might slow the beast down, I couldn’t escape. I’d done my best and my best wasn’t good enough. My arrows had found their mark, but still the blitz kept coming.
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The first thing I needed to do was get Joshua out of harm’s way. I didn’t even think about it; I just grabbed his hand and ran, knowing the young blitz would follow us into the woods and away from the carnage. I wasn’t sure where my sister and Bones were. All I knew was that they weren’t with me.

We ran until I was sure we weren’t being hunted, at which point I stopped and took Joshua by the shoulders.

“Remember that place I showed you by the river?” I said. “Where the rocky ledge sticks out from the bank?”

We’d discussed this before as a place to shelter in an emergency. It was my hope that the sound of the water would help to drown out the electric hum coming off the young blitz.

Joshua’s eyes were wide with panic and fear, but he nodded.

“I need you to hide there! I have to go back for Rachel. Okay? Can you do that?”

Midnight let out a small skreek, its electric eyes sparkling as it adjusted its stance on Joshua’s shoulder. Joshua nodded again.

“Promise you’ll come and find me?” he said.

“I will,” I said. “I promise. I’ll be there before you know it. But right now, I need you to run, all right? And no looking back until you get there. Now go!”

He hesitated for only a second, but then he turned and was off, Midnight still riding along while Chance followed in the air behind, its spiked tail whipping and slicing the air. Dawn refused to go along with her siblings, though, no matter how fiercely I tried to shoo her off, and to make matters worse, when I attempted to sprint back through the trees to reach the clearing, the stubborn blitz swooped in front of me and spread her wings wide. I tried to sidestep around her, but Dawn was too fast and cut me off a second time.

“Quit it!” I yelled in frustration. I assumed she was trying to protect me by keeping me away from the threat, but as she twisted in the air and swept her wings forward while lowering herself to the ground, it occurred to me that Dawn might be offering to help.

I stopped and stared. I had always been small and light for my age, but still, did the blitz truly have the strength to carry me?

Dawn looked back at me and growled encouragingly as precious seconds ticked by.

With a worried gulp, I climbed on, wrapping my legs around her midsection as she now flapped vigorously to compensate for the extra weight, but somehow, she stayed aloft. Where the blitz’s wings met her shoulders were two hornlike protrusions that I grasped for dear life as she rose and began to rush forward.

We were about to enter the clearing when the gargantuan blitz let loose with the loudest and angriest shriek-roar I’d ever heard, a sound that seemed to shake the entire world, and one that was unmistakably marked by pain.

Had one of the scale-tipped arrows actually worked?

Dawn slowed as we reached the tree line, her wings stirring fallen leaves as the agonized wail gave way to the crack and thunder of broken trees. The old logging road was directly across the clearing, and I could see now that the semi wasn’t there. Dani, however, was. She came sprinting out into the open, carrying what looked like a flare gun, which I remembered Thomas had mentioned.

Dawn somehow sensed my wishes and moved accordingly, the two of us racing out to join with the intrepid truck driver, who did a double take the instant she saw us.

Dawn banked hard and straightened out while I struggled to keep myself upright through the maneuver. My stomach rolled inside me, my mind flashing back to whirling rides at the fair, but as quickly as the memory surfaced, it was gone, my focus shifting to locating Thomas, who was kneeling and reaching back to his quiver for another arrow, the blitz looming like some mythical dragon just beyond him—a David-and-Goliath moment if ever I had seen one.

The blitz roared again as the bowstring thwapped and the arrow penetrated. Thomas quickly fired two more as Dani and I closed the gap. Dani aimed the flare gun up, but before she could pull the trigger, the injured blitz raked the ground with its tail and sent a rain of earthen debris in our direction. Most of it deflected harmlessly off Dawn’s energy field—which she raised momentarily for exactly that reason, causing every hair on my body to stand on end—but the largest chunk hit Dani square in the shoulder. She grunted from the force of the impact, her body spinning as the flare gun flew from her grasp.

I lunged as far as I could without falling off and somehow managed to catch the gun in midair.

Thomas was up on his feet and running now, the blitz thrusting itself toward him with a pump of its wings. I had given him only five arrows. I’d seen him fire three of them and had heard the result of the first one. This meant he was down to his last and would have to make it count—provided the blitz didn’t get him first.

With one hand clutching the flare gun and the other holding fast to my ride, I yelled and jerked my whole body to propel Dawn forward. The young blitz growled obligingly, her tail snapping like a whip behind us as she shot like a dart. But if the monster blitz saw us coming, it paid us no mind. Its attention was solely on Thomas, and on getting revenge for the pain he had caused it.

