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            CHAPTER 1

          

          THE ONE WHERE RIN GETS ACCOSTED BY FERAL CHILDREN

        

      

    

    
      
        
        (Thursday, 5 P.M.)

      

      

      

      “Will anyone come looking for you?” Rin asked, swatting a spiderweb out of the way.

      Alan stepped over the gnarled roots of the ancient oaks surrounding them. “Why would someone look for us? We’re not lost.”

      “No one’s coming after us,” Kazuki assured her, “if that’s what you meant.”

      “Not even that Calen guy?” Rin wondered, wiping her hands on her jeans.

      “Well…” Alan trailed off, thinking so hard he nearly collided with a holly bush.

      “Not even him,” Kazuki said curtly, tugging Alan gently away from the shrubbery. “Can you say the same for yourself?”

      “Oh, I’m sure all kinds of folks are after me,” Rin admitted. She hopped onto the top of a low stone wall covered in furry green moss and spread her arms out to balance as she stepped along heel-toe, like a tightrope walker.

      “Then…why would it matter if people were after us?” Kazuki scowled.

      “Just making conversation,” Rin told him before she leaped from the wall to the forest floor. She landed loudly but gracefully, stirring up a flurry of dead leaves and wood beetles.

      The three of them were making their way through the woods toward the Scavenger town of the Outpost. There was a fourth member of the party, Raith Crowley, but he was floating above the treetops in order to navigate and avoid awkward confrontations. Even though he was dead and harmless, his shade bound to Rin, his presence was still mildly threatening and utterly annoying.

      “Maybe we should talk about something more cheerful,” Kazuki muttered, rolling his eyes.

      “Okay, sure. I’m open to suggestions.” Rin smirked.

      “We could talk about the weather,” Alan tried, forcing a smile.

      “Or the fact that we might finally figure out what’s going on around here,” Kazuki suggested.

      “That’s not…that cheerful. I mean, it’s hopeful in some way, but…what if whatever is going on here isn’t good?” Rin wondered. “How likely is it that the information we’re about to uncover is actually helpful? Isn’t it more likely to be worse?”

      “Worse than what?” Kazuki asked, incredulous.

      “Worse than the way things already are…”

      “I honestly can’t see how they can get any worse,” Alan said with a short, nervous laugh. “I mean, there’s some murderous psychics destroying the city, people want us dead, and…oh, yeah, my ex-boyfriend’s ghost is haunting me.”

      “He’s not haunting you,” Rin clarified. “He’s with me, and he’s just…chilling.”

      “Can I ask why he’s here?” Alan asked, his expression like someone who had just eaten an entire grapefruit in one bite. “Can’t he move on with his afterlife?”

      “He might be useful,” Rin declared. At this point, she’d climbed back up on the wall and was making her way across it again. Not exactly the most entertaining thing she’d ever done, but at least it passed the time. It was either this or throwing rocks through Raith, and he’d gotten sick of that rather quickly—hence his retreat into the space above the tree canopy.

      “How do you know?” Kazuki asked, eyeing her suspiciously. Maybe he suspected she was thinking about throwing rocks again and worried he’d be her next target.

      “I just have a feeling we might need him around. Ghosts have something to do with it.” Rin shrugged, kicking a loose stone from the wall with the toe of her boot.

      Kazuki flinched, and Alan stifled a laugh.

      “He said he saw strange things in the land of the dead. You should hear it for him. Maybe once we reach the Outpost…or whenever he forgives me and comes back down here.”

      “You shouldn’t have driven him away like that,” Alan scolded half-heartedly. “He was such good company.”

      “Oh, I know,” Rin scoffed. “It’s not like he can feel it when I throw stuff at him anyway. He’s just being a…a…” She paused mid-stride, balancing on one foot on top of the wall as she tried to think of the appropriate descriptive insult for a ghost who preferred not to be pelted with rocks.

      “Scaredy spirit?” Alan tried with a giggle. “Apprehensive apparition?”

      “Spineless specter?” Kazuki raised his eyebrows, feigning seriousness. “Shy shade? Grumpy ghoul?”

      “Nasty ghastly cranky boring Deady McDeadface.” Rin spewed out the words as though they were the worst things she could think of.

      “Rin, you’re losing your edge,” Kazuki appraised, striding forward and taking Alan’s hand in his.

      “I’m sorry to disappoint you. It’s been a long couple of weeks,” Rin deadpanned. She was considering whether to jump down from the wall again when a strange sound clamored through the regular noises of the woods. It almost sounded like someone singing, softly and melodic.

      “Did you hear that?” Rin cried out, jumping down. She nearly bowled over Alan and Kazuki as she leaped in front of them. “Stop! Listen…”

      They did as she asked, even though Kazuki gave her the stink eye the whole time he was listening.

      A soft voice drifted through the trees, as though born aloft on the wings of the breeze.

      “Did you hear it?” Rin whispered, crouching in a fighting stance. “Do you think it’s someone dangerous? It could be bandits.”

      “Singing bandits?” Alan considered, grinning at the thought.

      “It’s just a bird,” Kazuki suggested, although his expression betrayed his concern.

      “It’s singing words, Kazu. I’m going to check it out. Stay here,” Rin hissed. She fluttered in the direction of the sound, seamlessly transforming from an awkward girl into a graceful assassin. Rin knew how to stalk through shadows unseen, to move without making a sound. At least, on the city streets and inside buildings. Out in the forest, things were less predictable.

      She slid through a patch of mud and landed face-first in a pile of leaves.

      Alan choked down laughter, but Kazuki let one slip out before the pair of them rushed to her side.

      “Are you okay?” Alan asked. He and Kazuki helped her up, coughing and sputtering, wiping away damp red and gold leaves from her face and chest.

      “No.” Rin scowled, shaking her head to dislodge a small branch from her hair. “I’m never okay. That’s beside the point. I’m not hurt or anything. Just pissed off. The woods suck. I miss the city.”

      “Me too.” Kazuki sighed as the three of them stood up. “Now, let’s investigate the singing bandits—or really eloquent birds—together.”

      They made their way through the woods towards the direction of the sound. Strangely, the sound kept getting stronger, only to fade away for a moment and then start up again from a different direction.

      “Maybe it’s fairies?” Alan offered.

      “Or wood nymphs?” Rin said.

      “Or someone’s just messing with us,” Kazuki grumbled.

      “That’s the one,” a voice said, causing all three of them to jump and pivot around. Sitting at the base of an old oak was a child—aged maybe ten or twelve. “My name’s Marg. What’s yours?”

      Marg was a scrawny little imp in unwashed jeans and a gray sweatshirt. She had short-cropped reddish hair and pale skin. She was Blue, but hardly seemed to care that none of them were. Although thankfully, Rin had managed to cloak her Color so that it was Green again, instead of the rare Yellow. Marg might have had something to say about that, but maybe not; she might have just taken it for what it was, which was…something, although no one knew exactly what. That was why they were going on this journey into the wilderness to begin with.

      “I’m Rin,” Rin responded. Kazuki eyed her with contempt as though he regarded her giving this urchin her real name as an error most egregious.

      “Alan,” Alan said and waved, giving Kazuki a shrug when the look of contempt turned to him.

      “Kazuki,” he admitted after both Rin and Alan prodded him to respond.

      “Cool,” Marg said, standing up and brushing off a stray leaf from her knee. Without further ceremony than this, she flicked open a switchblade knife. “Now you’re coming with me. There’s a reward on for at least one of you that I remember. Don’t move, or I’ll gut you from navel to nose.”

      “Rin, do something,” Alan hissed in her ear. “We’re being captured by a child.”

      “I’m not going to fight her, she’s…tiny,” Rin gave a nervous, lopsided grin. “What if I hurt her? I’d feel so bad about it.”

      “I’m going to feel way worse if we allow a damn child to turn us over to the authorities,” Kazuki snarled.

      “I thought you said I was the only one with people after me?” Rin questioned.

      “Let’s not start that again. Please do something,” Kazuki pleaded, gripping Alan’s arm so tightly, he let out a small yelp.

      “Okay, okay,” Rin sighed. Then she did the only thing she could think of: She pointed up at a tree and shouted, “Hey, look over there!”

      Marg looked and Rin took off while her back was turned, dragging Alan and Kazuki along behind her.

      As they tore through the woods, not daring to turn around and look back, Rin sent a message to Raith. She didn’t say it with words exactly; she just felt the link that connected them and pulled on it like a fishing line.

      Before she could wonder if anything was going to happen, Raith was hovering beside her.

      “What?” He tossed, looking even more surly and melancholy for his time alone above the trees. “You need something?”

      “Can you terrify a small child that may or may not be chasing us with a knife?” Rin asked breathlessly as they jumped over a trickling stream, hardly stopping to brush off the mud that splattered their pants and shoes.

      “Really? That’s your request?” Raith looked at her, arms folded across his chest, frowning like a gloomy statue of a semi-transparent playboy prince, in his purple suit with his long blond hair carelessly tousled over his shoulders. “Is that all you think I’m good for? Doing your immoral petty errands?”

      “It’s not immoral or petty—I just don’t want to hurt the kid myself. I’m worried I might accidently use too much juice, you know? Since I’m a super powerful psychic now.” Rin gasped. She was nearly out of breath by the time they reached the edge of a clearing filled with even more ragged children with switchblades.

      “I got them.” Marg smirked, popping out from behind a rock.

      “How’d she do that?” Rin wondered, tilting her head to the side. “Did she somehow run ahead of us? Teleport? Swing through the trees over our heads?”

      “No, I just confused you and had you circle back into the trap.”

      Or she’d just done that. Rin liked to think she was smarter than that, but she wasn’t used to the ways of the wild wilderness like this gang of feral children apparently were.

      “What do we do with them now?” asked one child who must have been no older than five and was eyeing them as though meaning to strip the meat from their bones with the two knives they carried in either hand.

      “Well, we turn the stringy Green one with the short brownish hair over to the Hunters. She’s wanted for high crimes and will fetch us a buttload of credits,” said Marg with a cunning smile, pointing the blade of her knife at Rin. She moved the point next to indicate Kazuki. “This one looks important too—the dark-haired, scrawny guy. I don’t know about the pudgy ginger. He seems pretty worthless. Maybe we can keep him around and make him do chores.”

      “I’m going to be enslaved by feral children,” Alan muttered under his breath. “Feral children who like to body shame people.”

      As if somehow Alan’s comment was the last straw, Raith uncrossed his arms and shimmered into the visual range of the wayward band of youths. He let out a wail and flung his arms in the air, flying towards them with a look of pure malice in his eyes.

      The feral child gang reacted as Rin had hoped, shouting curses no kid should know, screaming, and fleeing from the ghostly figure that had suddenly manifested in their little glade. Even Marg was sent skittering off into the woods, never looking back.

      Once the sound of footfalls and shouts faded into the distance, Raith ceased his display of terror, tossing his hair over his shoulder and crossing his arms.

      “I don’t get it.” Kazuki scowled, looking around at the empty clearing. “What just happened?”

      “Did you really not just see…?” Alan trailed off, meeting Kazuki’s gaze. “You know what? Never mind. Raith did a spooky ghost thing to scare the little cannibals. Let’s get going before they come back.”

      Kazuki looked around, scowling at the empty air. “I don’t understand why I still can’t see him.”

      “I’m still not ready to reveal myself to you just yet,” Raith explained flippantly. “Or hear me. Someone please explain that to him.”

      Alan just glared blankly in his direction and walked off, arm and arm with his boyfriend.

      “Thanks.” Rin gave Raith a small smile. “You’re a good ghost. Still a terrible person, but an excellent ghost. Grade-A spooky stuff, dude.”

      “You’re welcome, I guess.” Raith seemed to glow a little brighter at her words.
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            CHAPTER 2

          

          THE ONE WHERE AMAYA FEELS NOTHING

        

      

    

    
      
        
        (Thursday, 7 P.M.)

      

      

      

      Amaya stood staring at the body on the table in front of her. He was draped in a rough beige cloth, similar to that of a potato sack, which would have been funny if the situation wasn’t so grave. She was standing there in a blue velvet gown that hung off her brown shoulders, her golden eyes dry, her dark, curly hair braided up into a crown on her head.

      She looked like a queen.

      She felt like a killer.

      “Who could have done this?” Lady Bryan sobbed into her handkerchief in the corner of the room. “He was such a good boy, such a very good boy.”

      “I don’t know,” Lord Bryan mumbled, still in shock from the events of the past twenty-four hours. His eyes were fixed on some faraway point in space.

      Their grief washed through the room, coating everything in a thin layer of haze.

      Amaya felt nothing. Nothing but cold, numbing emptiness.

      She had expended nearly all her energy in what people were now calling “the incident.” No one knew what had caused it. No one knew how so many survived unscathed when the building was so completely destroyed—it was a crater of ash and charred stone pillars. No one knew that it was Amaya who shielded them all from harm. She had saved countless lives from the blast that detonated beneath the old train station during her engagement party. Not a soul had been injured—other than Brian Bryan, killed moments before under cover of darkness.

      “I just don’t understand how it could have happened.” Lady Bryan continued to wail and work herself into agitation. “Why would…”

      Amaya ignored her, letting the words fade into the background. Her heartbeat was slower today, her vision blurry. She felt like she’d been slowly gaining strength back. Expending that amount of energy had been exhausting. She had never felt so tired before.

      Other than the weary emptiness of her body, she still felt nothing. Not remorse, not regret. Unlike the Bryans and the countless other attendees of the party, Amaya was not interested in speculating about what happened that night.

      She knew what had happened.

      “We’ll find his killer,” Amaya promised, her voice low and even over Lady Bryan’s cries. The Bryans may have taken her delivery as one of someone numb from pain, not just numb from being drained of all her power. The words seemed to give them the slightest of comfort. Lady Bryan grew quiet, while Lord Bryan nodded. They seemed to believe her and began re-hashing theories for her to investigate. Amaya barely paid attention.

      At first, Amaya worried she had lost her abilities permanently, but that next afternoon, as she slept, she had dreamt of Alan and Kazuki sleeping soundly in a bed in some sort of underground bunker. Rin was there with them. Seeing all of them alive and safe and together, Amaya felt something for the first time since the incident.

      Remorse.

      She missed them all terribly. She wished she had gone with them.

      If she had, no one would have protected all those innocent people. Tanith and Calen would have destroyed everything and everyone. Besides, when Amaya woke up, the feeling went away, swept into nothing.

      She could continue her work if she felt nothing, and her work was not nearly done. There had been another Council meeting, and she was named the leader of the Blue. The other two Color groups were without leaders. Gregory Hume, the previous leader of the Green, was missing, and as far as any of the Violet could recall, they had not yet appointed a successor to Raith Crowley.

      “…related to the incident?” Lord Bryan had been talking with Lady Bryan, and their words now drifted into her ears.

      “His death was related to the incident,” Amaya said flatly.

      “Do you think it was…her?” Lady Bryan gasped. “You know…Rin Morana?”

      Lady Bryan said Rin’s name with such fear and disgust, it was as though Rin was some kind of mythical beast that drank blood and burned cities. Rin would have loved that. A pang of mirth swept through Amaya at the thought.

      “Could be,” Amaya lied, and then continued lying. “We will continue investigating the incident and Brian’s death. I will let you know as soon as I find anything.”

      “Thank you,” Lady Bryan said tearfully, taking Amaya’s hand. “And…well, you know we may have a cousin of Brian’s who might be interested in offering his hand in—”

      “Thank you.” Amaya cut her off, taking her hand back before, turning her back to the grieving parents and the shrouded corpse. On the other side of the door to the morgue, she felt a lifting sensation, as though the pressure and tension of the visit had been literally weighing down her lungs.

      Amaya had no intention of investigating Brian’s death any further. He had been a casualty of the chaos that evening. Power requires sacrifice, and a willing sacrifice is all the more potent. When the lights went out, Amaya panicked, worried even the three of them would be no match for the devious Calen should he win against Tanith.

      Waiting in the darkness, wondering how she could gain enough power to do anything useful, Brian had whispered in her ear and she took him up on his offer.

      He told her he would die for her.

      So, she killed him.
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            CHAPTER 3

          

          THE ONE WHERE CALEN NEEDS A BODY

        

      

    

    
      
        
        (Thursday, 8 P.M.)

      

      

      

      Calen Alighieri stood on a clifftop, looking out over the city below. From here, the city seemed peaceful: just a series of little boxes, some of which were overgrown with the brilliant greens of vines and brush reclaiming them. Decaying white monuments lined the river, and a collection of colorful shipping containers had been built up in the central square where the markets were held.

      He’d been disappointed that he hadn’t been feeling well enough to watch the fires from Tanith’s explosion burn throughout the carnage. Instead, he’d rested as Tanith healed him, slowly, with their powers. Tanith’s power—that vast, insurmountable power—was something to behold. According to them, the power wasn’t necessarily easily controlled. At least the exploding part.

      The city still looked a wreck, even if none of the buildings still smoldered. There was a visible gash charred into the skyline. Tanith had made their mark on the city, and come what may, the soot and ash would remain far into the future.

      Calen smiled, the thought filling him with warmth, if only for a moment.

      “How will we do it?” Tanith spoke from somewhere behind him. Calen hadn’t even realized they’d been there; he’d thought they were still asleep.

      “I guess we need to find a body,” Calen told them, scratching his head and yawning.

      “A body?”

      “Well, we can’t use hers, can we?” Calen shrugged, kicking a small stone over the edge of the cliff, watching it fall until he couldn’t see it. He never even heard it hit the ground.

      “I suppose not.” Tanith visibly shuddered, wrapping their arms around their chest. The long sleeves of their dress flickered like small, dark wings as they moved. “Shouldn’t it be a…living body, then? That might be the easiest. I’d hate to dig up a grave and find something halfway rotten. It seems we would have more trouble re-animating a corpse.”

      “Instead of summoning her into a living body? Yeah, that’s probably true. The problem is finding a body that would work.” Calen cringed, thinking the logistics of this were grim and gruesome to say the least.

      “How do you mean?” Tanith wondered, blinking their wide, silvery eyes.

      “What if the body we find can’t withstand the transference and just goes…like up in smoke? Poof.”

      “Poof?” Tanith frowned.

      “I don’t know; I’ve never brought someone back from the dead before. Other than myself that is,” Calen said with an exasperated laugh. He settled down onto a fallen log, wincing as pain shot up his spine. His body still hadn’t fully recovered from the injuries he’d sustained in the fight, even though he’d managed once again to heal himself enough to not fully separate from his body.

      “It’s different, though, isn’t it?” Tanith sighed, sitting down beside him. “You didn’t really die; you were just…mostly dead, and then you healed yourself.”

      “Mostly dead?” Calen smirked, recalling the sensation he’d felt as he was dying. Like a current, pulling him along. Like the river he’d nearly drowned in. “I was dead, Tanith. No thanks to you.”

      “That’s true.” Tanith swallowed, folding their shaking hands in their lap.

      They were clearly still in shock; Calen was almost jealous. Other than the physical pain lingering in the areas he’d been shot, he felt nothing. An overwhelming sense of numbness. He’d lost the ability to have much of an emotional range beyond mild irritation and amusement long ago. Seeing Tanith react to trauma in a meaningful way made him wish he hadn’t. It must’ve felt exquisitely awful—like being hungover from a tragedy.

      “…the one who goaded me into it.” Tanith was still talking. Calen had been tuning them out. “Did you really think if you sacrificed yourself to me, it would bring her back? That I would even want to bring her back? She’d ask about you, and then I’d have to tell her that we’d fought and I’d won and you were…dead. She’d never forgive me.”

      “I suppose she wouldn’t,” Calen admitted. His mother had always wanted them to be kind to each other. Killing each other wasn’t very kind. He stared down at the beautiful, burnt-out space in the city. Part of him wished the whole place was gone, while part of him wished he wasn’t still here to see it.

      But he was here, as was most of the city.

      “Rin Morana’s done it,” Tanith told him. “Brought someone back from the dead.”

      “How do you know that?” Calen snapped, with more bitterness than he’d intended.

      “I just know,” Tanith said, placing a hand on his shoulder.

      He flinched at the pressure at first, but then relaxed into it. “Okay, well, then we find Rin Morana and ask her how she does the resurrection spell,” Calen decided, cracking his knuckles. “Although, we’d still need a body, and it can’t be hers. She’s…too chaotic. If we’re going to transplant our mother’s soul, it needs to be into someone who is slightly more stable.”