With a snort of determination and a burst of furious wingbeats, Dawn went vertical, bringing us alongside the giant and allowing me to aim the gun as if it were a cannon poised to fire broadside across the bow of an enemy ship, only in this case the ship was a head the size of a minivan. I said a prayer and pulled the trigger, the projectile blasting off with a bang and a flash, directly past the monster’s eyes.

It didn’t charge after the flare as I had hoped it would—maybe it was simply too mad to be fully distracted—but it did rear back and roar, its momentum stalling just long enough for Thomas to turn and draw, his last arrow clearly aimed higher, at the blitz’s head instead of its body. The blitz’s mouth was still open as it returned its gaze to Thomas, who let the last arrow fly at just the right moment.

The scale-tipped missile seemed to travel in slow motion, slicing through wind-borne leaves on its way to a cavern-like maw lined with bloodstained teeth. It disappeared into the darkness, its trajectory guiding it straight to the monster’s brain.

The behemoth staggered sideways as Dawn safely landed and I hopped off, and with one final shriek that trailed off like a child’s toy whistle, the massive blitz collapsed back into the clearing, its armored body thundering down against the hard earth.

When I was eight, my dad had taken me to watch the implosion of our city’s old stadium. I remembered the vibration I’d felt through the pavement as it fell, remembered feeling as though I might fall myself if not for my dad’s steadying hand. The tremor I felt in the ground as the blitz toppled reminded me of that, only this time I was forced to stand on my own.

The monster almost seemed a mirage now as it lay motionless before me. That Thomas had somehow slain it with only a bow and a handful of arrows hardly seemed possible.

Thomas couldn’t seem to believe it either. He stood there and stared, eyes wide, as others from camp began to filter out from the trees to see what had happened. Dani was holding her shoulder but otherwise seemed okay. Bones had an injury, too, I discovered a moment later. With Carlos supporting him on one side and Rebecca on the other, he limped up to the scaly behemoth and placed a hand on it.

“Remarkable,” he said, his voice full of awe.

Rachel came running up with tears in her eyes. “I turned and you were gone!” she said before pausing to scan around for Joshua.

“He’s down at the river,” I said before she could ask. “C’mon, we’ll go together.”

Thomas looked up and over at me as I turned to head back for the trees.

“Nice shot,” I said to him.

He glanced down at the flare gun still in my hand. “You too,” he said with a smile.

Joshua was hiding right where we’d planned. His jaw dropped when I appeared from over the lip of the riverbank with Dawn beneath me. It clearly hadn’t occurred to him until that moment that our blitz—once they were big enough—might let us ride them. And from the way Chance and Midnight were chirping, it apparently hadn’t occurred to them either.

“Is it safe now?” Joshua asked.

“It is,” I assured him, dismounting. “How would you like it if Dawn carried you back?”

His eyes widened. He nodded.

Dawn gave a little purr-growl of encouragement, so I helped the boy on and then climbed up the bank on all fours to where Rachel stood waiting. I had just reached the top and was about to stand up when I happened to see a four-leaf clover in the grass, tilting toward me like a tiny green satellite dish.

I paused and almost picked it, for luck. But then I decided not to.
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The journey to our new home was slow. With so many people on board, Dani wanted to take it nice and easy. I rode in the back with the others, my orange bow and a pile of scale-tipped arrows—blitz killers, as some had taken to calling them—sitting at the ready, just in case one of the winged monsters were to dive-bomb us along the way.

Thankfully, none did. I smiled at the two smaller blitz perched on the rail, their horned snouts pointed into the wind in a way that reminded me of Sirius. Dawn kept pace in the air above us, alternately gliding and flapping as her obsidian scales glimmered in the sun.

Joshua hummed contentedly most of the way, Cassie on his one side and Rachel on the other, all of them holding hands. Bones was up front with Dani, no doubt swapping adventure stories. Our passengers all knew the truth about the bones now, and although I was sure there were probably some who harbored resentment, those feelings were currently buried beneath the hope of finally reaching somewhere safe.

The sky above was a beautiful deep blue with just the thinnest wisps of curly cloud, like strands of silk against a field of lapis lazuli. A perfect sky, I decided.

A cheer went up from the trailer as we passed the sign that said We Will Survive, and as soon as the truck pulled up to the mine and stopped, the twins—and one very happy canine—were there to greet us.