      “We could use one of Rin’s friends. Alan or Kazuki?” Tanith suggested, tucking a strand of raven hair behind their ear.

      “I know you’re agender, but I don’t think Mom was. I think she’ll care about being in a dude’s body,” Calen said, scrunching up his face at the thought of his mother’s soul being in the body of either of the young men. “Just saying. Plus, both of those guys are adorable, especially when they’re frightened. I don’t really want our mother to be in the body of someone who—”

      “Is a coward?” Tanith supplied coldly.

      “I was going to say who I’m physically attracted to, but sure, that too.” Calen grinned.

      “You’re disgusting.” Tanith scoffed.

      “You had your chance to get rid of me, and yet here we are…” Calen shrugged.

      “It may not work out, anyway. They’re too far away from here. They all left together, chasing some kind of lead about Echelon.”

      “Wonder if they’ll find anything interesting,” Calen considered as he glanced down at a fuzzy caterpillar crawling across the top of his boot. “All of them?”

      “Well, not Amaya. She stayed behind,” Tanith said with a measured sense of restraint. “And not Brian. He died that night.”

      “Huh,” Calen said, picking the bug off his foot and holding it in the palm of his hand. He let it crawl around, wondering if it was poisonous. It had spikey black spines and pudgy little legs. “Guess she’d be the easiest one to get, then.”

      “Amaya?” Tanith said her name like a question. They stared off into the middle distance, fist pressed to their chin as they thought about the idea.

      “She’s got a lot of strength. She’s far more stable than Rin too,” Calen pointed out, still watching the little caterpillar crawling in his hand. “Plus, she kind of looks like Mother.”

      “She looks nothing like our mother,” Tanith corrected him, deadpan.

      “She has the same eyes. And her face is kind of…rounded,” Calen tried as he stood up and spun around, as though dancing to invisible music. He stepped over to a tree, placing his palm next to a branch so that the little bug could crawl onto it. The thing moved fast; soon, it was halfway up the tree trunk, practically at eye-level with Calen.

      “Mom’s eyes were brown, and Amaya’s are gold.” Tanith sighed. “Yes, I’ll admit, the facial structure is similar. It’s beside the point; I think Amaya’s body could work. She’s strong enough to handle the transference.”

      “Sounds good,” Calen said, watching as the caterpillar crawled away up the trunk of the tree until it disappeared from sight. “Let’s go get her.”
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            CHAPTER 4

          

          THE ONE WHERE JAMES HAS SOME REGRETS

        

      

    

    
      
        
        (A Timeless Void)

      

      

      James Sydis had never meant for things to turn out the way that they did. Sometimes, when he was able to form coherent thoughts, he would reflect on all the ways he’d messed up. He’d wanted to change the world, but it hadn’t gone as he’d hoped. And when he’d tried to fix it, he’d lost his life as a consequence.

      He stood alone on one of the seemingly endless sea of gleaming white balconies, staring out at the milling crowd below—spirits shrouded in white robes drifting around in circles until someone summoned them to be spoken to from the other side. Some of them had no one to reach out to them and would be eternally floating around without knowledge of who they were or had been.

      Hardly seemed fair how they were kept imprisoned like that.

      Mistreated in life, mistreated in death.

      However it was all for a better cause. The Order was opening new centers all over.

      James didn’t dare let them know he was opposed. Claret had protested, and they’d sent her back down below to drift mindlessly with the other lost.

      Yet sometimes, that seemed like the better option: he’d rather forget everything than remember what had happened—how he’d willingly participated, one faithful day, in destroying an entire city.

      Afterward, they’d all regretted their actions.

      They all vowed never to do it again.

      Things had changed. The Order was expanding. They needed more power. They needed to do it again.

      It was going to happen again.

      It was no longer a matter of if, but when.

      This time, he’d have no direct part in it, but he was involved. He’d been the one to send the message, after all. If he could get Rin, Kazuki, and Alan to work with Tanith, Calen, and Amaya to complete the ritual, the Order would have all the power they needed to continue their mission.

      Once they learned the truth, they would do what needed to be done. He was sure of it.

      Then they would all regret their actions together, and the world would continue to improve with the assistance of the Order.

      Edgar Crowley spoke up from behind him. “All power requires sacrifice. A few lives lost in the service of the greater good is nothing. Many more would have died if we stood aside and did nothing.”

      “Are you reading my thoughts again? I told you, that’s rude as hell. If you want my help, you should at least treat me with respect,” James remarked tersely.

      “I’m so sorry, James.” Edgar’s pale face shone with alarm. “I meant no offense.”

      “You’re on thin ice, mister,” he said and gave Edgar a wicked side-eye, but was mostly teasing.

      Edgar took things far too seriously and was always cold and callous when it came to the mission of the Order. He’d been surprised when Edgar had been willing to wait as long as they had to enact the ritual again. He was a sociopath, and always had been, since the first time they met. Decades of violent visions had dulled his senses, gave him no sense of reality or purpose. He’d clung to the values their little group established more than any of the others, except perhaps Minerva.

      James let the memories of those days wash over him; he experienced them all at once, from the first meeting to the last. From the early days spent sharing stories, to the hours shared poring over histories of magic, occult documents, and grimoires. To the final days, just before everything ended, and they began to talk of politics, of purpose, and that of the greater good.

      Their first meeting had taken place on a rainy Tuesday in September. James skipped a class in Medieval Art History to attend the meeting. The group of strangers were crowded in the basement of a bookshop. The smell of the place was distinct. Even all these years later, that smell—of leather and decay—triggered the memory of finally feeling like he belonged somewhere. He belonged with this ragtag assembly of people because they had something in common: they all had an interest in the supernatural, and they all lived near the antiquarian bookshop.

      Originally, they’d met in a forum online, one for people who had peculiar abilities or supernatural talents. When they’d realized they were all living in the same city, they decided to meet up to talk about their experiences in person. The intention was to form a support group for people curious about the strange things happening in the world—particularly the ones happening to them.

      Everyone seemed to have a talent, though the talents seemed more curse than gift. They would go around the table and swap stories, sometimes providing proof to back up their claims. A handsome man called Dr. Hume who dressed like a stereotypical professor, tweed suits with elbow patches, could cause small objects to levitate. The problem was, he couldn’t control the ability and was always causing mugs and plates to fly off the shelves and crash onto the floor. At one point, a still-burning candle had chased him around a room.

      There was the empath, Iris: a glamourous-looking woman with ruby red lipstick and soft brown skin. She could sense people’s emotions when she touched them, which led her to  wearing leather driving gloves at all times to prevent feeling overwhelmed by the inner turmoil of meeting with others.

      Edgar, a blue-haired boy who had visions of the past and the future, would black out in the middle of everyday activities and witness brutal murders. James did not envy him.

      Though in comparison, there was a red-haired girl called Claret who had it worse of all. She could cause someone to become ill just by thinking negative thoughts about them. She’d put a number of rude customers and bad drivers in the hospital before she managed to gain some control over this power.

      James himself had been haunted by spirits since childhood; particularly those who had died as children. At the age of thirteen, he gave up on cowering in fear and instead began to challenge them to late night games of Jenga. They seemed to enjoy this immensely, and most of them would move on after spending a few weeks chatting and playing. Most of them never bothered James; they’d tell their stories and he’d feel sorry for them, having died young, but it never felt like something to be upset over.

      There was one boy who James would never forget.

      The boy had been killed hundreds of years ago for walking on the wrong side of the street while being the wrong sort of person. James had wanted to help him, but he didn’t know how. All he knew was that world hadn’t changed much since then.

      The last one to join the group was Minerva, an older woman with tawny skin and silver hair. She wore white robes, like some elfin princess straight out of a fairytale. She claimed she could astral project into the land of dead, use her blood to bring souls back into bodies of the recently deceased, and several other impossible things—impossible even by the standards of the psychics in the group.

      Minerva had been the ones that began to think bigger. She was the one who suggested using the group’s power to do something to change the world.

      With that, they did.

      They changed everything.

      Change isn’t always good. It isn’t always bad, but it certainly isn’t always good. In the case of the Order, it was both, depending on who you asked. Claret regretted her role far more than any of the others. She was always too hard on herself.

      “Do you think she holds it against me?” Edgar asked, having read James’ thoughts once again without asking. “My role in her death down there? I couldn’t have her telling people about us. She told those brat orphans she’d salvaged. You know that, don’t you?”

      “You never told your son anything?” James wondered.

      “Not in any way that mattered,” Edgar muttered. “He was easy enough to manipulate. What about yours?”

      “Kazuki knows what he knows,” James said, keeping it short and vague. “He’ll know more soon enough, and he’ll be able to continue our mission. Too bad Raith couldn’t be part of the next step.”

      “He’s with the Morana girl—the one who did you in.”

      “The pair of them are powerful,” James said, nodding. He clenched the edge of the gleaming white banister, trying to keep his thoughts in line by counting balconies honey-combing the massive space below the one they stood on.

      “The pair of them are monsters.” Edgar scoffed. “Between them and Claret’s brats, I wonder if they don’t just kill each other before they can enact the ritual. Especially that Calen boy who did me in. We thought we had a handle on Tanith, the most level-headed of any of them, and the one who has the most knowledge about the ritual. They seem to have gone rogue. Now the Morana girl is the one to watch, I would say. The Verity girl is powerful too, Iris’ daughter.”

      “Minerva’s got this under control,” James told him. “She’ll be there to coach them through.”

      “Good,” Edgar nodded, then lowered his tone an octave. “I haven’t heard anything about Gregory. He was reported near the crossing, but since then he hasn’t turned up.”

      “I haven’t heard anything either,” James lied, still counting balconies. “Gregory is the last of us. If he was killed by one of our successors, it would be a fitting end.”

      “He’ll be killed off by them no matter what,” Edgar told him, smiling a small, chilling smile. “The ritual will take place in three days’ time. It’s happening. I can sense it.”

      “Good,” James said as he turned and drifted back into another memory.
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            CHAPTER 5

          

          THE ONE WHERE RAITH OFFERS ADVICE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        (Thursday, 9 p.m.)

      

      

      Raith was lying on his back, as though draped in an invisible hammock. He hummed a careless little tune—some sort of waltz; he couldn’t remember where he’d heard it before. Below him, Rin paced back and forth under the trees.

      “Would you stop with the humming already?” she snapped, glaring up at him, her gray eyes sharp as daggers.

      “Is that a command, Master?” Raith served a devilish smirk.

      “No, it’s not a command. Maybe it is. I don’t know, do whatever you want,” Rin grumbled, throwing up her hands and then resuming her pacing. She was grinding a path in the dirt that was growing deeper and deeper by the minute.

      “Are you okay?” Raith wondered, placing his hands behind his head. “You seem agitated.”

      “No shit, I’m agitated. A group of feral children just tried to capture me, and I…I don’t know, there’s so many things going on right now. I’m worried about Amaya alone in the city. I’m worried about Kazuki and Alan going into the Outpost alone. I’m worried…just really worried.”

      “What about me?” he asked.

      “What?”

      “Are you worried about me?”

      “Should I be?”

      “I could be swept away at any moment…back into the strange New Necropolis that had been made in the land of the dead,” he reminded her, straightening up to convey his seriousness.

      He really was utterly horrified of having to go back there. He’d have no problem returning to the Field, the place he’d briefly stayed in the land of the dead, where souls dwelt in shallow pools and were able to speak and share memories; but the Necropolis was a strange bustling warehouse of souls crammed together without agency. No access to memories, no sense of self. Just numbers to follow and report to strange little booths where people were waiting to speak with them.

      “Eh, good riddance,” she told him. Her boots were developing a thin layer of reddish dirt from her constant pacing. She didn’t seem to notice.

      “Fine. Be that way.”

      “I will.”

      They fell into silence once again, and Raith resumed his humming.

      “Wait, stop the waltz from Sabrina and listen for a second,” Rin shouted up to him, having stopped dead in her tracks.

      “That’s where that song is from,” Raith said, trying to snap his fingers. It didn’t have the desired clicking sound, so he tried it again and again. “The scene with the party, right? The one where Audrey Hepburn’s dancing with that one guy who isn’t the one she’s in love with. What’s his name?”

      “Humphry Bogart. Moving on,” Rin said, waving away his words. “I was thinking about your experience in the weird land of the dead. Like how you said you met your mother, and things were kind of opposite, because you thought she was dead, and she thought you were dead.”

      “Yes, that isn’t the best way to describe what happened, but I follow your rather violently careening-off-the-rails train of thought.”

      “Okay, so what if…the world didn’t end?” Rin posed.

      “You mean the Plague never happened? You’ve never been one to deny such things before.” Raith raised a skeptical, semi-transparent eyebrow.

      “No, the Plague happened, but…what if it only happened here? In District City and the area surrounding District City. The rest of the world sort of closed off contact, left us here to die, and they treat the area like…like Chernobyl or something?” Rin’s eyes were shining with the possibility. It was as though she wanted such a morally reprehensible event to have happened.

      “That still doesn’t explain the aura colors,” Raith pointed out, although her theory was uncomfortably accurate.

      “Triage,” Rin said with a fierce grin. Her teeth were white and sharp. “They gave us coloration to define who to save and who to leave behind.”

      “In that case then, there was an ordered hierarchy to it,” Raith whispered. Or at least, he intended to whisper—he wasn’t quite sure if his intention was carried out. Not having a body was confusing and awkward. Still preferable to being trapped in that Necropolis warehouse, but not ideal. “They assigned people Color based on worth.”

      “Maybe.” Rin bit her lip, her eyes glazed. “Still doesn’t explain the psychic stuff.”

      “Not really, no.” Raith shrugged.

      “Anyway, we’ll know more soon enough.” Rin sighed, cracking her knuckles as though preparing to fistfight someone.

      He only hoped it wouldn’t be him. He wasn’t sure he could muster the strength or the motivation. Being dead makes one incredibly lethargic.

      Rin continued with buoyant enthusiasm: “We’ve got a map and we’re heading to Echelon! We will find the truth and the truth will set us free!”

      “What if it doesn’t?” Raith folded his arms across his chest and leaned back to look up at the hints of blue sky tearing through the branches of red, orange, green, and gold leaves. “What if the truth doesn’t change anything?”

      “Then we…we’ll just go back to the way things were before,” Rin whispered. Her forehead creased and her lips turned down. Somehow, she looked older, but also the same as she had the day they first met as children—small and burdened by an invisible weight.

      “With you as the leader of the Green and me the leader of the Violet?” Raith teased.

      “No,” Rin chuckled, her mood lighter now. Strange how he could feel her moods like that. Must be part of being bound to her. “We can’t do that anymore. I mean, me and Alan and Kazuki will just go live at the Sydis House and…grow vegetables and watch old movies.”

      “What about me?” Raith asked, regretting the question, for he knew that the answer would not be something he wanted. He couldn’t be brought back from the dead. It was far too late for that. His body was rotting in a grave, more than likely, and he was rather fond of it. He couldn’t go back to the Field. As powerful as Rin was, she couldn’t control the afterlife, and he couldn’t go back to the Sydis House with them because of his history with Alan.

      “I think maybe you can come back with us.” Rin tried to give him hope, a warm transference of the sentiment passed between them. “You know, Alan wants to forgive you. I—I want to forgive you, too.”

      “I know,” Raith smiled sadly, “but I don’t deserve to be forgiven.”

      “Oh, fuck off with your martyr complex. You don’t get to decide what other people do or don’t do. Maybe I think you’re still a dirty old murderer who was an abusive dickwad, but you’re not much of a threat to me anymore, so I might as well let go of any power you had over me before.” Rin smirked. “That guy is dead. I killed him. Whoever you are now is someone else—someone who cares about others more than his own dumb self.”

      “I had power over you before?” was all Raith could manage to say to her.

      “Yeah, you did.”

      “Well, at first, I wanted revenge against you for killing me, but I’ve given up on the idea,” he admitted.

      “See, you’re a changed man!” Rin winked. “Too smart to start a fight you can’t win.”

      “I mostly gave up the idea because you were having a mental breakdown, and I thought you didn’t really need my help to suffer.” Raith was half-joking when he said this, but it came out crueler than he intended.

      “Ouch, okay, wow. I get it, I’m pitiful. I had been trying not to resort to violence for a really long time, and then suddenly…bam, sword fight. It was a lot to handle. That and Calen killing Lord Verity, and then having to leave everyone I cared about behind and…everything.” Rin sighed.

      “It’s a lot.” Raith nodded in agreement.

      “I’m worried she hates me,” Rin whispered. “What if Amaya hates me now?”

      He could feel the pain in her voice, a deep puncture wound festering beneath her sternum. She must have really been in love with Amaya to feel so hurt at the thought.

      “She probably doesn’t hate you,” Raith offered, trying to keep her hopes up. Still, he had to roll his eyes. Rin was so melodramatic.

      “What if she…prefers not to be around me, and that’s why she stayed in the city? Because she thought there was a chance she might run into me?” Rin blustered all the words out at once, so they started jumbling together.

      “That’s unlikely. She’s probably just trying to hold down the fort. She cares about the city, just like you do, and she wants to keep it from completely burning to the ground.”

      “Okay, okay, maybe you’re right. Maybe…ugh… I just feel so…ugh.” Rin kicked a clump of mushrooms and sent spores clouding into the air like smoke. “How do you deal with your feelings? Is it like this? Knowing someone you love hates you?”

      “The only person I’ve ever loved, I loved so long ago I can barely remember what it felt like, Rin,” he lied. He didn’t want her to know he still cared about Alan, but it wasn’t painful. It was just there: a warm, constant feeling below the surface of his soul. He knew nothing would come of it, but it wasn’t going away. Not even death could stop it.

      “Sorry,” Rin mumbled.

      “Besides,” Raith started, quick to change the subject, “you could always contact her.”

      “What? How?” Rin looked up at him with surprise.

      “God, you’re an idiot,” he said, mostly in jest. His tone was warm and affectionate. “You can use your power to astral project.”

      “I could…I could do that!” Rin exclaimed, her eyes bright as stars. “If I astral project, can you watch my body? And not possess it? I’ll know if you do, and I will send you to ghost hell, just like that.” She snapped her fingers for emphasis.

      “You don’t have to trust me so much.” Raith snorted. “I only saved you from child bounty-hunters mere moments ago. If you like, you can wait until your friends return.”

      “Okay. Okay. Then I guess I’ll try it. Should I lie down or something?” Rin wondered, already clearing a space on the ground in her own pacing tracks to settle.

      “I guess?” Raith had no idea.

      Rin lay down on the ground and closed her eyes. The woods were much quieter and calmer now.

      Raith watched her body grow still.

      “Nothing is happening,” Rin complained, breaking the silence.

      “Maybe you should try sleeping? I imagine if you’re unconscious, you might be able to project yourself through the ether,” Raith surmised, still not entirely certain what would be the result of this exercise.

      “I’m not tired,” Rin said, finishing the statement with a yawn.

      “Clearly.”

      “Okay, I’ll try it,” Rin promised, yawning again before growing still. She was snoring before long, loudly and obnoxiously.

      Raith settled back into floating weightlessly above her, hands behind his head. He quietly hummed the song he’d been humming before as loud and as many times as he wanted to while he waited for her to return.
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            CHAPTER 6

          

          THE ONE WHERE AMAYA GETS A VISIT

        

      

    

    
      
        
        (Thursday, 10 P.M.)

      

      

      Amaya lay awake thinking about all the times she’d lain awake before in this same bed, in this same room, in this same darkness. It was always difficult to sleep. There was always something that felt lonely about the nighttime, when others slept peacefully in their beds out there in the world, not knowing and not caring what became of her. She’d never had a bedtime story read to her, or someone to tuck her in. She’d never had a dream, not until a few weeks ago.

      She never used to dream because of what they gave her as a “treatment”—something they had convinced her she needed. She had always thought that she was sick, that the medicine was necessary to keep her well.

      She was wrong.

      They were suppressing her powers somehow, though she didn’t understand how. She wanted to use it on herself again to prevent her dreams from bringing her visions of the past, the present, or the future, but she’d opted not to take it.

      Since that time, she’d had all sorts of dreams.