They all eyed the blitz—especially Dawn—with wary concern.

“So, this is what we’ll be in for, eh?” said James. “When the rest of them hatch?”

Dani cocked her head and gave him a look. “The rest of them?”

The twins smiled, and I remembered how they’d planned to take the buggy on a mission of their own. Apparently they had done just that.

“C’mon,” said James, “we’ll show you the fruits of our labor.”

There were five eggs in all, tucked into an alcove along one wall and protected by wire mesh. The twins explained that they had used flares to lure the blitz away from their nests.

“You’ll have to teach us how to train them once they hatch,” said Malcolm.

“You can’t train them,” Cassie informed him. “Only Joshua can.”

At that moment, Joshua stepped forward and put a hand on the mesh. “We have to name one Penny,” he said. “For the one that died.”

“We will,” Cassie assured him. “We will.”

Over the course of the next ten days, the new blitz hatched, all of them healthy and strong and gentle under Joshua’s guidance. The newcomers to the mine settled in, a gradual sense of optimism beginning to grow.

Dani and I made two more trips out in the weeks that followed, picking up as many people as we could and transporting them all safely back. Our next-to-last stop was a small, beat-up trailer in the middle of a field, where we had hoped to find music and sunflowers and a stubborn old woman with her trusty bow.

She was gone, though, along with the radio tower and all the equipment, not to mention the solar panels from up on the roof.

“I don’t understand,” said Dani, turning in a circle and shaking her head.

My first thought was that she’d been robbed, and that perhaps she had made the fatal mistake of trying to fight off the thieves, but then I found myself standing directly in front of the autumn forest painting that I’d only casually noticed when Dani and I were last here.

On closer inspection, it wasn’t just a painting of trees. In the shadows amid the mossy trunks was a four-legged figure I recognized—specifically, a coyote with golden eyes. I thought back to the night Dani rescued me, then to the day we were here, my mind connecting the dots between certain details of leshy mythology and real-life events: the way the woodland spirits were known to help human hunters, who would almost certainly have been hunting with bows; how leshiye occasionally used their telepathy to mimic familiar voices and lure travelers in, just as Dani and I had been lured by the radio.

There were other clues, too, like how she had talked about not being comfortable away from the forest, and how her milky eyes changed—shifted even—when she stood and fired one bull’s-eye after another, her back miraculously straightened in the space of a breath, as if her true form wasn’t that of a bent old woman at all but rather a warrior, perhaps even a legend.

Dani was standing beside me now, looking deeper into the painting as well, her eyes widening as she seemed to come to the same realization as I did.

“Maybe she moved farther west to train more hunters,” I suggested.

This thought made me reconsider our next move. Until now I had just imagined that once we were finished transporting survivors, we’d join all the others down in the mine and help in the making of weapons and the raising of blitz. Slowly but surely, we would build up our ability to take our world back.

But now I wasn’t so sure. I wondered if we could do more. If I could do more. Where before I had traveled to help spread hope, maybe now I could hit the road to recruit some new allies, others like leshiye and minotaurs. Having legends like that in our corner might tip the balance. And maybe it wasn’t Dani who was meant to join me on this next adventure, but rather Cassie, whose missing father could still be out there taking shelter in one of the other occupied mines. Maybe we could search for him while out on our mission, side by side in a custom dune buggy built for two.

First things first, though. I had one more stop I needed to make before returning.

“You sure you’re ready for this?” Dani asked me.

“I think so,” I replied as I buckled in. The radio static crackled as if to confirm for me it was time.

We drove all night and into the morning, finally arriving at our destination just before noon, the fire damage stirring memories of the night I signaled Dani with my SOS.

I got out and walked to the flower bed. I should have left a marker before, but I’d been too angry. I’d felt too betrayed. Those feelings were gone now, replaced by a hard-wrought acceptance of all that had happened and who I’d become. I knelt to place my crudely chiseled stone in the dirt, thinking not of the ways my dad had let me down, but instead of the good times, of which there seemed more now that forgiveness had bloomed in my heart.

I got to my feet and brushed off my pants, then stood there silently for a moment before returning to the truck.

It wasn’t until we were driving away, with me behind the wheel now, that I looked at my mirror and happened to notice the cat up on top of the roof, perched there along the edge with its tail swishing softly. It was a black cat, just like the one I had met the night I left. Here it was all these many weeks later, abandoned yet somehow thriving.

I smiled and turned back to the road.

“I think you’re getting the hang of this,” said Dani as I shifted up through the gears.
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