      In the past few nights, she’d dreamt of Rin as a child training Raith in a strange subterranean room filled with ceramic gray tiles. She dreamt of Alan hurting himself and begging to be hurt by his ex-boyfriend Raith. She dreamt of James Sydis and Kazuki walking through abandoned streets after the plague. She dreamt of Rin fighting Raith and killing him. She dreamt of Calen killing her father. She dreamt of Tanith and Calen as children, sitting with their mother, Lady Claret, around a campfire. She dreamt of a woman in a tower with a window that looked out onto a lost world.

      Tonight, she felt too exhausted to sleep, too tired to dream.

      She’d felt too much.

      She’d seen too much.

      It was like reading a thousand tragic stories but being able to feel the heartbreak physically. She wanted to rest without feeling anything at all.

      “May? Can you hear me?” The voice came from somewhere in the darkness. “Oh no. Sorry. You’re sleeping. Sorry it took me a while to get here. I got a little lost on the way.”

      “Rin?” Amaya whispered back. She knew the voice anywhere; it warmed her heart to hear it while she was awake. A sinking feeling bloomed in her chest as she realized what hearing the voice meant. “Rin, you shouldn’t be here. It’s too dangerous. What if someone sees you?”

      “I’m not sure anyone can see me right now.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean…I’m not visible? Yet.”

      Amaya watched as a shimmering figure appeared in her bed. Rin Morana with her short, unruly black hair and wild gray eyes, wearing sweatpants and a hoodie, lounging beside her. Rin stretched out a hand toward her, and Amaya mirrored the action, reaching to meet her. Their palms briefly touched, but as Amaya’s fingers moved to fit with Rin’s, she passed through them, her hand falling down to rest on the blankets between them.

      “Rin…what? Are you a ghost? Are you dead?” she asked, fear crowding her voice. She recoiled from the coldness of the touch.

      “I hope not, although it’s possible. I left my body when it was still light outside if you can believe it. I’m astral projecting. Pretty cool, huh?” Rin grinned broadly, beaming.

      “It is extremely cool.” Amaya grinned back, a surge of relief rushing through her. Rin was safe and alive, just as she had sensed earlier. She had begun to doubt her own senses.

      “Thanks. I’ve got a bunch of weird new tricks. Not to brag or anything,” Rin said, Amaya watched her visibly cringe at the thought. “Anyway, I’ve missed you more than anything. I thought…I don’t know what I thought, but I missed you.”

      “Rin, I…” Amaya’s voice cracked, her eyes filling with tears. All the tears for all the deaths and all the pain she’d witnessed since they had parted. “Rin, I missed you too.”

      Rin was starting to cry too. She reached out and caressed Amaya’s cheek, her fingers passing through. Even though she was just a projection of Rin and not the real Rin, the gesture said so much that was unsaid. “I figured you might not miss me at all. I was really worried you hated me.”

      “How could I hate you?” Amaya giggled through the tears at the absurdity of the statement.

      “We fought before I left, and then…your father…”

      “I knew you didn’t kill him. I never believed it, not for a moment. Not really,” Amaya told her. “I kept telling myself I had to try and stop caring for you, because otherwise it hurt too much. But I could never hate you. That’s too strong a feeling.”

      “You care about me?” Rin wondered in her brash and clumsy way.

      “Of course, I do, you hopeless disaster.” Amaya smiled through the tears.

      “I care about you too, you ruthless badass.” Rin smiled back.

      For a while, they were content to bask in each other’s presence. Silence was rare for a moment with Rin, but it had been so long since Amaya spent a moment with her—or at least it felt like it. Amaya had lived a thousand lifetimes in her endless dreams.

      “What have you been up to?” Rin broke the silence first with her inane question.

      “Well, remember Brian Bryan?” Amaya said with a sharp intake of breath.

      “The guy with the same last name and first name who you were briefly engaged to? How could I forget him?” Rin scoffed.

      “Also, you maimed him a little,” Amaya added.

      “You knew about that?”

      “I know a lot of things now. Too many things, honestly,” Amaya sighed, pulling the blankets up over her mouth and nose. “Anyway…I killed him—Brian. To protect myself and to protect everyone else when Tanith went off like a psychic time bomb.”

      “Oh. Oh, okay.” Rin nodded slowly, taking it all in. “That’s…incredibly awesome.”

      “Thanks?” Amaya frowned. “I’m not sure how to feel about it. He gave his life willingly. I have his energy now. I spent a lot of it on shielding all those innocent people from the explosion.”

      “That’s amazing! You’re like a superhero. Like for real, May. You saved people,” Rin said, awestruck, her gray eyes shining with pride.

      “And killed one.” Amaya swallowed, the thought turning her flesh cold and her veins flickering with ice as though she were the one lying on a slab in the morgue, waiting for burial.

      “He asked for it.” Rin shrugged. “I mean, he literally asked for it. You said he told you to do it, that he wanted to be useful and help people. Which…I honestly still think his motives were suspect and he completely regretted the decision instantly when he realized that he wouldn’t be able to attend the medal-giving ceremonies, parades, and city-wide holiday celebrations in his honor if he was…you know…dead.”

      “You’re so mean.” Amaya tried to hide the smirk growing in the corners of her mouth. “He turned out to be not so bad after all. Anyway…what about you? What have you been up to?”

      “Well, first I ate my feelings and wallowed in existential dread for a few days,” Rin began, pausing for comments.

      “Naturally,” Amaya chimed to encourage her. She already knew all of this; she had seen it in one of her many dreams.

      “Yes…also Raith’s ghost was haunting me. I sent him to the land of the dead, then brought him back. He saw some crazy shit. Maybe I can tell you about it later; it’s a lot to process. Kazu and Alan found me by accident or fate or whatever, and now we’re following a map to Echelon.”

      “In the meantime, you thought you’d astral project for a little while?” Amaya asked, bemused. “Not like you’re busy or anything.”

      “Actually, I’m not—or I wasn’t. We needed to stop by the Outpost to get some intel from James’s old pals and also some supplies. In the meantime, I am not part of the ‘we’ because I am a wanted criminal. Even small children know there’s a price on my head. Don’t ask how I know that.”

      “I won’t.”

      “I keep thinking…do you remember the night we spent in the old archives? Looking at those maps and…” Rin trailed off, her semi-transparent paleness coloring with rose.

      “Planning to find Echelon together?” Amaya finished.

      “Yeah, that.”

      “And making out?”

      “Yes, also that.”

      “I remember,” Amaya told her. “I’m sorry I can’t be there with you. I’m needed here. Someone has to keep the city safe while you’re away. Otherwise, you won’t have a city to come back to.”

      “Safe from what? I hear I’m the big, bad boogeyman that keeps all the kids awake at night while they worry I’m gonna pop out from under their bed.” Rin seemed incredibly pleased at the thought. “I’m busy at the moment. No need to fear me.”

      “There’s plenty of other monsters to keep the people frightened,” Amaya told her.

      “Well, that’s a shame. I hate competition,” Rin said. Her image distorted as she spoke the last word. “I think I…might need to get back to my body. Something seems to be going on. I’ll come back and see you again, okay?”

      “Okay.” Amaya smiled. She gazed into Rin’s eyes as she faded away, leaving Amaya alone in her room once more.
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            CHAPTER 7

          

          THE ONE WHERE KAZUKI TOURS THE OUTPOST

        

      

    

    
      
        
        (Thursday, 10 P.M.)

      

      

      

      Kazuki knew it was a bad idea: he could sense it. He wasn’t sure if it was some kind of psychic thing, or just common sense. The room was filled with smoke from all the candles and incense burning. The woman seated across the table from them was draped in many faded, tattered pink blankets, her pale bald head jutting out at the top. She resembled a stick of cotton candy left to rot in the parking lot of an abandoned carnival.

      “No.” The woman shook her head so vigorously, Kazuki was worried it would fall off her skinny neck. “Never heard of him.”

      “He used to live in this building a few years back,” Kazuki tried again, stifling a cough. The room had a pungent odor of rot and decay. The floral print wallpaper was soiled with mildew stains. The baseboards were thick with dust. Every surface was covered in dripping candles and incense burners.

      “James Sydis, you say?” The woman craned her neck around, eyes squinting. It was as though she were straining to remember something. Or to lay an egg. “No. Don’t know him.”

      “About…how long have you lived here?” Kazuki asked.

      “My whole life, I think.” The woman frowned as though she wasn’t entirely sure of this fact. “It’s been a good place, spacious. Could use some new wallpaper…I’d like to put in a window. Awfully stuffy in here without one.”

      “I hadn’t noticed.” He coughed into his elbow. “I could offer you some compensation if you would be willing to provide more detailed information.”

      “I don’t have any more information, but…that’s an awfully nice coat.” The woman twisted under the ragged pink blankets as though preparing to shrug into Kazuki’s coat.

      “Coat’s not for sale. Besides, you just said you don’t know anything,” Kazuki told her. He would never give up the coat, with its emerald wool. It had belonged to his father, James Sydis. Unlike this flat, it would seem. It was time to move on. “Thank you for your time.”

      “Goodbye, then,” the woman said and waved as he made his way out the door.

      Outside the flat, Kazuki leaned against the iron railing. He drew a deep breath and looked out at the clusters of ramshackle buildings lit up in the dark by flickering gas lamps and faint moonlight. Old brick warehouses skirted in sheet metal cabins and grand wood-frame structures divided into flats or repurposed into shops. The air was thick with sounds of work: machines clanging and whirring in the factories that rose up at the edge of the river. Beyond the smokestacks, low mountains gave way to the choppy coursing of the intersection of two rivers. Boats crowded the low docks, carrying supplies to and from District City and the abandoned lands beyond.

      Kazuki had never been to the Outpost before. He told the others he wanted to investigate the Scavenger settlement, to find James’ old flat from the times when he’d stay there. He told them he might find some kind of clue to help them locate Echelon. Really, he’d just wanted to find James’ flat. He’d imagined walking in and seeing everything just as he’d left it. Sketches and maps of various places and people pinned to the walls, cups of unfinished coffee strewn about, books piled high to the ceiling. Somehow, it wasn’t enough to have his father’s District City house and his father’s office in the Old Archives. He wanted to have James’s place here too.

      It seemed that the flat James stayed at had been erased from existence. The memory of him in this place was lost to time. At any rate, not unless Kazuki learned how to have visions like Amaya or gave up his coat.

      He pulled a flat black and gold striped cigarette case from the pocket of the coat—a recent purchase from one of the many junk shops along this street. He pulled out a cigarette, freshly rolled, placed it between his lips, and set a spark with a snap of his fingers. He lit the cigarette, took a drag, and added to the clumps of gray clouds and wafts of gray smoke rising off the rooves.

      He shivered and drew his collar up closer to the skin of his neck. He heard a door open and shut somewhere below.

      “Kazu,” Alan whispered, traipsing up the metal stairs from the downstairs flat, “you will never believe what I found.”

      “James’ place?” Kazuki perked up, almost dropping his cigarette in excitement.

      “No.” Alan ran a hand sheepishly through his reddish-brown hair. “Although, it could have been hard to tell with all those chickens running around. You know, I can’t believe that girl had the gall to answer the door and let me in. She knows how valuable those dumb birds are, and she’s just keeping them as pets! Isn’t that the wildest thing? We finally figured out who has been hoarding all the chickens.”

      Kazuki gave a wry smile at his amusement and wrapped an arm around Alan’s waist, drawing him close. He leaned his head on Alan’s shoulder and blew another stream of smoke. “What a world.”

      “What a world.” Alan echoed with a sigh, leaning into Kazu’s embrace, looking down to the river. “Should we keep searching?”

      “Nah, I think we should head back. I don’t think we can find it, and that’s okay. We can look again some other time.” Kazuki stubbed out his cigarette and broke away from Alan to adjust the leather strap of his bag. “We should have enough supplies; the rest of the way to Echelon should only take a few days of walking.”

      “If we don’t get hopelessly lost or end up the victims of another roving gang of child marauders,” Alan said, cracking a smile.

      “That’s hilarious,” Kazuki deadpanned, the corners of his lips twitching as he held back a smile. “But yes, if we don’t get murdered by kids—which seems more likely than I thought it would be when we first started this quest.”

      “Do you think Rin’s okay?” Alan wondered as the two of them made their way down the metal stairs and onto the bustling street of the Outpost.

      “She’s probably fine.”

      “Probably?”

      “I mean, I think she can take care of herself.” Kazuki shrugged. “I’m more concerned about Amaya. I wish we hadn’t left her there.”

      Compared to the streets of District City, this place was almost claustrophobically crowded, even at night. Old and young people of all aura Colors travelled in groups composed of Green, Blue, and Violet, engaging in vibrant conversation. The only place Kazuki had ever seen anything like it was at the underground club, the Aurora Ballroom. Even at the markets, Colors seemed to stick to their own kind, and the only time he and Alan had dared go together, they had gotten some strange looks.

      He could understand why people left the city, even though the Outpost was seen as a polluted and unsafe den of thieves and cutthroats. At least people here were able to get along with each other and didn’t live in fear, holed up in their compounds and waiting to become collateral damage during the next clash between the rival factions.

      “I think Amaya’s probably fine too,” Alan assured him, taking his hand and smiling as they passed a bakery with a bright display of pastries in the window and a line out the door of shuffling, chattering customers. Kazuki wished they’d had time to stop, although he doubted the place could make a chocolate croissant as good as Alan did.

      “Amaya knows what she’s doing. I just…I wish she were able to be here to see all this with us. She got involved in our search for the truth about the Plague and the Colors, but she won’t be able to see it to the end.”

      “It’s not like we’re going to never see her again,” Kazuki said. “After we get whatever information, we’ll go back to the city.”

      “What if there isn’t a city to go back to?” Alan squeezed Kazuki’s hand, worried lines drawing across his forehead. “With Calen running around trying to destroy as many people as possible on his vengeance streak, some part of me thinks we’re running from the real problem—chasing some weird, magical bullshit that may or may not help with anything.”

      Kazuki had the same doubts about their mission—whether it was completely pointless or if it would change anything for the better, or even change anything at all. James had wanted them to know what he had found, to finish what he had started. James had come to him in a dream with a message, and that message had led them here. He didn’t want to let James down, not when they’d come this far.

      “We have to trust that James found something valuable in Echelon. Some information, some secret knowledge that was important enough that he was sentenced to death for simply knowing it,” Kazuki said, his voice dropping to a whisper as he released Alan’s hand. “If you want to go back, I won’t stop you.”

      “I’m not going anywhere without you.” Alan smirked. “You can’t get rid of me that easily. Besides, I’m not leaving you alone with Rin and her evil ghost pal. Especially since you can’t even see him. He could be insulting you behind your back, literally, without you even knowing.”

      “Yeah, I guess that’s a good point.” Kazuki chuckled. He was grateful Alan had dismissed the idea of leaving. He really couldn’t do any of this without him. “He’s not still begging for your forgiveness, is he?”

      “I told him I’d only consider such a thing if he didn’t speak to me for this entire journey. Hopefully, Rin gets bored with him and sends him back before then.” Alan sighed, shaking his head.

      “I’m sorry he’s here,” Kazuki said, giving Alan a knowing look.

      “He’s been surprisingly useful,” Alan admitted. “He scared off those kids, and honestly, seeing him again makes me feel a lot better about what happened between us in the past. I don’t forgive him exactly, but I’m not afraid of him anymore. I think part of me was still holding onto all this pain and fear that he caused me before. It’s just…gone now. I can’t explain how. He just seems really pathetic. He’s not the predator I remember, just a sad dead guy. It’s nice to see him that way.”

      “That’s good that his suffering is helping you heal.” Kazuki smiled, only partially teasing. There was a new lightness in Alan’s voice, something that Kazuki had never heard before.

      “Hey, I’m the king of healing, remember?” Alan linked arms with him and rested his head on his shoulder. “You do the fire thing; I do the healing thing.”

      “Tanith said we can have different abilities, though. Like, multiple ones.”

      “What do you think happened to Tanith? Do you think they’re okay?”

      “I hope so.”

      “Who the hell do you think murdered Brian?”

      “Wasn’t me, that’s all I know.”

      As they speculated about Tanith’s fate and potential murder suspects, the street began to shift from cobblestone to pavers, to a dirt road the further they walked down the hill. Shops and flats gave way to factories and warehouses, which gave way to a field of green grass littered with stone walls—the ruins of old battlements from when the Outpost was a military fortress hundreds of years ago.

      The trail led around a bend in the river before climbing back up into the wild forests. They moved through the trees, still debating whether Calen could have had something to do with Brian’s murder, when they arrived at the clearing where they’d left Rin earlier.

      She was lying on her back, unresponsive, eyes closed, like she was taking a nap. Alan’s evil ex, the ghost Raith, was nowhere to be found; not like Kazuki would be able to find him anyway. It sucked not being able to see someone you were travelling with, especially when that someone wasn’t to be trusted.

      “Rin?” Kazuki gently tapped the sole of her boot with his toe. “Wake up. We’re back.”

      “I can’t believe she’s been taking a nap this whole time,” Alan yawned, settling down on a fallen tree beside her. “Lucky.”

      Rin wasn’t stirring; Kazuki frowned. She appeared to be breathing—her chest was rising and falling—but her face was so still. He kicked her a little harder and spoke her name louder. “Rin! Wake up!”

      She remained still. Now Alan knelt down beside her, feeling her forehead with the back of his hand. “She’s ice cold. What’s wrong with her?”

      “Is he here?” Kazuki’s eyes darted back and forth as he scanned the trees for any sign of the ghost, as though if he moved his eyes fast enough, he’d catch a glimpse of him.

      “He’s not. Hey, Raith?” Alan called to him. “What’s wrong with Rin? What happened?”

      “What did he do to her?” Kazuki’s pulse raced, forcing his breath out in short bursts. He was starting to panic. He felt like a slab of granite was being lowered onto his chest. He knelt down beside Rin and shouted into her face, taking her by the shoulders and shaking her. “Rin, wake up! Rin!”

      “What did you do to her?” Alan screamed at his hidden adversary. His face twisted with fear. “If you weren’t already dead, I would take my fist and—”

      “What’s going on?” Rin’s eyes fluttered open. “Are you guys fighting again?”

      “Rin!” Alan shrieked and dove beside her. “Are you okay? Did Raith do something to knock you out? Did he try to possess you?”

      “No.” Rin shook her head groggily. “I was astral projecting. I had to leave my body alone for a bit, and he was guarding it.”

      “Astral projecting?” Kazuki repeated, amazed.

      “Yeah, I went to talk to Amaya.”

      It was Alan’s turn to repeat in awe. “Amaya?”

      “Yeah, are you guys okay? You’re acting a little…clingy. You can let go of me, you know,” she told them, and Alan and Kazuki listened, letting her go and giving her some space.

      “Is Amaya okay?” Alan asked first, although Kazuki had been about to speak the same question.

      “She’s good. She killed that Brian guy, and feels guilty about it. She saved a bunch of people’s lives and she’s preparing to lead the Blue. She misses us, send her regards, all that. I’ll check back with her tomorrow.” Rin brushed stray leaves off the backs of her legs as she stood up. “Let me know if you have any messages you want me to convey to her. No, not you, Raith. Amaya doesn’t want to be your friend; hate to break it to you like that, big guy.”

      Alan sighed, leaning back on his palms with his legs outstretched in front of him. “Amaya’s okay.”

      “Amaya’s okay,” Kazuki repeated. He felt so relieved, he didn’t fully register the second piece of information Rin had just relayed until about thirty seconds later. “Wait, did you say Amaya killed Brian? Brian Bryan? That guy?”

      “Yup. That Brian Bryan,” Rin confirmed. “Is dead-dead. Amaya killed him for a good reason. Long story. We should get moving, yeah?”

      “Yeah,” Kazuki muttered, standing back up. He helped a speechless Alan to his feet, and the three of them made their way through the woods together in stunned silence.

      Never in a million years would Kazuki have thought Amaya Verity would be the murderer. That was something he needed some time to process. Amaya was okay, and she’d been the one to kill Brian at the fake engagement party being held to convince the Bryans that Amaya and Brian were getting married. Somehow, warmth glowed through Kazuki’s heart at the thought of his sweet, quiet friend being a vicious, double-crossing killer.

      He wished he were that badass.
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            CHAPTER 8

          

          THE ONE WHERE AMAYA IS BRIEFLY HAUNTED

        

      

    

    
      
        
        (Friday, 3 P.M.)

      

      

      Amaya wasn’t sure what she expected, but it certainly wasn’t a group of all new leaders gathered around the table at the High Council. The Violet sent an older man called Lord Renfro with steely gray hair and pale skin in a drab, eggplant-colored suit to replace Calen. To replace Lord Hume, the Green nominated an older woman called Lady Helena, a tough-looking, no-nonsense sort with toned gray hair in an olive military coat.

      The three were gathered around a lacquered wood table in one of the rooms of an old mansion filled with shelves of leatherbound books. The place reminded her of the Sydis House, although it lacked the poison green peeling wallpaper and did not smell of coffee and cinnamon rolls, but instead of rot and damp. The Sydis House sat empty now, a fact which gave Amaya an uneasy sort of emptiness.

      “Another disaster to handle, eh?” Lady Helena said as she stirred sweetener into her teacup for the third time. Amaya noticed things like that; sometimes she wished she didn’t, because watching the action made Amaya gag. One spoonful of the bittersweet powder was enough to make her ignore her own spoiled cup of tea. “What shall we do about this?”

      “Well, Lady Helena, let’s have the new leader of the Blue take the lead in the investigation. After all, it was her ill-fated event.” Lord Renfro shot Amaya a look that a disappointed nurse gave her once when she’d failed to answer a question about her condition.

      “Excellent point,” Lady Helena agreed, leaning back into her chair and crossing her legs at the knee. “There was only one fatality, and that was the young Blue fellow unlucky enough to be engaged to her.”

      “So, young lady, what do you plan to do about it?”

      “The people responsible should be found and held accountable for their actions.” Amaya spoke the lines she’d rehearsed earlier that morning in front of the mirror. Her tone was clear, and she held her chin high and sat up straight to seem more regal. “Those responsible are Lord Gregory Hume and Lord Calen Alighieri.”

      She paused to take in their reactions. Although she was unable to read their emotions directly without touching them, she could tell they were confused just by the way they both scowled at her.

      “Listen, dear, I know you’re new to this, but you have to learn to lie much better than that,” Lady Helena said, with an oh-bless-your-heart kind of smile. She gave a knowing look to Lord Renfro.

      Amaya clenched her skirt under the table, her whole body tensed.

      “Or if you are going to make up imaginary people to blame, at least give them better names than that—eh, Lady Helena?” Lord Renfro chuckled, grinning broadly to show his yellowed teeth. “We’ve been around much longer than you, and we’re up on every Blue lord and lady that there is. You can’t fool us, girl.”

      Ignoring the way Lord Renfro called her “girl” took considerable restraint. Amaya had never wanted to stab someone more than that moment. She missed just being able to read about people, or even dream about their experiences without having to interact with them.

      People were awful, but that was beside the point.

      There was something strange going on; she didn’t think Lord Renfro and Lady Helena were assholes on purpose. She thought they really might have been uninformed, or worse, had some sort of memory interference that was causing them to forget things and even people.

      “Lord Hume was the Green leader, right after Lady Rin Morana went into exile,” Amaya said tentatively, as a way to test their memories. “Lord Aligheri was the Violet leader after Lord Raith Crowley was killed.”

      “Child, who has been teaching you history?” Lord Renfro was positively cackling with delight at her lack of accurate information. “Everyone knows that I became leader of the Violet Lord Edgar Crowley when he died a natural death several years ago.”

      “Edgar Crowley? A natural death?” Amaya repeated.

      “Lord Crowley had no sons, only daughters, and we all know that daughters cannot take over for the Violet. Hence my nomination by our Council.” Renfro waved his hand dismissively, his fingertips carelessly close to Amaya’s face. She briefly considered biting them, though not seriously.

      “I’m beginning to see why daughters inheriting a post is a bad idea,” Lady Helena said slyly, giving Renfro another look as though they shared this long and intimate history of being hateful misogynists together. “Poor dear can’t seem to recall even the most basic of facts. Must be the pressure. We’ll let it go for today; it’s her first big day with the High Council. Remember how terrible you were when you first started out, Lord Renfro?”

      “How long have you been the leader of the Green?”

      “Lady Helena,” Lord Renfro coughed.

      “What?” Amaya stared blankly.

      “Please address me by my proper name and title when you question me,” Lady Helena demanded with the stern gaze of a seasoned, hypocritical bigot. “I am a leader of this city, and I will be referred to as fitting my rank and station.”

      “You didn’t use my name or title,” Amaya pointed out before vehemently adding, “Lady Helena.”

      “Yes, I have been leader of the Green for over twenty years,” Lady Helena informed her, ignoring the comment about proper decorum around addressing someone of her station. “The entire time you, my dear, have been alive.”

      Amaya glanced back and forth between them, a crease forming between her eyebrows. She immediately regretted it, and then regretted regretting it. She no longer needed to be the flawless and expressionless leader her father had wanted her to be. She could act however she wanted, look however she wanted. She was the one in power now.

      Either she had stepped into a parallel universe, or these people had truly forgotten the existence of several prominent people. At this point, neither option would really surprise her. Things were weird these days.

      If no one would even remember her existing after she was no longer the Blue leader, she didn’t need to worry about any of her actions. Legacy requires perfection, but without any legacy to maintain, Amaya had nothing to worry about other than staying alive. She felt like in a fight, she could easily overpower the two of them with her signature move of forcing them to watch one of her memories. She was thinking she’d send a particular childhood moment of being held down for blood to be drawn out of her arm, while being asked to name all the demons from the Lesser Key of Solomon. Her upbringing was unconventional to say the least.

      “I’m not your ‘dear,’” Amaya told Lady Helena, with a sudden harshness that made her recoil. “I too would like to be addressed by my proper title, Lady Helena. I should note that while I am new, and I may become confused, I am no child. I am the representative of the Blue, and if the Blue are not treated with respect on this Council, we see no reason to cooperate with you any further. We may even use some of our considerable strength and numbers to be more than uncooperative, and the next disaster you casually dismiss may impact only the Violet and the Green, Lord Renfro and Lady Helena.”

      “Well, that’s some temper you have there, young lady!” Lord Renfro chuckled while exchanging glance with Lady Helena.

      “You really ought to consider where you are and with whom you’re speaking,” Lady Helena said coldly. “There’s no reason to be so snippy.”

      Amaya’s blood boiled. She honestly didn’t know if she’d ever been this frustrated before. These people talking in circles about respect were surely brainwashed idiots if she’d ever seen them. No need to press any further; they had just about as much of an idea of what was going on as the table they were seated around. Actually, the table probably knew more.

      “I’ll handle the investigation,” Amaya muttered curtly.

      “Wonderful,” Lord Renfro said. “Now, onto our next item. There seems to be a troublesome amount of misinformation being circulated. All kinds of strange suggestions of imaginary people and events that have never happened—much like those dreamt up by one of the members of this Council. We all know how such stories are crafted and how they are spread.”

      Lady Helena nodded in agreement. They both looked to Amaya.

      Amaya tried desperately to refrain from bursting out laughing in exasperation. Instead, she took a deep breath before speaking. “How is the misinformation being spread?”

      “Oh, poor dear, she hasn’t a clue.” Lady Helena snickered.

      Amaya had never wanted to punch someone in the face more than she did in that moment. Rin would be proud of her for refraining, and for her follow-up statement.

      “I’m afraid this job is harder than I expected,” Amaya said, smiling broadly with a fair share of malice in her shimmering eyes. “I could stand to be more informed. Please, help me out, as elder, more experienced leaders.”

      The sarcasm seemed to have gone undetected. Helena and Renfro both beamed and shared more little cliquish glances and smirks.

      “Well, dear, as we all know, technology is to blame,” Lord Renfro informed her.

      “Oh, of course,” Amaya said, smiling and nodding.

      “Specifically, those blasted forums on the Darknet,” Lady Helena said. “In general, the Internet is a terrible, lawless place—a real threat to the current order of things.”

      “Right,” Amaya said, trying not to laugh. “We should unite to fight our common foe…the entire Internet.”

      “See, she gets it!” Lady Helena cried in delight, nudging Lord Renfro with her boot under the table and taking another swig of her over-sweetened tea sludge.

      “Excellent. I suppose we should continue to implement our restrictions on Internet use,” Lord Renfro concluded, “in order to curb the spread of misinformation. This way, the citizens of all of our Colors will continue to live in harmony within the boundaries of District City.”

      “With the exception of whoever attacked the Blue at the event the other night,” Amaya added. She couldn’t resist adding on, “Oh…what if the killer was actually the Internet?”

      “Hmm…” Lady Helena seemed to consider this seriously.

      “No. Well, could be some radicals from the Darknet,” Lord Renfro explained, somewhat flustered by the earnestness in Amaya’s accusation. “I don’t think that the Internet itself could commit a crime.”

      “I’ll look into it and let you know,” Amaya promised gravely.

      “I suppose we should conclude this meeting,” Lady Helena declared. “Thank you all for attending.”

      “Good work, everyone!” Renfro said with an easy smile.

      The two leaders stood and shuffled out of the room. Amaya hung back, cracking up, hoping they couldn’t hear her laughter on the other side of the wood paneled door.

      She could not wait to tell Rin about this conversation. These people were a mess. She wondered if whoever or whatever had washed out their brains had accidently taken a bit too much of their natural intellect, or if they were always like that. If it had been Calen, he wouldn’t have just programmed them to be genial, manners-obsessed, anti-Internet crusaders. Still, at least they didn’t seem to want to kill her or anyone she cared about…annoying as they were.

      “That was strange,” a familiar voice commented from the corner of the room behind her.

      Amaya whipped around to see the tall, blond shade leaning against the bookshelf.

      “Oh, um…hi,” Amaya mumbled. Guilt seethed under her skin. “What—how…how long have you…?”

      “I returned just now. The whole thing was like falling asleep and waking from a pleasant dream,” Brian said wistfully. “It didn’t hurt at all when you did it.”

      “I—I…” Amaya didn’t know what to say. For some reason, she felt like crying. As much as Brian had been a pain in the ass in life, he’d willingly given his life so she could have the strength to save all those people. “I’m glad. I’m glad it didn’t hurt.”

      “I don’t plan on haunting you long, but I wasn’t sure where else to go.” Brian shifted his weight, placing one foot against the bookcase. His shoe sank into the spines of the old leather tomes.

      “I think there’s a sort of current that draws the spirits of the dead into their next life. Like a river,” Amaya told him, “but there’s something weird going on with the afterlife. Maybe you’re better off staying here.”

      “Something weird seems to be going on everywhere.” Brian sighed. “Is Tanith okay? Do you know what happened to them?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t sense them in the city, but that doesn’t mean they’re not here,” Amaya told him.

      “Maybe I’ll go look for them. I want to make sure they’re all right. What about Alan and Kazuki?”

      “They’re okay. They’re investigating some of the strangeness, hoping to find some answers.” Amaya was hesitant to say more, to be completely honest, but then decided it wasn’t worth lying. The world was filled with enough lies already. “Rin Morana and I have been working together. Brian, I’m…I care about her. She and I are trying to uncover the truth about what happened in District City. We want to stop all the pointless power struggles. We want to keep any more people from being needlessly killed to keep others safe.”

      “I know,” Brian said softly. “I know that now. It’s okay. I know you and I were never really going to be together. I still care about you, but it’s not the same as the way you care for her.”

      “I wish I could have done it a different way,” Amaya told him. “I feel awful.”

      “Bet my parents are really pissed off,” Brian said, grinning at the thought.

      “They’re not super happy about the whole thing, no,” Amaya said. “I’m not really sure what to do about that. They’re pretty obsessed with finding your killer.”

      “I can work on that,” Brian offered, considering the possibilities. “We could use that to our advantage—find someone to blame who is in the way. That Calen guy, if he’s still around. Or maybe even the Internet.”

      “Oh, yes, we can always blame the Internet.” Amaya smirked. “Hey, seriously, thank you. For what you did.”

      Brian shrugged. “Not that big of a deal. Let me know if there’s anything else I can do.”

      “Dude, you’re free to do what you like.”

      “Okay, then I think I’ll go check on Tanith. See you around.” Brian waved and then vanished before she could respond.

      Amaya was left alone with her thoughts, still feeling guilty, but mostly wondering how she could blame the Internet for Brian’s death.
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            CHAPTER 9

          

          THE ONE WHERE ALAN LEARNS THE POWER OF FRIENDSHIP AND RAINBOWS

        

      

    

    
      
        
        (Friday, 8 P.M.)

      

      

      Alan stared at the flames flickering in the cold night air. He prodded one of the logs with a stick just to watch it spark as it turned. On the other side of the campfire, Rin snored softly, curled up in a sleeping bag. Kazuki was sleeping as well, his breathing deep and familiar. Alan set the stick down, leaning over his sleeping love, and brushed away a stray lock of hair from the corner of Kazuki’s lips.

      “So…you’re the first watch, huh?” Raith asked, floating down from wherever he’d been lounging in the treetops. Raith’s long blond hair was loose over his shoulders, and his button-down shirt undone at the collar. He looked like the ghost of a long-dead romantic poet, wandering the moors in search of his lost love, not Alan’s recently deceased evil ex-boyfriend coming to make awkward small talk because he was bored.

      “Yeah,” Alan grunted. His initial shock and sense of looming dread at Raith’s presence was simmering down to a mild annoyance. There was enough terrible shit going down. He didn’t have energy to waste on a grudge against the guy who’d once somewhat-accidently strangled him to almost-death. That traumatic event was old news by now. He had fresh wounds to heal; he couldn’t be bothered by old scars.

      “You know, you don’t have to stay up. I can keep a look out for wandering bands of child bandits,” Raith said, his lips curling into a crooked grin. “Seeing as I don’t need to sleep, unlike the rest of you.”

      “No thanks,” Alan mumbled. “I’m not in the most trusting of moods at the moment, so I don’t think I’ll be leaving you unattended.”

      “If I’d planned on sabotaging this little adventure, don’t you think I would have done something before now? Surely, I could have possessed Rin’s body while she was astral projecting, or better yet, allowed you all to be taken prisoner by that gaggle of waifs.” Raith scoffed, rolling his eyes for good measure.

      “I guess so,” Alan sighed, shaking his head. “I still don’t trust you.”

      “Do you think you ever will?” Raith asked softly, all the callous cynicism drained from his voice.

      “Probably not,” Alan said, with all honesty.

      “That’s fair.” Raith kicked his feet up, reclining in the air as though held aloft in a hammock. Alan had seen him do it half a dozen times now, and it made him kind of jealous. It looked so much more comfortable than sitting on the cold ground.

      He turned his attention back to the flames, doing his best to ignore Raith and focus on something positive. They were getting closer, according to the map James had drawn. They would be close enough soon that they’d need to start to look for landmarks. The map had several strange markings ringing the edges of the area marked off as Echelon. Alan hadn’t the faintest idea what those were—neither did anyone else.

      Alan hadn’t dreamt of the woman in the tower since the night Kazuki and he had found the map. That had been the night Calen had taken him. He could still see the cruel grin on the young man’s face, feel the heat of his breath as he whispered in Alan’s ear. The words were long forgotten, but the feeling of what they meant remained. A sickening feeling wrapped around his chest, binding him and weighing him down even now.

      Calen had wanted to kill him. For the first time in his entire life, Alan didn’t want to die. He wanted to live. Alan never felt afraid of death before, only life. Somehow, Calen’s words had changed him—created the reaction he’d wanted. Calen wanted him to be afraid, and so he was. He was completely terrified. Calen had forced Alan to fear something he’d never thought he could fear. He hoped it wasn’t permanent. Things were much easier when he’d been less afraid.

      “Are you okay?” Raith called down, arms still folding behind his head, feet kicked up and crossed at the ankles. His expression made him appear worried, while his body posture made him appear to be on a tropical island vacation.

      “What do you even care?” Alan snapped, the words sounding harsher than he’s meant. Not that it should matter how he talked to his annoying ex.

      “Alan, I—I care about you,” Raith said gently.

      Alan sighed, shaking his head. He rubbed his wrists unconsciously.

      “You’re not still…” Raith trailed off, indicating Alan’s bare forearms and the lines of old and new cuts scattered across his pale skin.

      “No,” Alan lied. Then he bit his lip and begrudgingly admitted, “Sometimes. I’m trying to stop. I will stop. Not that it’s any of your business.”

      “I never meant to hurt you,” Raith whispered.

      “I did. I meant to hurt me.” Alan’s voice strained as he spoke the words out loud. A familiar ache just below the sternum began, before it was washed away by a wave of ice-cold fear. “I don’t really care, Raith. I don’t really care what you meant to do or didn’t mean to do. The things that happened…what happened with us…it’s done. It’s over. There’s no use thinking about it now. If you’re seeking forgiveness or absolution or whatever, there you go. I’m giving it, so take it and get the fuck out of my life.”

      Alan realized he was crying; hot tears were streaming down his cheeks. He brushed them away with the back of his hand, furiously, and spun around to hide his ridiculous display of emotion from Raith.

      “I’m not seeking forgiveness. I’m not here for any reason other than my own self-interest,” Raith said, his voice steady. “You don’t have to forgive me.”

      “Good, because I take it back,” Alan muttered, hugging his knees to his chest, his back toward the offending apparition.

      “Oh, good.” Raith chuckled. “I was worried there for a moment. Whatever would I do if you and I started getting along?”

      “That would really be the end of the world,” Alan said with a half-hearted sneer.

      “It’s happened before; it could happen again,” Raith pointed out. “Although, I’d hate to be the cause by forming a friendship with my ex. What an apocalypse that would be.”

      “A seriously boring one,” Alan agreed with a yawn. He slowly turned back to face the fire and Raith. “We’d destroy the world with the power of friendship.”

      “And rainbows!” Raith smirked.

      “Oh, right. Forgot the rainbows.” Alan smiled a little, still hugging his knees to his chest. “Can I ask you a question?”

      “Of course.”

      “Feel free to say whatever you want, or nothing at all. Tell the truth or lie—doesn’t really matter. I just have to ask this.” Alan paused, drawing in a deep breath before he continued. “Why are you really here?”

      “Well…” Raith straightened up, unfurling from his reclining pose to hover in a standing position several feet from the ground. “I’m here because Rin summoned me back. For some reason, she enjoys my company, and she’s keeping me with her. I’m not entirely useless, I suppose, so she feels like I will serve a purpose in whatever it is to come.”

      “But…that’s why Rin brought you here. Why are you’re staying?”

      “There’s something wrong with the lands of the dead. There’s a city where shades are being held as mindless prisoners. Everyone who has died since the Plague is being kept there. It isn’t…it is not a good place. I don’t want to go back. That’s why I’m here,” Raith concluded with a shrug, tumbling back into a seated position, his legs crossed at the knee.

      “Won’t you have to go back someday?” Alan wondered, thinking of his own recent brush with death. He thought of the bodies lying on the floor in the Trask compound. His parents and their household staff, covered in blood, crawling with flies. Somewhere, their spirits were lingering in the place Raith had described.

      “I don’t plan on it,” Raith said with a playful grin. A gleam in his eye was familiar—it meant that he was thinking about doing something reckless and wonderful. “If the city was built by the dead, it can be destroyed by them just as easily.”

      “You’re planning to take out this creepy ghost prison in the lands of the dead?” Alan mouthed the words and made the sounds, but he could hardly believe what he was saying.

      “Yes, I am.”

      Alan was impressed with the confidence in Raith’s tone, but also completely incredulous. There was no way he could ever pull it off. And yet…

      “I think that’s a great idea,” Alan said. “I want to help in any way I can, when this is all over. It’s something that impacts all of us. If we’re sent to some shitty place after we die, that’s just…that’s terrible, right? We suffer enough while we’re alive, right?”

      “Right,” Raith said, grinning wider now. “Well, then I may take you up on your offer. After all, if we work together, we might be able to destroy something with the power of our unlikely ex-boyfriend alliance.”

      “And rainbows.” Alan nodded gravely, his face blank in mock-gravity. “Don’t forget the rainbows.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 10

          

          THE ONE WHERE JAMES MEETS AN OLD FRIEND

        

      

    

    
      
        
        (A Timeless Void)

      

      

      “Minerva thinks she’s a god,” Edgar said, his frown deepening as he drifted across the flawless white marble of the balcony. The place they all inhabited—the city they’d all built in the land of the dead was a luminous, magical place filled with tortured souls and petty squabbles constantly brewing among the ruling specters.

      “In a way, we all are,” James replied. Edgar frowned further still, his silver eyebrows threatening to fight each other in the center of his forehead. “We created all this from nothing.”

      “We have to do it once again,” Edgar told him, as though he didn’t know.

      “So it would seem.”

      “Claret needs to be part of it,” Edgar muttered, still gliding back and forth.

      “Iris and Minerva don’t want her to come back until it’s time; but yes, without her, it will prove to be far too challenging to create another place like this one. Even with the power of the new Order, someone needs to be there to guide them,” James explained. “It can’t be you—none of them would listen to you.”

      “I can’t help that I made enemies during my time.” Edgar scoffed, pausing in his path to glare at James. “I barely remembered who I was and where I’d been half the time. Claret wanted to tell people. She wanted them to know. Regular people, everyday people. Those lot—” He gestured to the crowds of shades milling below, close to a million of them now, the passive prisoners.

      “We weren’t all as lucky as Minerva, dying instantly. Iris too,” James sighed. He felt less like a god and more like a prisoner himself.

      “Or you, having your memory completely wiped.” Edgar flickered under his shroud, pulling himself to full height. He was a large man in life, and somehow, he seemed larger here.

      “Strange we are no longer enemies.” James gave him a small smile, turning to lean on the railing. The feeling was almost like touching something solid and real. The sensation of feeling a surface under his fingertips was a small, strange little thing to miss about being alive.

      “I didn’t kill you. That was them—those Morana people, they gave the order. You know that I wasn’t…I wouldn’t have harmed you or Gregory.”

      “I doubt that. I was putting the pieces together. When I finally remembered what we’d done, I was wracked with guilt, Edgar. I would have been a threat. I probably would have taken up Claret’s cause,” James whispered. He spoke the words as though he was no longer still plagued by guilt. He was, and always would be.

      “Claret’s not going to agree to help,” Edgar said, as though just now realizing this. “But you’re saying she’s the only one the seven will trust. What about you?”

      “They…might trust me. Three of them will—two of them might, but two never met me.”

      “Claret’s brats,” Edgar surmised.

      “Yes.”

      “Do we really even need them?” Edgar took up his gliding once more. There wasn’t much to do up here except scheme and glide around. Edgar seemed happy enough to do both. James wasn’t sure whether he’d ever seen the man happier. Certainly not when they were alive, even as young men.

      “If we still had Gregory, we might be able to use him instead,” James said. “But I haven’t been able to reach him.”

      “Is he still alive?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Where is he, if not here?”

      “Perhaps he willed himself into the Field.” James tilted his head, as though considering this for the first time. He’d had this theory for a while now, but in order for his plan to work, he needed Edgar to think it was a brand-new idea.

      “Then go after him,” Edgar said. “What are you waiting for?”

      “Permission.” James spoke the word carefully, as he didn’t want to sound bitter and resentful, though he most certainly was.

      “You have it,” Edgar told him. “I’m sure the others will understand. We need Gregory here. We can’t have him working against us, even if he’s not much use to us other than needing to stay out of the way.”

      “I will go, then,” James said with another small smile. He hoped his thoughts were as guarded as his expression. Secrets and lies were shining from behind his eyes, threatening to give him away.

      Edgar failed to see them; he just kept gliding the same path, drifting forever, occupied by some other thought.

      James launched himself over the balcony and allowed himself to plunge through the sea of shades clothed in identical, shimmering white shrouds. Their faces were all that told them apart. James tried not to pay them any mind. He’d hate to pick out a familiar person among them, and he certainly didn’t want to see Claret like that, with flat, empty eyes, swimming in circles like a fish in a tank.

      Even though it had been her choice, getting thrown in with the general population of the imprisoned shades. That was the first part of the plan. James going to the Field was the second part. After this, things would be more and more dangerous. He was working against the Order, the gods of the New Necropolis. If he was caught, his mind would be wiped and he would be forced to wander in the depths with the other shades without a moment’s hesitation, which was already bad enough.

      He would also ensure the deaths of millions in the name of the greater good the Order brought to the world. Another city would be destroyed, then another and another. They would not stop until they were lords of ashes and dust.

      James wasn’t going to let that happen, not this time.

      He descended further down, into the dark tunnels where he moved alone in silence. He heard nothing, saw nothing, felt nothing. In the absence of everything, what remained were his thoughts, his memories. Being alone like this gave him a chance to reflect on who he was and what he wanted.

      James treasured the moments he was able to spend alone. They were rare opportunities to become his whole self again, instead of part of the group. Yet even then, even now, they held influence. Every time James was permitted the privilege, he had been in the service of the Order. He’d been alone when he’d gone to the River to send a message to Kazuki, but that was also an approved mission, much like this one.

      Up ahead, James could make out the glowing outline of the portal. He remembered watching Claret create them out of thin air, watching in awe at how effortless she made it look. They’d been so full of hope back then, as they built the new city of the dead from nothing. A limitless world of possibility. Now, it was just another cage.

      He glided through the portal, the hum of currents rushing around him.

      “Take me to the Field.” James spoke the message, and the portal washed over him. He became part of the energy transferring through the ether, then the ether itself, then nothing.

      At last, he emerged from the bottom of an empty pool.

      He had a solid body, not the wisps and flows of the shroud flowing from his chest to his feet. He was wearing jeans and a t-shirt he hadn’t thought about in ages: black, with a screen-printed image of an orange cat eating a cupcake. Why these were the clothes that manifested were beyond him. Must have been something his subconscious cooked up to mess with him.

      Climbing up the side of the pit, James looked out over the terrain. The Field was comprised of an endless series of pools, each containing a soul. Many chose to appear as gleaming dark water as they lounged in their space, though some had bodies, and others still floated above the ground as clusters of light.

      When he’d first seen the place, it had seemed so wasteful, so pointless. Like a landfill of wasted potential. All those brilliant minds, all that talent, all that psychic energy just sitting there, while people in the land of the living were overrun by violence and disease. He’d been so naïve back then, thinking he could change systems so complex as the land of the living and the land of the dead.

      Now, he saw the Field for what it really was: a place for the dead to rest, to be part of something or nothing. To no longer have any role in anything but past memories. It still felt wrong somehow, but it was better than setting up a prison to house the dead as a mindless power source to fuel the Order’s many projects.

      “James? Is that you?” a voice called down to him from above. He’d been lost in his own regret and failed to notice the man hovering over him. It was an older man with steel gray hair and a strong jawline, wearing a tweed blazer with a maroon and navy striped scarf.

      “Greg,” James replied, his voice came out gruff, as though he’d been gargling rocks. He cleared his throat—which was apparently something you could do here—and tried again. “Greg, it’s good to see you.”

      “Is it?” Gregory Hume, James’ ex-boyfriend, and hopeful future co-conspirator, rolled his eyes. The action did not bode well for James’ hopes about that co-conspiring business. “Can’t believe you’re here and not in that other place.”

      “Do you mean the New Necropolis, or do you mean—”

      “Hell,” Gregory interrupted, tossing the word like a cold glass of water. “I meant Hell.”

      “There is no…wait, Greg, how much do you remember?” James asked. He hadn’t considered that Gregory would still be impacted by a memory block. He was under the impression Gregory had retained all knowledge and understanding of the Order while he’d lived his life in District City. Maybe he’d been wrong about that.

      “I remember you forgetting our anniversary at least once.” Gregory snorted, folding his arms across his chest with such force, his floating body spun around in a full circle. “I remember you ditching me to go to concerts and not returning home until the early hours of the morning. No phone calls, no texts, just leaving me to wait up at night, hoping you weren’t lying in a ditch somewhere or cheating on me with that red-headed hussy.”

      “Okay, so you remember I was a terrible boyfriend. Never cheated on you, by the way—certainly not with Claret. I should probably apologize for all that. I’m sorry.” James paused, letting the word land. Gregory seemed unconvinced. He was still crossing his arms and casting his relentlessly spiteful gaze anywhere but at James.

      “You’re sorry? That’s all you have to say for yourself?”

      “I’m…really very, very sorry? With sugar on top?” James said, exasperated, but also stifling a smirk at the ridiculousness of this man, holding a grudge for over a decade, carrying it through to the afterlife and beyond. That took some serious commitment. “I really am. I know it’s sounding insincere because I’m kind of preoccupied with a lot of other way more important things that are going down right now.”

      “What could possibly be more important?” Gregory scoffed.

      “What do you remember about…everything after that night?”

      “Oh, is that why we’re here? Did it work? Or did we do all that work for nothing and only succeed in killing ourselves?” Gregory drifted in closer, arms now folded behind his back. His curiosity had overpowered his resentment for now.

      “Oh, it worked,” James said with a nervous laugh, waving away Gregory’s questions with one hand. “It most certainly worked. You really don’t remember any of it, do you? District City? The Green Council? Rin Morana?”

      “You’re saying words, but I don’t know their meanings. This feels like a bad dream,” Gregory muttered, fear lacing his voice. “I think I might just try waking myself up. Maybe if I go back over there—”

      “Greg, we lived through the culling. I forgot almost everything about who I was, built a new life trying to find out what had happened. You remembered everything, better than any of us left living. You remembered me, even though you knew we couldn’t be together. Even if we’d wanted to be,” James said, his voice straining from the weight of the words it carried.

      “There was…there was an explosion,” Gregory whispered, his face drawn and pale. “We were all separated. I wandered the streets aimlessly at first. I was just dazed, passed people lying in the street. Some seemed still alive, but when I got close, I would notice something off—a peculiar stillness, a single line of blood falling from the corner of the eye. Others seemed to be doing the same thing I was, winding through the stalled-out lines of cars without thought or purpose. I realized why I was wandering: I was trying to find you.”

      “I woke up in a parking lot outside a shopping center in Alexandria,” James told him, remembering. “No idea how I’d gotten there. I’m still not…entirely clear about the physics of it. Or the metaphysics, anyway. Outside the city, the culling spell hit differently. Some people died outright, but others were sick…then there were the survivors. I walked miles and miles, searching for someone else who survived. That’s how I found—”

      “The boy,” Gregory recalled with a snap of his fingers. “I met him. Kazuki. Surly little bastard. Takes after his father, I suppose.”

      “Thanks.” James grinned.

      “He was at your house, our house. The old place where I went looking for Rin Morana.” He frowned. “Oh, now it’s…that prick, that filthy little whore! He can’t get away with this!” Gregory snarled, having recovered his memories and redirecting his effortless vitriol at someone other than James.

      “Yes, Calen killed you. My condolences. Sorry for your loss. Glad we’re at least back at square one,” James said, sighing. “Although, please don’t call him names. He’s still barely old enough to drink, and you’re the one who slept with him for…whatever reason.”

      “You’re one to judge, you cheating—”

      “Never mind. It’s that same song and dance,” James interrupted. “Okay, listen, Greg, you have to get over whatever spiteful little hate crushes you have brewing and get back to the part of you remembering what happened when we did the thing that destroyed an entire city and some part of the suburbs. Remember that, buddy?” James pleaded with a flash of his best attempt at a charming smile. “You just told me a really sweet anecdote about trying to find me right afterward. You know, after we performed the culling ritual with the little esoteric magic club we started?”

      “Yes, I remember,” Greg admitted begrudgingly. “The little magic club has a name: The Order of the Golden Dawn. Named after the original occult order, founded by Aleister Crowley in—”

      James cut him off again. “Yeah, yeah, they were Nazis and no one cares, Greg. My point is that our club—the Order, our Order—was supposed to be better than that. Less racist and sexist, more about creating a new world: a better world for everyone. Right?”

      “Right.”

      “Well, they’re going to do it again. Another culling.”

      “What? Why?” Gregory’s jaw dropped. “Why would we do that again? It was horrible, the carnage…burying those bodies took months. Hiding the truth for all those years, all that energy wasted. It was hardly even worth it in the end.”

      “I know, I know, murder is bad,” James said, more flippantly than he’d meant. “I think we might be the only ones to stop it. Claret might be able to help, but she’s trapped there. So, it’s just you and me, and…well…you’re not going to like this part.”

      “What part?”

      “It’s you and I, and the most powerful psychics left alive in District City.” James gave him a careless thumbs-up.

      “Rin Morana.” Gregory’s upper lip curled in a sneer.

      “And your murderer.” James smiled broadly, giving another thumbs-up. “Along with several others.”

      Gregory considered this for a moment, then let out a sound like the winter wind howling through a drafty attic window. It must have been a sigh or a groan. It was mildly frightening and quite melodramatic.

      “Fine,” Gregory said. “What’s the plan?”

      “We’re going to take apart the system we built from the inside out—starting with the new city of the dead,” James replied, hiding a grin.

      “Okay.” Gregory nodded, eyes narrowing as he considered this proposal seriously. “How do we start?”

      “We wait. For now. There are a couple pieces of the plan already in action. We just have to wait until they’ve lined up just right, and then—”

      “Then we destroy them!” Gregory declared triumphantly.

      “More or less,” James replied. “With slightly less murderous glee, if you can manage it.”

      “I shall try.”

      “Great. This is going to be just great.”
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            CHAPTER 11

          

          THE ONE WHERE TANITH DOES SOME CRIMES

        

      

    

    
      
        
        (Friday, 11 P.M.)

      

      

      Tanith Aligheri had a lot of regrets, but at the moment, their biggest regret was failing to secure a change of clothes. The hem of the dress they’d worn to the fake engagement party had become torn and frayed during the fight, singed in the blast, and now covered in debris from the forest floor where they’d been sleeping the past few nights. A trail of leaves and pine needles were left in their wake as they crept along the high brick wall that bordered the Blue compound.

      Tanith groaned.

      “What?” Calen hissed, pressing his back to the wall as he flicked his wrist at the security cameras above them. The blinking red lights darkened to black as he disabled every last one.

      “If shedding foliage doesn’t give us away, the smell of campfire and damp earth radiating off my dress will,” Tanith muttered. “Surely the guards would notice the pungent odor and sound the alarms to be on the lookout for Bigfoot or something.”

      “Don’t be so dramatic.” Calen rolled his eyes. Turning, he snapped his fingers, and the metal doors ahead of them burst outward, flying off their hinges and careening into the street.

      “What the hell was that? I thought we were trying to sneak in,” Tanith whispered. They had half a mind to shove Calen into the street along with the battered doors. Then they recalled Calen’s injuries—still not fully healed—and thought better of it. “Stop wasting your power; we’ll need it for the ritual.”

      “What the fuck was I supposed to do, knock?” Calen sneered, exhasperated.

      “Maybe? I don’t know, shut up.” Tanith huffed as a group of guards appeared, stomping out with their Kevlar blue vests and their assault rifles aimed at the street. Tanith pressed their body flat against the wall behind a pillar, so as not to be seen.

      Calen didn’t—he was strolling over to the armed security, casually, as though he were about to ask them for directions to the nearest ice cream shop.

      “Hello,” Calen called out to them with a tiny wave. The guards aimed their weapons at him, shouting something Tanith couldn’t hear over the sound of gunshots. When the smoke cleared, they were all lying on the ground, Calen going through their pockets.

      The noise of the guns going off rang in Tanith’s ears. The tightness in their chest was disorienting, and they had to take several deep breaths and press their forehead to the cool roughness of the brick wall before they could join Calen.

      “Did you…kill them?” Tanith choked out the question, still breathing heavily as they surveyed the group of guards lying on their backs, eyes closed.

      “Nah, just had them settle down for a nice nap,” Calen said, pulling a small black notebook from the pants pocket of one of the guards. He rifled through the pages and tore one out with ease.

      “That’s not funny,” Tanith said, deadly serious. “What the shit, Calen?”

      “What the shit, indeed.” Calen smirked and pressed the torn page into Tanith’s hand. “There you are. Now I won’t need to waste any more power.”

      “What’s this?” Tanith turned the paper over in their hands. A series of numbers and letters were scrawled across the page.

      “Passcodes to the other doors, I’m guessing,” Calen said as he sauntered through the doorway into the courtyard of the Blue Embassy without a care in the world.

      Tanith watched him walk away, the ends of his shoulder-length purple curls flickering out behind him. He disappeared on the other side of the wall. They took another deep breath. This was going to be a long night.

      “There you are! I found you!” a voice exclaimed to Tanith’s right. They nearly jumped out of their skin. Tanith was used to hearing voices, more so than probably anyone on the planet. As a child, they’d had a ghost of one of their past lives haunting them, Anka. More recently, messages from The Order of the Golden Dawn were constantly being relayed to assign Tanith bounty-hunting jobs. Since they’d quit that gig a few days ago, they’d gotten used to the silence.

      “Tanith? Are you okay? What happened here?” the voice spoke again, clearly concerned with finding Tanith at what was apparently a murder scene. Although, maybe not—it did look like most of the guards were still breathing. One closest to Tanith let out a loud snore and rolled over onto her side.

      “Hi, sorry, who’s there?” Tanith rubbed their temples, hoping that whoever was contacting them wasn’t about to stir up more trouble. They were already getting a powerful headache from trying to keep Calen in line.

      “It’s Brian,” the voice said, and Tanith looked up to see the young man standing there, in tattered jeans and a gray t-shirt, sort of glowing around the edges, but otherwise exactly as he’d been in life: a tall, broad-shouldered blond guy with muscular arms and a constantly worried expression.

      “Brian,” Tanith said his name, and acrid guilt seeped into their blood stream. They tried to find the words to say to make everything better, but ended up stumbling through their words. “Brian, I’m so sorry about…I didn’t mean to…” They stopped, clenching the skirt of their filthy dress in their fists.

      “It’s okay.” Brian smiled. “I’m just glad you made it out of there. I know none of this is your fault.”

      “That’s not true,” Tanith croaked, standing up and walking toward him. They weren’t sure why, but they wanted to be closer to him, to stand next to him and look up into his eyes as they told him how sorry they were that he didn’t make it out of the party that night.

      As Tanith walked over, they heard a thud and a crackle of gunfire in the direction of the compound. They spun their head around just in time to see a metal panel come flying over the wall and clatter onto the sidewalk.

      “What was that?” Brian wondered, eyebrows furrowed in alarm.

      “Ugh, that would be my brother, Calen.” Tanith groaned, shaking their head as they turned away from Brian and reluctantly headed in the direction of the sound.

      “Calen?” Brian seemed to be buffering, processing the name and what it meant, where they were, and what might be going on. By the time he’d gotten some kind of idea of what was happening, Tanith was already halfway across the lawn, smirking at the familiar sight of the singed hedge under the front windows—Kazuki had done that.

      “Wait,” Brian called to them, catching up by more or less gliding across the ground like a speed skater and careening through several trees until he hovered right near Tanith’s shoulder. “Wait, what’s Calen doing here? This is bad, right? Are you in danger?”

      “Me?” Tanith coughed, stifling a laugh. They stopped walking and turned to look Brian in the eyes. “I am the danger. You should be worried about your lady, Amaya.”

      “Amaya’s fine. She can take care of herself. I’m worried about you, though,” Brian said, his blue eyes gazing intently into Tanith’s silver ones, as though he were reading through all the guilt and all the regrets. As though he were trying to find what parts of Tanith were real and what parts had been cobbled together haphazardly from the wreckage just to survive.

      “Why?” Tanith whispered, looking down at the muddy hem of their skirt.

      “Because you—” Brian started, but the sound of someone sputtering and cursing had him stopping.

      Amaya Verity appeared in the doorway, slightly out of breath, her curls pulled back in a blue silk scarf, her gold eyes blank and doll-like.

      “Amaya,” Brian and Tanith both said at the same time in the most high-pitched and awkward tones imaginable.

      “Do either…of you have…any idea…why Calen…was in my room…trying to kill me?” Amaya gasped out the words, bracing herself against the wall.

      Brian shook his head, looking confused and worried.

      Tanith cringed, looking away. They raised their hand and answered, “Yeah, that would be…slightly my fault. It’s kind of a long story.”

      “Okay.” Amaya nodded, her breathing still uneven. “We need to talk. Come in. I’ll make some tea.” She vanished back into the building.

      Brian glanced at Tanith warily and then followed.

      All Tanith could think about was Amaya’s choice of words. She’d asked why Calen was in her room trying to kill her. Past tense.

      As completely irrational as it might be, Tanith still cared deeply about Calen’s safety and well-being. They also hadn’t realized Amaya was powerful enough to take him down with so little struggle. Clearly, there had been some struggle, or she wouldn’t be out of breath. Still, it made Tanith hesitate before stepping inside. They didn’t need any more powerful enemies.

      Once inside, Tanith was reminded of the state of their dress. The floors were made of polished marble. Dragging the muddy hem of their dress over the brightness made Tanith feel even more self-conscious about being unclean. They tried not to dwell on it, but the trail of leaves and clods of mud left behind made them feel even more guilty somehow about coming to the Blue Embassy at all that night.

      Amaya led the ghost and the former bounty hunter down a set of stairs into the basement. Tanith had been in the Blue Embassy before and recalled exploring the storage rooms and the clinic with Brian back when he had a heartbeat.

      Still, Tanith was surprised when Amaya brought them into the kitchen, not some secret torture chamber for traitorous psychics. Then again, this room also appeared to have a number of cast iron skillets, knives, cleavers, and cupboards full of who knows what sorts of weapons. Amaya went over to the wall and pushed a button to turn on the electric kettle, then turned back around to face them.

      “I’m tired of secrets and lies,” Amaya said, leaning slightly on the edge of a table in the center of the room. “Let’s just tell each other the truth. Can we do that? Please?”

      Tanith could feel the wariness in her voice, see it in her face. She’d let the mask slip. Now, her real expression shone through, soft and sad and a little frightened.

      “Yes,” Tanith said without needing to think twice about it. They took a seat at the table, not knowing what else to do with their body. Amaya sat down across from them.

      “Okay, good.” Amaya took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and let it out. “Why did you and Calen come to the Blue Embassy in the middle of the night to try to kill me?”

      “How could you even think that—that Tanith could do something like that?” Brian cried, incensed at the thought. He’d been hovering on the edge of the countertop near the sink. At her words, he darted between the two of them.

      “Brian,” Tanith said, slightly embarrassed and slightly amused at his defensiveness on their behalf. “It’s okay. It’s…it’s true. I did come here with Calen to kill Amaya, more or less.”

      Brian looked aghast and backed up so far, he passed through a china cabinet. All that could be seen were his feet.

      “We want to…Calen and I want to bring our mother back. We came here to use Amaya’s body to house her spirit. It seems really awful when I say it out loud.” Tanith shook their head. “But I need her help. I have this…this thing. A strong power. Ever since the Red camp was destroyed and my mother was killed, I had this ability to just…well, you saw what happened at the party. That was me. It’s not something I can control. I just sort of…explode.”

      Brian leaned out of the cabinet where he’d been hidden, but only his top half, so he appeared like some sort of bizarre home furnishings centaur.

      “Are you going to right now?” he whispered.

      “No. I mean, I don’t think so. Usually, I can feel it coming…unless I’m asleep.” Tanith gave a nervous laugh.

      “How did you control it before now?” Amaya wondered.

      “The Dawn. This ghost woman came to me and told me she could help me if I worked for her and her organization. They were called The Order of the Golden Dawn. They had me assigned to bounty hunt for them, essentially, in exchange for money and control of the ability,” Tanith said. It felt weird talking about their dealings with the Dawn out loud. They’d never told anyone about it. Somehow, speaking on it made it seem unbelievable.

      “Your mother knows how to control it?” Amaya mused. “So you need to bring her back…by killing me?”

      “By using your body and your energy was our plan, but I didn’t…I wasn’t sure if it would actually kill you,” Tanith said, scraping nervously at a piece of dried matter on the wooden surface of the table. “Just knock you out for a little while.”

      “I can go find your mom, Tanith. You don’t have to kill Amaya to get her back,” Brian offered. “Please, I’d really like it if you didn’t.”

      “I don’t plan on it anymore—taking your body. Not that I ever seriously considered it. That was more of a way to get Calen to come here. He’s kind of…dramatic.” Tanith shrugged sheepishly. “I know it was still wrong to even suggest it…and it still could have gone very, very wrong, and I’m sorry.”

      “It’s fine. Well, it’s not fine. For the sake of radical honesty, I have to say it’s kind of awful. It hurts that you’d think so little of me as to bargain with my safety like that, but I’ll get over it. Or I won’t. Regardless, I think working together is the best chance we have to make sense of anything right now. That’s just how it’s going to have to be.” Amaya sighed. “We have to trust each other enough to tell each other the truth, but that doesn’t mean we have to be friends.”

      “Harsh,” Brian whispered so only Tanith could hear.

      “Yeah,” Tanith swallowed. “I think a lot of you, actually. I figured you could handle him if he tried anything. And you did. It was still…wrong.”

      The kettle went off, and Amaya poured cups of strong black tea. Tanith took theirs with nothing; Amaya added cream. She even poured one for Brian with just sugar, he came and sat at the table to drink it. He couldn’t really, but somehow, the gesture seemed thoughtful.

      “Okay…um…what else?” Amaya seemed to perk up with the tea. “What happened the night of the fake engagement party?”

      “I fought Calen. I planned to kill him, but I couldn’t,” Tanith recounted as simply as possible. “It’s more complicated than that, but I’m not sure the details really matter.”

      “I’d still like to hear them,” Amaya said.

      Tanith recounted in detail the battle with Calen, the moment they’d decided not to kill him, and the intrusion of the former leader of the Green, Gregory Hume. Amaya sat in silence, taking it all in, her expression drawn, but not measured. She was listening intently, processing every detail to determine the meaning.

      Brian wasn’t so silent; he interjected frequently to clarify things, since he seemed to know very little about anything that was really going on, and Tanith had to backtrack a little here and there.

      “Hume wanted to kill Calen…why?” Brian wondered.

      “Calen hurt a lot of people, as far as I can tell. He and Hume had some sort of arrangement, and Calen backed out of it,” Tanith explained as best they could. “Hume came after him for it. I needed a great deal of power to stop him, which is why I cancelled my contract with the Dawn to gain full control of my power. Then…well you know the rest.”

      “I was already dead by that point.” Brian shrugged. “So I don’t know much of anything, but I figured out that Calen didn’t die and neither did you, so that’s good, right?”

      “I guess so?” Tanith laughed nervously, taking a gulp of tea.

      “I have so many questions and so many ideas,” Amaya said, setting her palms against the table and gazing at Tanith with a glint of enthusiastic determination. “We should get some sticky notes and maybe a dry erase board. Before any of that though, I should go check on Calen.”

      “Is he—” Tanith couldn’t finish the question.

      “He’s unconscious, dreaming about some movie I saw recently called Roman Holiday,” Amaya told them. “Sorry, I guess I should have said something sooner. Did you think he was dead this whole time?”

      “Kind of,” Tanith squeaked. Amaya had a formidable presence, even when she wasn’t all that angry about having her body taken over by a spirit or being murdered.

      “Oh. Well, he’s not,” Amaya said, giving them a small smile and a thumbs-up. “I’ll go check on him. You’re welcome to come with me, and then I’ll get the stuff so we can make some plans. Sound good?”

      “Can I use your shower?” Tanith blurted out. The thought of spending all night scheming with Amaya and Brian in this wretched dress was untenable. “Maybe borrow some clothes…or something?”

      “Not sure if anything of mine would fit. You’re taller than me. But, yeah, sure.” Amaya yawned, stretching her arms over her head. “Make yourself at home.”
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            CHAPTER 12

          

          THE ONE WHERE AMAYA MAKES A DEAL

        

      

    

    
      
        
        (Saturday, 1 A.M.)

      

      

      As she walked through the halls, Amaya noticed the guards waking up from their trances. She assured them that nothing was wrong, that the threat was under control. Thankfully, the only casualties of the break-in were the courtyard doors and those of the main entrance. Also, thankfully, the guards did not question her; they simply began cleaning up and making repairs.

      It felt strange, having the authority to tell people what to do like that. Amaya was in charge now; it was her job to keep people safe, not just herself and her friends.

      Not even just the other Blue families.

      Everyone in District City would be impacted by her actions.

      Amaya had never been more afraid. Not when she was a young child, having her blood drawn with the thickest of needles; not when she was trapped in a tomb with Kazuki while hunting for Tanith; not even when Calen had just confronted her with a wicked grin and hungry gaze. She had never been more afraid than she was in that moment when she told the guards to stand down.

      The weight of their lives, and the lives of everyone in the city, might depend on whether or not Amaya had made the right decision in that moment—the decision not to have Tanith and Calen arrested and imprisoned. Instead, Amaya decided to work with them. She had a feeling, a prickling irritation, that told her whatever was to happen, it would only happen if they were all together.

      As she walked up the stairs to her bedroom in the tower, she thought she heard a sound like a faint creak or a groan. She rushed up to the landing, finding a partially open window. Amaya shivered at the damp night air seeping through. She closed the window and turned back to find Calen sitting cross-legged on the railing beside her.

      “Sorry, I didn’t finish the movie,” he said, uncrossing his legs and standing to greet her. “It was pretty good. Do the princess and the random guy end up together and live happily ever after?”

      “No,” Amaya told him coldly. Her face hardened as she concentrated on making an energy shield around her body. She placed her hands up, palms outstretched in front of her to block anything he threw at her, physical or otherwise.

      “Aw, that’s too bad.” Calen sounded genuinely disappointed. He shifted his hands into the pockets of his pants. He was still wearing the suit he’d been in that night at the party. He’d been dressed in black silk with a crown and called himself the King of Hell. The crown had been lost, and the suit was now frayed and stained. His aura was a weak Red, compared to the false Violet it had been that night.

      “Would you prefer a film with a different ending this time? One where everyone lives and ends up safe and happy?” Amaya asked him, stepping towards him cautiously. “Or one where everyone dies?”

      Mischief flickered in his rust-colored eyes, but Calen remained where he stood, neither advancing nor backing down. She’d been able to catch him off-guard before, mostly because she’d sensed his presence and he’d underestimated how fast she could render him unconscious. All it took was a brush of her fingertips on the back of his hand, and he was passed out and dreaming of an old movie. Amaya wasn’t sure if he’d fall for the same trick twice.

      “I’d rather have a conversation,” Calen said, tilting his head to consider her as she got closer. “What would you say to letting your defenses down so we can talk? No funny business, I swear.”

      “Like I’m falling for that.” Amaya groaned, rolling her eyes. “Oldest trick in the book.”

      “I had to try something.” Calen sighed. “Well, I suppose Tanith wasn’t able to capture you and summon our mother’s spirit into your body, then?”

      “No, I’m afraid not.”

      “Is Tanith okay?”

      “They’re taking a shower and changing into fresh clothes; you’re welcome to do the same,” Amaya said without breaking away from his gaze, palms stiff from holding herself in a defensive pose.

      “Am I? Well…” Calen gave a short laugh. “I wonder how long you can hold that shield up before you run down your reserves.”

      “I wonder how long you can stand in my way without being unconscious.” Amaya’s lips curled up into a smile.

      “Hey, Amaya, Tanith was wondering if you could bring down their change of clothes to the guest bath.” Brian’s voice carried up the stairs before he floated into view, hovering beside Amaya, having taken the direct route from the basement, straight up through the curving staircase. As he reached them, he shot back a little in surprise at the sight of Calen. “Oh, is this Calen? Nice to see you again. I believe we met at the party. My name’s Brian.”

      “You’re a ghost.” Calen stated the obvious, visibly flustered by the appearance of a ghost. He pulled his hands out of his pockets and covered his mouth in a poor attempt to conceal his shock. “Sorry, that was rude of me. Of course, you’re a ghost; it doesn’t need to be pointed out. Did you say Tanith needs a change of clothes? Tanith’s really taking a shower?”

      “Yes,” Amaya said before turning to face Brian. “I’ll grab some and bring them down. Thank you.”

      “No problem,” Brian replied with an awkward wave goodbye as he slid back down through the staircase.

      “I thought you were being sarcastic,” Calen said after a long pause, “when you said Tanith was washing up.”

      “No, they’re really taking a shower.” Amaya sighed, a pressure building behind her eyes from maintaining the psychic barrier between them.

      “You’re not coming up here to kill me after finishing Tanith off?” Calen asked, his voice cracking under the weight of his confusion.

      “Not planning on it,” Amaya told him.

      “No, I—wait, what? Wait, but how…why would you not?” Calen mumbled, gesturing at the air in front of him as though trying to connect points in space to explain the present situation. “Why wouldn’t you kill me? After what I did to your friends? To your father?”

      Amaya bristled at the mention of her father. They hadn’t been close, but now they never would be, all because of Calen’s misguided quest for power and vengeance. His need to be stronger and better. She hated him for that more than she did for taking her father away from her—his selfish desire to attain greatness at the expense of other peoples’ lives. Enough death and destruction had happened here already.

      Amaya inhaled sharply, then exhaled slowly. “The short answer is…not everyone is like you,” she spoke softly. “Not everyone needs to take revenge on those who have wronged them. Some of us can just live with hating them from afar.”

      “Okay.” Calen nodded, sliding his hands back into his pockets. “I get that. I think. What’s the long answer?”

      “I think you’re useful. I think there’s something about you and me and Tanith that makes us different from everyone else here.” Amaya paused and waited for this to sink in. “Someone is making people forget things. There are people who can’t remember Rin or Lord Raith Crowley or you or the events at the party. They’ve forgotten everything, but we remember. We haven’t forgotten.”

      “We’re stronger than everyone else,” Calen concluded, his crooked grin returning.

      “Maybe, but I don’t think we’re able to stop it. I think whoever is doing this, whoever is messing with peoples’ memories, is far more powerful than any of us. I think we’re being left out on purpose. They’re choosing to keep our memories intact,” Amaya told him. Saying the ideas out loud made her feel that they were true, and the truth of them was more frightening than facing a murderer in the middle of the night.

      “Why would they do that?” Calen gasped the question in a way that made Amaya suspect that he knew something more about the they she was referencing.

      “They want something from us,” Amaya said. “Something only we can do. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about The Order of the Golden Dawn, would you?”

      “They’re all dead,” Calen said, managing a weak smile.

      “Doesn’t stop them from influencing,” Amaya reminded him, “as lingering spirits, like Brian.”

      Calen cursed and slumped against the handrail, lost in thought. Amaya took his distraction as an opportunity to drop the barrier between them. She sighed, letting her arms fall down to her sides.

      “Can you bring Tanith some clothes from my room? I want to get some sticky notes and a dry erase board set up to brainstorm. I need to organize the information we have so that we can figure out what might be going on. We can also talk about bringing your mother back. I can ask Rin—she’s done it before…” Amaya trailed off, realizing Calen wasn’t listening.

      His eyes were glazed over, his breathing coming in uneven gusts. For a minute, she thought she’d accidently put him into another memory coma, but then he started mumbling something under his breath.

      “Calen?” Amaya nudged him with the toe of her shoe. “Hello? You’re not going to pop up and stab me like some kind of demented jack-in-the-box, are you?”

      He kept mumbling, breathing heavy, unresponsive.

      “Calen? Hey, are you alright?” Amaya crouched down beside him. She waved a hand in front of his face, but he was far away, somewhere else, in some vision or trance. The thought chilled the blood in her veins. She was starting to breathe unevenly now too.

      “Calen, can you hear me? Is this some trick or…are they doing it right now? Are they wiping away your memories? Is it the Order? Calen? Calen?”

      “Cancel the clothes order. We found some t-shirts and jeans in the storage room,” Brian called from inside the wall before manifesting on the landing above them. Seeing Calen’s state, he quickly amended, “Is something wrong? Should I…get a doctor?”

      “No…I don’t think so. I think it’s just—” Amaya started, but Calen interrupted.

      “It was a con,” he exclaimed, standing back up with such sudden fervor that Amaya almost slipped down the stairs. Brian shot up into the ceiling and floated down, blushing at his jumpiness.

      “What was a con?” Amaya asked him, her brow furrowing suspiciously. Still, she couldn’t help but think a small victory had been won. She’d been sitting beside Calen without a psychic barrier, and he hadn’t killed her yet.

      “That rat bastard, Edgar Crowley, told me they were part of the Order. I killed all those people for nothing, didn’t I?” Calen shouted loudly, even though it was apparent that he was speaking mostly to himself. “I killed them all for nothing!”

      “Why are you screaming about killing people?” Tanith asked with a mild annoyance that seemed hardly appropriate for the severity of the situation. They came around the bend to join their impromptu party on the stairs, dressed in a fresh white t-shirt and cuffed blue jeans. Their long black hair, damp from the shower, was pulled up in a messy bun. “I seem to have missed something. I knew I should have waited to take that shower.”

      “I guess not nothing exactly, but close to nothing. They all had something to do with her death, in a way. Well, maybe not the Trasks, but they were Violet, so that could be something.” Calen continued ranting to himself, although his volume was gradually going down.

      “Calen, what are you even talking about?” Tanith asked with the cadence of frustration only directed at loved ones. Amaya recalled the way Kazuki and Alan used to banter back and forth when she first met them.

      “When I killed Edgar Crowley, he came back to haunt me. He told me I should kill other members of The Order of the Golden Dawn. That was how I would get more power…I wanted to kill powerful people, and then when I was too powerful, I wanted to give my power away to you.” Calen gestured at Tanith to indicate who he was referencing. “Anyway, Edgar told me who else was in the Order so that I could kill them off. The Moranas, the Trasks, Lord Verity…”

      “None of those people are in the Order. He lied to you,” Tanith told him.

      “Yes, I know. I just realized that. That’s why I was shouting!” Calen shouted.

      “Oh,” Tanith said, biting their lip. “Sorry.”

      “This is…very confusing,” Brian commented from his spot hovering half-inside the wall.

      “That’s why I wanted to get the post-its and the whiteboard,” Amaya muttered in response, lamenting the lack of visual organization for all the information they were piecing together.

      “Actually, that would be helpful, I think,” Tanith acknowledged. “Let’s do that. I can help carry things. So can Calen, right?”

      “Right,” Calen mumbled. “Help.”

      “Wait,” Amaya said before they started back down the stairs to get the supplies. “Can we make some kind of unbreakable oath to not bring intentional harm to each other for the next…twenty-four hours, at least?”

      “Including whatever you did where you scrambled my brain and made me watch an old Audrey Hepburn movie?” Calen asked, narrowing his eyes.

      “I’ll only do it if you try to force your mother’s soul into my body,” Amaya warned.

      “Mutually assured destruction,” Brian commented. He was now floating cross-legged directly above them. “A good tactic.”

      “No murders, no messy brain stuff—deal. No summoning the dead to possess you, fine,” Calen muttered, rolling his eyes. “Deal.”

      “Deal,” Tanith said as they put out their hand to shake on it.

      “Um…” Amaya pulled her hand into the sleeve of her hoodie and shook Tanith’s hand with it, covering her bare flesh to avoid accidently using her empath abilities on Tanith. “Deal.”

      “I also won’t hurt anyone, just so you know,” Brian declared from above.

      “We know,” Tanith said, giving him a small smile. “Thanks, Brian.”
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          THE ONE WHERE CALEN HELPS MAKE A CHART

        

      

    

    
      
        
        (Saturday, 2 A.M.)

      

      

      Calen never considered that he’d be spending the night carrying office supplies into Amaya Verity’s bedroom. Yet there he was, balancing a tiny mountain of post-it notes as he climbed up the staircase to the room at the top of the tower. He tried to focus on the task at hand instead of the thousands of racing thoughts swarming through his mind.

      Once the setup was complete, he flung himself onto the bed, picked up a pen, and began scribbling spirals on one of the little pads of yellow paper until the whole thing was filled.

      “You okay?” Tanith asked, nudging him gently with their elbow as they sat down beside him. “You seem to be taking this whole change of plans a little hard.”

      “Fine,” Calen told them, clenching his teeth and pressing harder on the paper. He tore the first note off and started in on the next one, this time making zig-zag marks across the page. “Great, fine. Don’t worry, I’m not going back on the deal. I’m not some psycho killer who has uncontrollable urges. I’m not plotting anything at the moment. Just completely relaxed and ready to come up with a solution that benefits everyone in the room.”

      “You sound convincing,” Tanith muttered, turning their attention to the whiteboard set up across from them. Calen looked up too, tossing the pen and paper aside. He pulled his knees to his chest and leaned back, then forward.

      The ghost guy, Brian, was hovering on the other side of Tanith, waiting patiently like a pet dog. Calen didn’t understand why. If he were dead, he’d be getting as far from this mess as possible. Away from these lies and oaths and complicated new relationships. Calen wasn’t interested in making new friends and keeping the peace. He wasn’t interested in bringing his mother back, either—not anymore.

      He’d wanted revenge; he’d wanted power. In the end, it seemed like he’d achieved neither. The people he’d killed hadn’t been members of the Order. They hadn’t been powerful. He’d wanted kings and queens, but he’d gone after pawns. The real powerful people were still out there. If he brought his mother back now, how could he face her? He’d brought so much death and destruction: the Moranas, the Trasks, Lord Verity. Not to mention the random people who’d gotten in his way. He’d taken their lives because he’d thought they were all part of some plot against him and his family. Turns out, they were just figureheads for whatever nefarious nonsense was really going on.

      A squeaking noise wrenched him from his thoughts. Amaya had taken a dry erase marker and drawn two lines across the whiteboard—one horizontal, one vertical—to divide it into four quadrants. She labeled the top left What We Know and the top right What We Don’t Know. The bottom left was labeled Problems and the bottom right was Solutions.

      Calen giggled nervously at the absurdity of the entire exercise, clapping his hands to his mouth to stifle the sound.

      Tanith glared at him, folding their arms across their chest. “What’s so funny?”

      Amaya winced, shrugging awkwardly. “Does this work? Is it too…simple? Or not simple enough?”

      “It’s fine,” Tanith told her, giving her a gracious smile before turning back to Calen with another round of glaring.

      Calen kept laughing. Once he started, it was hard to stop. He laughed until he couldn’t breathe, then gasping, lay down on his back on the bed, staring up at the ceiling and wiping his eyes. He felt empty and numb—not in a good way, but not in a bad way, either. Kind of like he’d just thrown up and wasn’t sure if he was going to do it again.

      “Are you okay?” Amaya said from somewhere above him. “Is he okay?”

      “Calen, you’re scaring us,” Tanith told him. “Are you having some kind of attack?”

      Brian the ghost spoke up. “He should be fine. Being brain scrambled does that to you; makes you a little loopy.” He sounded like he was an expert on the matter.

      “You…um…remember when I did that to you?” Amaya’s voice was tinged with regret.

      Brian didn’t have time to respond before Calen interjected. “I think it’s also a bit of a nervous breakdown. Don’t worry, though, I’ll be just fine. Thanks, Amaya.”

      “You’re welcome, I guess?” Amaya shrugged. “Sorry.”

      “You really don’t have to apologize. I killed your father. I was planning to kill you. Honestly, you giving me a psychic hangover is…nothing. Really,” Calen assured her, groaning as he folded himself back up into a sitting position. “I suppose we can just write my name on a post-it and stick it in the Problems section there.”

      “Aw, I think you belong in the Solutions section, brother.” Tanith grinned at him, though they continued to maintain a fierce glare at the same time. “Actually, I’m more of a problem than you at the moment. Write me down and stick me up.”

      Tanith scrawled something on a post-it and handed it to Amaya, who posted it on the board in the Problems section. Calen read it to himself: Tanith Might End the World (again).

      “We have a solution to that,” Amaya clarified, writing down something else and then reading what she wrote out loud, “‘Ask Lady Claret how to control Tanith’s powers after bringing back her ghost.’”

      Amaya stuck the note on the board and drew a line between the two.

      “So, we’re getting somewhere, look at that!” Brian exclaimed encouragingly. He seemed to have been appointed cheerleader of this ludicrous game. He clapped his hands together, but the action just made a sort of whooshing noise.

      Amaya wrote another note and placed it in the What We Know section. “I also know that people keep forgetting things. Someone is messing with their memories. The new leaders of the Green and the Violet have completely forgotten Calen, Rin, Gregory Hume, and Raith Crowley even existed. It’s quite peculiar.”

      “It’s not me!” Calen held up his hands in protest. He’d expected them to all pounce on him with accusations since he had an uncanny ability to mess with people’s thoughts. “I swear!”

      “I believe you,” Amaya said. “I think that it’s someone else. Something else.”

      “Like the Order?” Tanith eyed the note suspiciously.

      Amaya nodded, writing another note. “But the thing that keeps bothering me about it is that if whoever it is can erase the memories of people in District City…why not us?”

      “What do you mean?” Tanith asked, somewhat taken aback. Calen smirked a little at their reaction. He almost wanted to tease them by chanting, Amaya knows something Tanith doesn’t, but he held back, mostly because what Amaya said next made a chill run through his blood.

      “I think they want us to remember everything. I think that they are allowing us to remember because they want something for us,” Amaya said, placing a note on the What Don’t Know section. The note read simply and ominously: What do they want from us?

      “I think before we can figure that out, we need to talk about the Order: Who they are, what they do, that sort of thing,” Tanith began, chewing their lip in concentration. “Let’s just start with the basics.”

      “Yes, okay,” Amaya agreed.

      “We know that there’s a thing called The Order of the Golden Dawn,” Tanith said, writing the name down on a post-it and slapping it onto the board. They immediately began scribbling on another without a moment’s hesitation.

      “We don’t know who is in the damn Order, not really, not anymore,” Calen muttered, as the initial sting of the shock of this wore into a dull pain under his ribs. “Other than Edgar Crowley, unless he was lying to me about that too.”

      “I think I know who else was in the Order,” Tanith confessed, a sadness staining their voice, setting yet another post-it on the board. This one had a series of names. “I have this reoccurring dream where there is a group of people gathered around a table. One of them is my mother…our mother, Calen. I think they are the people who make up The Order of the Golden Dawn.”

      “What?” Calen sat straight up, his heart pounding. He rushed to the board to confirm that he’d heard Tanith correctly. There at the top of the list was the name Lady Claret Alighieri. “Our mother? How could she…why would she…” Calen trailed off as he scanned the other names on the list: Lord Edgar Crowley, Lord Gregory Hume, (Tanith’s contact).

      “I only recognized our mother and Lord Crowley at first then, when the Order reached out to me, it was through this woman who called herself many names and appeared in many forms. Sometimes old with long gray hair, sometimes young with blonde hair. I know she must be one of the people gathered around the table. I met Lord Hume that night at the party when he tried to kill Calen. I thought I recognized him from somewhere, and it just occurred to me that he was one of the people from my dream,” Tanith explained. “Of course, that still leaves two people I don’t recognize.”

      Amaya and Tanith stood side by side, examining the board. Their placid demeanors, the orderly little notes on the board—all of it made Calen want to scream and rip all the paper to bits. He tucked his hands under him to prevent it.

      “How could our mother be part of an evil organization that includes her enemies? Her own murderer?” Calen threw out the questions, rocking back and forth on the bed like an erratic pendulum. “And you…you knew this about her, but you didn’t think to tell me?”

      “I don’t think the Order is really an evil organization,” Tanith replied, with such a deeply calm tone that Calen wanted to punch them in the face. “I think their actions are subjective, up for interpretation.”

      “Were Edgar Crowley’s actions subjective?” Calen’s voice rose up and broke. Shameful, hot tears flooded his field of vision. “He killed all those people. He tried to kill you and me—he’d have killed all of us.”

      “You’re one to talk,” Amaya scoffed.

      “I was a child!” Calen shouted, the tears now streaming down his cheeks unchecked. “He put a gun to my head and pulled the trigger because I was Red, and he wanted to see all the Red buried in the ground. He thought we were lesser beings, that we were weak and useless that we had no right to exist.”

      He covered his face in his hands, shaking.

      “I know, Calen, I know,” Tanith spoke gently. They were close to him now, placing an awkward hand on his shoulder.

      “How could our mother be part of something, anything, that included him?” Calen mumbled, looking up at them.

      “I don’t know exactly.” Tanith sighed, removing the hand but sliding back onto the bed to sit beside him. “I just know that she was part of it.”

      “What were they doing in your dream?” Calen asked curtly. He wiped his eyes with the back of his hand and stood up, walking over to the board. The outburst had left him feeling hollow and raw. He read the names again, just to check that they hadn’t changed. His mother’s name was still there.

      “They were completing a ritual. She told me about it, how to do it, which I think has something to do with my…why my own power tends to become so explosive. I’ve collected nearly enough energy to enact the ritual, and the ritual…wants to be enacted,” Tanith said gravely.

      “What does it want to do?” Amaya asked, curiously but not without an edge of fear in her voice.

      “It wants to destroy,” Tanith told them. “It’s a ritual to end the world.”

      “Oh, is that all?” Calen gave a stilted laugh and promptly passed out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 14

          

          THE ONE WHERE RIN FINDS SOME OLD BONES

        

      

    

    
      
        
        (Saturday, 6 A.M.)

      

      

      Beyond the Outpost, the pathways through the woods were even more overgrown and treacherous. Rocks jutted from the ground, slick with moss and damp earth, so each step had to be carefully measured not to fall. Rin trekked ahead in total silence, other than the sounds of her breath coming in short gasps. Raith was gliding along in front of her, on the lookout for any potential dangers.

      She paused to look back over her shoulder at Kazuki and Alan, who had stopped to consult the map.

      The sky above was white and gray. Wind cut through the trees, whistling a hollow, eerie sound. A rustle of something—a bird or a rabbit—in the brush made her shiver. They were getting close to something. She could feel it. Her combat instincts were stirring. She felt like she might have to fight something, might have to go into what she liked to refer to as monster mode.

      Rin just hoped it wasn’t more Scavenger kids coming to capture her. She really did not want to fight kids. She really didn’t want to fight anyone.

      Amaya’s words to her that one night, which seemed so long ago, kept coming back. Rin had made a promise right before she faced Lord Verity: she would use violence to defend herself if her life was in danger. She would fight to stay alive. As much as she loved Amaya, sometimes she regretted that promise.

      “What’s the hold up?” Rin called back, a gust of wind nearly swallowing up her words. She braced herself as the strong air current threatened to knock her off-balance. Her feet were precariously stuck into a crag in a large boulder.

      Ahead of her, Raith stopped moving forward, a bit like a dog that had reached the end of a leash. Rin could feel the tugging of him straining to keep going, but once he’d felt it too, he spun around and floated in place. He didn’t want to undo the binding that kept them tethered; otherwise, he’d be sent away again.

      “This looks like a lake,” Alan was saying from where he was standing behind her. “We should have seen it by now, though.”

      “Unless we got turned around and headed in the wrong direction,” Kazuki responded drily.

      “Oh, maybe you’re right…”

      “Are we lost?” Rin asked as she carefully climbed down off the boulder and picked her way back through the sea of rocks to the two young men. Raith followed, drifting along in her wake.

      “No,” Alan said without looking up from the map.

      “Yes,” Kazuki said, giving Rin a pleading look. “Can you take a look? My eyes are starting to hurt from trying to make out patterns in these little crosshatched marks.”

      “That map is so creepy…it’s written in blood,” Raith said, making a gagging motion as he floated up over the group huddled around the map. “No offense, Alan. I know it’s your blood.”

      “It’s fine, my blood is unoffended,” Alan said with a small smile.

      “Did the ghost say something?” Kazuki asked, scowling at the empty air.

      “He just said the map looks creepy,” Alan explained.

      “Well, it does. That’s something we can agree on. Blood maps are creepy.” Kazuki sighed, shoving his hands in his pockets.

      The page with the map was more or less a series of detailed illustrations and labels with large blank swaths of space between them. Rin estimated where they might be in terms of the distance they’d travelled and what they’d seen so far. She noted the cluster of abandoned cabins they’d passed a few hours ago. Beyond that was an amorphous blob with a series of dots spiraling into the center. The picture was more abstract than the other features. On the other side of the blob was just a word: Echelon.

      “Is that the lake? I don’t think that’s what it is,” Rin wondered out loud. She tilted her head, squinting to try to make out some kind of shape in the spiraled blob. “What about you, Kazu? What do you think it could be?”

      Kazuki shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “Really? I thought you’d been studying this thing for days now. Shouldn’t you understand what it says?” Rin asked, sounding more accusatory than she’d intended.

      “Someone’s getting cranky,” Raith commented from his lofty perch, reclining like he was in an invisible hammock directly over her head. Rin ignored him. Alan smirked.

      “Well, at least I’ve been making an effort to understand it. This is literally the first time you’ve even glanced at the map, Rin,” Kazuki snapped.

      “I thought you were handling it. James gave you the message that led you to the map,” Rin said, and immediately regretted bringing James into this mess.

      “You think you could have do a better job figuring this all out?” Kazuki retorted, narrowing his eyes.

      Rin stumbled over her response. “No. Maybe. I—I don’t know.”

      “Maybe James should have asked you to do it then. Is that what you think?” Kazuki sneered.

      “That’s not what I think!” Rin shouted, her skin burning from being called out that way. “I’m just sick of trudging uphill through all these jagged rocks like a damn mountain goat! Now it seems like we’re not even going in the right direction. My feet hurt, my head hurts, I’m thirsty and hungry and cold, and it’s going to rain soon—”

      “That’s it,” Alan whispered, cutting off Rin’s rant. He placed a finger on the blob on the map. “It’s not a lake. It’s a hill, and we’re climbing up it.”

      Kazuki and Rin crowded around the book to see. Raith, who’d been enjoying the bickering, reluctantly rolled onto his stomach to take a look.

      “What are all the little dots?” Rin asked, tracing the path of the spiral. “The rocks?”

      “It’s a giant snail!” Raith declared; Alan snorted and Rin’s eye twitched.

      “The path kind of bends slightly,” Kazuki surmised, leaning back to examine the terrain. The rocky pathway stretched out in front of them and curved slightly along the side of the hill.

      “So we’re in the spiral,” Rin said, tracing it again. “Climbing up the hill?”

      “We’re on top of the giant snail!” Raith cried in delight—Rin shot him a dirty look.

      “I think so,” Alan said, chuckling a little at Raith’s comment. “But…if we go all the way to the top, maybe we can see Echelon, whatever it is, from up there and find a way down to it.”

      “That makes sense,” Kazuki nodded. “What do you think, Rin?”

      “Yeah, that makes sense,” Rin agreed. She sighed, sweeping her hair out of her eyes and ending up with a fist full of pine needles. She shook her head and more fell out.

      “I was going to say something about those,” Raith told her. “But I thought maybe it was a choice. You know, a fashion statement.”

      Rin cursed the ghost under her breath. “I am this close to punting you into the sun.”

      “But it’s cloudy,” Raith teased, smirking. “And you love me.”

      Rin didn’t respond to that. She turned back to Alan and Kazuki. “So, forward march?”

      “Yeah,” said Alan. “We should walk as far as we can before it starts to rain.”

      Rin sighed again, steeling herself to spend an extended amount of time being a mountain goat.
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      The rain held off longer than Rin expected it, but the jutting angles of the rocks, their varying sizes, and the moss growing on many of them proved precarious on its own. Instead of rushing forward, Rin held back, staying close to Kazuki and Alan in case whatever or whoever she was sensing earlier suddenly leaped out of the trees to attack. Raith chose, once again, to dart out ahead, scouting out the way.

      “Do you feel a weird kind of like tingling sensation?” Rin asked them as she stepped from a rare, flat-topped stone to one with an edge like an axe blade sticking straight up out of the ground. “Like we’re being watched?”

      “We are being watched,” Kazuki retorted. He rolled his eyes, hopping onto the flat-topped stone behind her. He slid a bit and stuck out his arms for balance. “Your friend is still here somewhere, isn’t he?”

      “You mean Raith? He’s up ahead, checking for potential threats or whatever,” Rin clarified, sliding down the axe-rock to a small patch of dirt.

      “Um, Rin? I feel it too,” Raith called back to her. He drifted over, arms crossed over his chest, a worried expression straining his features. “I feel like there’s something that’s…aware of me. Something under the hill.”

      “If you say it’s a giant snail, I’ll literally kill you again,” Rin muttered to him. “I don’t know how I’ll do it, but I’ll do it.”

      “A giant snail?” Kazuki asked, confused.

      “Raith was making comments about the spiral being a giant snail earlier, babe,” Alan explained, touching his arm lightly as he squeezed past to where Rin stood.

      “That’s ridiculous,” Kazuki said. “Also, it sucks to be the only person who can’t see or hear him. Just saying.”

      “It’s not a giant snail; that was just a joke.” Raith huffed and rolled his eyes. “There is something here. Something strong and dark, something…sad.”

      “I can feel it too,” Alan said, examining a broken fragment of stone beside him. He kicked it with the toe of his boot and recoiled.

      “What is…oh, shit.” Rin gasped when she saw it too. It wasn’t a small rock that Alan had turned over. The hard piece of grayish yellow was a vertebra—a piece of human backbone.

      Alan cursed and stepped backward, nearly knocking Kazuki over. The pair of them held tightly to each other, afraid to take another step.

      Rin had the opposite reaction. She crouched down, brushing dirt and moss off the stones and rocks, pulling bits up out of the ground. She found more bones, including what she thought might be part of a jaw and a pelvis.

      Raith called out random names of the bones he’d spotted as though it were a competition. “Oh, there’s a tibia over there. And a femur, and more vertebrae. And an entire skull! Wow.”

      “Did whoever die here also get killed here, or…” Alan trailed off, trembling.

      “It’s the mass grave,” Kazuki said. “The place they took everyone who died from the Plague. This whole mound is a grave.”

      Alan shivered, clutching his hand. “Babe, how do you know that?”

      “I don’t know. I just sort of feel it. Somehow. Someone or something is telling me that’s what this is,” Kazuki explained, blinking back tears. “Can’t you feel it too?”

      Rin could feel it. A shudder coursed through her. She stood up slowly, dropping the pieces of bone she’d touched and wiping the dirt off her hands. Something about being in this place felt overwhelmingly wrong, like just breathing the air around it would leave a stain on her that could never be washed off.

      “I guess that explains the feeling of being watched. It’s just a bunch of dead people,” she said, forcing a nervous laugh. “Who died under mysterious circumstances. Kind of loosely buried in the ground.”

      “Just that, yeah,” Kazuki returned, grimacing. He pulled a cigarette case from his satchel and flicked his fingers to light it.

      “Can I have one too?” Rin asked, cringing as she thought about all the bodies she must have stepped on in order to get this far along.

      “Sure.” Kazuki handed her one, lighting it with another snap.

      “Me too,” Alan mumbled. His face was ashen; he looked like he was either going to faint or throw up.

      “Love, you don’t smoke.” Kazuki stroked Alan’s shoulder protectively.

      “Fine time to start though, isn’t it?” He gave a hollow little laugh when Kazuki gave him a cigarette too.

      They stood in silence, smoking, thinking. Even Raith was quiet and somber, and he’d been in such a weirdly cheerful mood lately.

      “How did they make this place?” Rin asked, stubbing out her cigarette on the bottom of her boot. She tossed it away towards the trees, out of respect for the dead below them. “Who made this place? It would take a lot of work and planning. Bringing all the dead here, building this mound up, placing the stones…”

      “Aliens?” Raith suggested, trying to lighten the mood. His joke fell short. Alan groaned and rolled his eyes. Rin just ignored him completely.

      “Well, if we keep going, we might figure that out. It’s not too much farther until we make it to the top of the hill,” Alan said. The color had come back into his face—the shock had worn off. “Once we reach Echelon, we’ll figure everything out. Right?”

      “Right,” Kazuki agreed.

      “Right,” Rin said and then added softly, “I hope.”
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      This time, the rain didn’t hold. By the time they neared the top of the hill, Rin’s black hoodie and sweatpants were drenched. Kazuki had done some sort of strange thing where he had managed to stay perfectly dry, his hair flawlessly coiffed, his green coat immaculate. Alan was glaring at him—he looked like he’d had a fight with a waterfall and lost. There were rivulets of water streaming down his face and neck, beading on the tips of his red-brown hair.

      Rin cackled gleefully at the sight.

      “Oh, like you look any less ridiculous,” Alan said, giving her a dirty look.

      “Are you kidding? I’m sure I look great.” Rin smirked. “Kazu, how did you manage to keep the rain off of you? I want to learn how to do that.”

      Kazuki started to respond, but then stopped short. They’d rounded the bend and reached the end of the trail. The ground leveled off into a small, flat stone circle. They all stood in the middle of it and looked out and down, except for Raith. He was already starting down the hill toward the structure that lay below.

      “The tower,” Alan whispered, his words barely audible through the sound of the rain falling. “I dreamt about this tower before. This is it—it’s Echelon.”

      “I half-expected to find nothing, honestly,” Kazuki said, shaking his head. “I expected this might be another wild goose chase. A waste of time. But that is certainly something, isn’t it?”

      It really was something. Something out of a fairytale: a gray-brown stone tower with narrow slotted windows and a conical shingled roof. Rin half-expected a princess to be imprisoned inside. The thought reminded her of Amaya, how she’d once been imprisoned and experimented on. Rin missed her so terribly that her absence physically hurt.

      “Let’s go down and see what’s inside,” Rin suggested, as though any of them were considering otherwise.

      They all started down, side by side, first taking careful steps to prevent from sliding in the mud. Eventually, after slipping and sliding along, they each gave up and starting to half-surf, half-run down. Alan tumbled into the mud. Kazuki helped him up but struggled as they began to slide down together. They rolled, Rin running after them, concerned at first, but through the chaos, she could hear them laughing. She started laughing too, but then noticed a small fragment of grayish bone glittering through the soil at her feet and felt queasy about the whole situation once again, then carefully began to pick her way down, past her fallen friends.

      Somehow, perhaps with an unconscious use of her psychic abilities, Rin made it to the bottom without falling. Raith waited for them, hovering near the base of the stone tower. He was in a standing position for once, which gave Rin pause.

      “Is everything okay?” Rin asked him, running up alongside him.

      “There’s no way in,” Raith said, scowling at the tower.

      Rin looked at the building and saw no doors or windows wide enough to enter on this side of the tower. Kazuki ran up to join her with Alan closely behind him. Kazuki had muddy handprints on the back of his coat, and Alan had patches of mud on his jeans and shirt. There was even a clump of mud in his hair.

      “There must be a door on the other side,” Rin surmised, walking closer to the structure.

      Something struck her down: a strong current, knocking her to the ground.

      “Damn.” She swore, her backside stinging from the impact. She picked herself back up, grimacing at the pain that shot through her lungs. It was like the air had been knocked right out of her. “What was that?”

      “What do you mean?” Kazuki helped her up.

      Alan stepped cautiously toward the place where Rin had been struck, and they both watched in horror as Alan too was pushed backward by an unseen force. Kazuki rushed over to him, taking Alan’s hand and supporting his weight as he sputtered and coughed.

      “What the hell was that?” Alan gasped, clasping tightly to Kazuki’s shoulder.

      “It’s a barrier,” Raith said, his voice thin and distant, like he was reciting a script he’d memorized without knowing what the words meant. “It was built to keep us out.”

      “A barrier…can you pass through it?” Rin asked him. “I mean…you can walk through walls so why not invisible fences?”

      Raith shook his head.

      Rin cursed. They’d come this close to finding answers. They couldn’t give up now.

      “Maybe we could make a door through it,” Rin suggested to Kazuki and Alan. “We could use our power. Kazuki, you could burn through it, and Alan and I can…I don’t know, sort of pour our energy into you so that you have enough to break through.”

      “I would,” Kazuki said softly, “but I’m worried that whatever it is on the other side is supposed to be trapped there, and…like the reason there’s an invisible wall is because there’s some kind of terrible creature that’s being held here.”

      “Babe, you’ve been watching too many horror movies,” Alan said, patting his chest.

      “A barrier is only good for one of two things: keeping monsters in or keeping monsters out.” Rin shrugged. “In this case, I think it’s us. I think we’re the monsters.”

      “That’s partly true,” a familiar voice spoke in agreement. “But it’s a bit more complicated than that.”

      Rin turned, squinting through the rain. At first, the drops seemed to curve and twist, like they were being buffeted by the wind. Then they formed around the shape of a figure—a brightly glowing man with warm dark skin, short cropped black curls, and a charming smile.

      “James,” Kazuki said before any of the others.

      It was James Sydis, back from the dead. He didn’t even look like a ghost; he looked like something else…something more than human. Like a ghost, his aura was colorless, but somehow, it seemed more visible than a living person’s—a sort of radiant light shining from within making him gleam.

      “Hello,” James said and waved.

      Every single one of them waved back, even Raith.

      “I see you followed my map,” James said, smiling warmly, but with a sweet sadness.

      Kazuki nodded breathlessly. Rin tried to say something, but only managed a syllable before James held up a hand, cutting her off.

      “I wasn’t supposed to help you with this part, but I had to,” James told them, his smile falling flat. “I want you to be ready for what comes next. You’ll need all your strength for it, so it seems like a pointless test to force you to hold the barrier on your own. I’ll hold it for you and be here when…if…you chose to return.”

      With that, James raised his hand up and a space cleared through the rain in front of them, as though a curtain had parted. On the other side, where James now stood, the world was bright and sunny. Green grass grew on the barren earth.

      Raith shrugged and made to float through the door first.

      “Sorry,” James stopped him. “You won’t be able to join them. You can wait here or return with me to the other place.”

      “I’ll wait here,” Raith said calmly, stepping back. He was taking the news much better than Rin anticipated. She was ready to have him throw a temper tantrum that he couldn’t go too.

      “We’ll be back, I guess?” she told him with a less-than-confident grin before stepping through the doorway.

      On the other side, the sky was clear and blue. The sun beamed down on a field of green grass where they now stood. The tower stood next to them; an uninteresting little wooden door had mysteriously formed on the side facing them. Rin barely gave it notice, for all her attention was on what lay below the field and the tower.

      They were on a rise, overlooking a city with glass skyscrapers and smaller houses lining busy streets with moving cars and tiny people walking along. The sounds of city life: of engines and squeaky breaks, of people shouting, children playing, of distant music playing, filled Rin’s ears.

      A woman jogged by in a track suit along a pathway in front of them. She seemed oblivious to the three people standing in the park, staring at her, and at her city like they’d never seen such a thing before. They had somehow been transported to another time and place—a world that hadn’t ended…one that kept going as though nothing had happened to it.

      “What the fuck,” Kazuki spoke for all of them.

      Alan’s mouth had literally dropped open. He was clinging tightly to Kazuki, like he was afraid he might somehow cease to exist. After a moment, he closed his mouth, closed his eyes, and buried his face in Kazu’s shoulder.

      Rin spun around to see that the door had disappeared behind them, along with James and Raith. Instead, there was a small playground with a bright yellow slide and red plastic swings.

      “What the fuck indeed,” Rin said.

      “Hello there, dears,” a woman’s voice called from somewhere nearby.

      Rin’s head snapped back over to the stone tower. The voice belonged to an older woman with silver gray hair in a faded gray robe. She looked like some kind of priestess from the ancient past—from yet another time entirely. Rin recognized her face, her striking dark eyes.

      “I know you,” Rin said to the woman. “We’ve met before. A long time ago.”

      “Yes, my dear, we have,” the woman said with a smile. “It’s so good to see you again. Come in, come in. I’ve been waiting for you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 15

          

          THE ONE WHERE ALAN LEARNS THINGS

        

      

    

    
      
        
        (Saturday, 10 A.M.)

      

      

      The inside of the tower was exactly how Alan remembered it from his dream. The shelves of books, strange metal devices, and jars of specimens were exactly as he had observed. He glanced over all of them, then rushed to stare out the window. There was nothing particularly remarkable about its construction—a lead-framed bow window offering an unobscured view of the city below. The view was what made him stare, unblinking as his breath caught in his throat.

      In the dream, he’d thought he was looking at a portal to another world; a portal to a past where the old world was unchanged by plagues and wars, or perhaps a future that was distant and bright. It wasn’t a portal at all—it really was just a window.

      “What is this place?” Rin was the first one of them who spoke. She was standing in the center of the room, eyes narrowed, arms folded across her chest. Kazuki stood stock still beside her, taking in the room with his legs and arms drawn close to his body like he thought any sudden movement might spring a trap.

      “I am aware of what you’ve been seeking, my dears,” the old woman said, smiling as though she were welcoming them home after a long journey.

      “This is Echelon, isn’t it?” Alan whispered, as if speaking the word would cause the whole scene to dissolve and he would wake up back home at the Sydis House.

      “In a way, yes,” the woman confirmed, still smiling. She glided across to take her seat in the wingback chair by the window.

      Alan slowly moved backward, away from the woman, joining the others in the center of the room. He reached over and took Kazuki’s trembling hand in his own.

      “You’re um…not alive exactly, are you?” Rin asked the woman.

      She laughed a creaking, high-pitched laugh that sounded like she hadn’t used it in a long time. Alan shuddered and pressed closer to Kazuki.

      “No, I am not,” said the woman, wiping her eyes. “I suppose formal introductions would hardly be necessary at this point, as I know all of you very well, myself. Yet, I gather you all do not know me.”

      Kazuki shook his head.

      Alan bit his lip and muttered, “I’ve seen you in a dream.”

      “I know you from…somewhere,” Rin said, scratching her head.

      “Well, I am the one you are searching for. My name is Minerva Echelon.” She grinned broadly, showing off a mouth full of little white teeth. “I am the gatekeeper for the city that never was, and never will be. I am part of an organization who calls themselves The Order of the Golden Dawn. Now, I am sure you all have questions.”

      They all stood in stunned silence. Alan wasn’t sure what to say; he felt like he’d just been thrown off a cliff and was still in the process of falling. Kazuki was breathing heavy like he was trying to stave off a panic attack. Rin was clenching her fists with her jaw hanging slack, as if deciding whether to scream at the old woman or punch her in the face.

      Minerva sat with her small hands folded gingerly in her lap, calmly waiting for them to pull themselves together. She was still smiling, like the damned Cheshire cat.

      “What’s that?” Rin grunted, pointing out the window to the bustling city spread below them. She shook her head and tried to rephrase in a more eloquent manner. “I mean, that’s a city, but…what’s it doing there? How does it still exist? You said you’re a gatekeeper, so that’s the city you’re keeping safe? It’s some kind of…like special magic city that wasn’t impacted by the Plague unlike the rest of the world?”

      After politely waiting for Rin to stop speaking, Minerva wet her lips with a pointed pink tongue and replied gently and methodically. “No, Rin, that is the rest of the world. The place you call District City is the place I keep hidden.”

      “What?” Kazuki gasped. “So, wait…then the…that doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Babe, deep breaths, okay?” Alan squeezed his shoulder and rubbed his back with his other hand, trying to comfort them both with the actions. “It’s a lot, but it’s…it’s going to be okay. I think.”

      “No, no, no.” Rin cursed, shaking her head. “This is not okay. Not. Okay. You’re saying we’ve been lied to our whole lives? That there was this thing that killed everyone off and now you’re telling us that’s just a way to keep us all…imprisoned? Why? How? And wh-what the shit, Minerva?”

      “I was under the impression that you were aware you had been lied to your whole lives. That is why you came all this way looking for the truth. I am so sorry to say this, but you are asking all the wrong questions.” Minerva made this point in her same unyieldingly polite manner, dismissing their reactions with that steady smile. It was all enough to make Alan want to lash out, and Rin appeared on the verge of punching a hole in the stone wall.

      “If you’re the gatekeeper,” Kazuki said, keeping his voice steady despite his trembling, “then you chose to let us through the barrier. You could have wiped our memories and sent us back, but you didn’t. Why is that?”

      “Ah, now that is a perfectly reasonable question.” Minerva beamed, unclasping her hands and setting them on the arms of the chair, pushing herself back to a standing position. “I suppose I should show you rather than tell you.”

      She snapped her fingers, and abruptly, the whole tower began shifting, the wood groaning as the floorboards were stripped away beneath them. Jars and instruments rattled in protest as a massive chasm formed. Alan grabbed Kazuki’s wrist and dragged him back towards the shelves as the place where they had been standing became swallowed up by a dark void.

      “Rin! Get back!” Alan yelled to her, but she stayed where she was, letting the darkness spread beneath her. Strangely, she didn’t fall. She remained suspended above the space as though she were floating on an invisible platform.

      “Don’t worry,” Rin said, once the movement of the structure ceased. “It’s just a glass panel. It’s a trick, an illusion. See?”

      She stomped on the darkness below her and produced a knocking sound.

      “Oh,” Alan squeaked.

      Kazuki breathed a heavy sigh and stepped forward onto the glass platform. Alan clutched his hand tightly in case he fell. When he didn’t, Alan shuffled over to him, staring down at the empty space below them.

      “You are so amusing,” Minerva said, giving another high-pitched laugh. She snapped her fingers again and the space below lit up.

      The light revealed a small room furnished with a round table partially obscured by a low-hanging chandelier. Waxy candles were lit up on the black crystal arms of the light fixture. High-backed, mahogany chairs were set around the table in various states. Some were neatly tucked under the table, others pulled out, as though their occupants had stood up and left in a hurry.

      “Oh, great, are we being invited to stay for dinner? I’m getting hungry,” Rin quipped with false levity. Her hands tucked into the pocket of her hoodie betrayed her true feelings. That’s where she kept her knife.

      “It’s a séance room, isn’t it?” Kazuki asked. “A room for performing a ritual meant to contact the dead.”

      “Why, yes, young man. Yes, it is,” Minvera confirmed. “This is where it all began. Well, I suppose it began at that first meeting in the old city archives building, and before that, on the forums of a supernatural message board. But I digress. This was the place The Order of the Golden Dawn met to hold many séances, and also subsequently destroyed District City.”

      “Oh, is that all?” Rin gave an awkward giggle, her hands still shoved into her hoodie. “What’s this glass thing we’re standing on?”

      “An observation deck. We needed to install it so we could have investors watch our rituals without causing a disruption by being in the room with us. An ingenious invention,” Minerva explained.

      “Of course, that’s what it is.” Rin nodded, backing towards the door. “Would you mind telling us more about these rituals?”

      “I suppose I should tell the whole story from the very beginning,” Minerva said, settling back down in her chair. “Once upon a time, there were a number of psychics who formed a sort of support group. Some wanted company, some wanted to confirm that they were not delusional, and some wanted to improve their practice. They called themselves The Order of the Golden Dawn.

      “Over time, all the psychics got what they wanted, and they began to think of ways to improve the world around them with their gifts. They held séances for the bereaved to contact their loved ones, they healed sicknesses that were deemed incurable by modern medicine, and they helped reconcile the pasts of those who had experienced traumas by helping them to forget. They did this all-in secret at first, using the space here. However, soon enough, high-profile clients demanded their services that they could practice out in the open. They established clinics throughout the area, hired other psychics to contact the dead, alter the mind, or heal the body of anyone, and this—”

      “Anyone?” Rin cut her off. “You all helped out anyone who wanted you to do psychic stuff for you?”

      “Well, we did turn away some,” Minerva added. Her mouth twitched slightly—holding her smile required more effort now than it had before. “If their intentions were nefarious, or if they could not pay the fee.”

      “I see.” Rin smirked. “Helping folks out of the goodness of your hearts feels so much better if you can make a profit off it, right?”

      “May I continue?” Minerva continued, her smile stretching too wide, her dark eyes glinting with barely restrained contempt.

      A chill passed through Alan, like a gust of wind in winter. “Something’s wrong,” he whispered to Kazuki. “We shouldn’t stay much longer.”

      “Yeah, I feel it too,” Kazuki whispered back, gripping his hand. “Let’s just listen to the rest of what she has to say, and then we make a break for it.”

      “As I was saying, as we expanded our operations, we learned about the limits of our abilities. You see, the energy stored within each of us can be depleted with constant use. We can also build up our reserves through…experiences.” Minerva paused, straightening her spine against the back of the chair.

      “Sacrifice,” Alan said, as flashes of pooling blood and glazed eyed corpses played in his mind. “You gain power through sacrifice. A willing sacrifice gives more power than an unwilling one.”

      “That is correct, my dear,” Minerva said, her fake smile relaxing into a more natural one. “We tried small things at first. We relied on animals, much like the ancient practitioners. But as we soon learned from our research, there was a more efficient source.”

      “Cold-blooded murder,” Rin muttered. “Fantastic.”

      “There were some more than willing volunteers,” Minerva clarified. “Hardly murder if the participant consents. Still, even these individual sacrifices proved insufficient as our small order was expanding. More and more small clinics, even whole spiritual healing centers, were being established. We needed more power—we needed a greater sacrifice.”

      “Like taking out an entire city,” Kazuki said, fear edging his voice, and something else—a dampened rage. Tears welled up in his eyes. Alan clenched his shoulder, half to comfort him, half to hold him back from doing something rash. “You created the Plague. You killed all those people. You killed my mom and dad—my sister.”

      Minerva laughed. “Well, not just me. There was and still is some disagreement upon who came up with the plan first. Edgar likes to take credit, as does Iris, but it was Claret who held the key to the ritual. She has ancestry going back, way back, you see, to early Celtic mystics who sought to protect themselves from invaders by casting a culling spell. A means of killing a large number of people. What a day it was when we sat at that table and performed the ritual.”

      Minerva gave a pleasant sigh, as though recalling a lovely tea party. “Of course, there were some who protested killing everyone in the city, so we made a sort of compromise. We established a system of triage, coloring the auras of the citizens within District City: Yellow being those deemed essential to evacuate. If we had the time, we were to evaluate the Red, followed by the Green, the Blue, and the Violet. Since they were last, the Violet were all left in the city to die. After the ritual—”

      “Wait,” Alan interrupted, his thoughts racing as he realized something. “You said Edgar takes credit. Edgar Crowley was in the Order? He was part of all this?”

      “We knew him as Edgar Wilson before he took on that silly moniker, but yes. Silly me forgetting to inform you. I assumed you had already put that together; that you were aware of the members of the Order. There was Edgar, who you know as Edgar Crowley, myself, of course, Gregory Hume, Iris Verity, Claret Aligheri, and James Sydis.”

      “Um, okay. Well, in order, I guess my reaction to that is: knew Edgar and Greg were trash, don’t know her but she has Amaya’s last name, so…weird. Claret was cooler than this whole thing, I thought, and lastly: what?” Rin pulled her hands out of her pockets and threw them up in the air to emphasize how overwhelmed she was at this information.

      “James,” Kazuki repeated. “No, James was…how could he have anything to do with this? He came here searching for answers. He had no idea…he…”

      “He led us here,” Alan whispered. “He led us here because he’s working for the Order, and the Order wants something from us. It’s a trap.”

      Kazuki rushed to the door, dragging Alan behind him. He broke away, trying the doorknob, but it stuck. The door was locked. He rattled the knob again with both hands and then slammed his shoulder into the door, but it wouldn’t budge.

      “Babe, time to burn things,” Alan said, his heart hammering against his chest like the ticking of a time bomb.

      Kazuki snapped his fingers, but hardly a spark came out. He tried again. Nothing.

      “Did you…run out of energy?” Alan wondered.

      “No, I think it’s just…” He trailed off, his brow furrowed with concentration as he glared at his fingers and attempted to conjure flame. “I think there’s something stopping me from using my power.”

      “Let us out of here,” Rin snarled, drawing her knife and closing in on the woman in the chair. Minerva stayed put, her unnerving smile looking even more painted than ever, her tiny hands folded in her lap.

      Rin held the knife to her throat, but Minerva stayed where she was and calmy pried it out of Rin’s hand. She took it and stabbed it through her own eye. She didn’t even flinch, just gave another little laugh as a stream of blood ran down her cheek.

      “I thought I told you before; I am not alive any longer, so it will be awfully hard for you to kill me,” Minerva said. She gripped the handle of the knife and proceeded to remove it. Alan gagged and looked away.

      “Why are you keeping us here?” Rin asked, panic rising in her voice. “What do you want from us?”

      “We are running low on energy,” Minerva said, as though this was an obvious conclusion. Alan dared to look up to see her eye had fully healed. She twirled the knife in her hand.

      “You want us to do it again,” Alan whispered as the realization washed over him. “You want us to do the culling ritual and destroy another city.”

      “Yes,” Minerva said. “Not just you three, of course. The others will be brought in soon. In the meantime, you shall have a full schedule of activities to keep you busy. Tonight, there is a dinner in your honor with the acting board of the Order, and tomorrow, you will have a special tour of one of the clinics, followed by—”

      “No, no, we’re not doing this.” Rin shook her head violently, turning to Alan and Kazuki. “Or I’m not. I won’t speak for you guys.”

      “I’m not killing anyone,” Kazuki declared through clenched teeth.

      “I…” Alan tried, then swallowed as the dread filled his chest. “What happens if we don’t do this?”

      “Ah, well, your friends will all be killed, of course,” Minerva told them, running her finger along the blade of the knife.

      “Won’t that happen anyway?” Rin scoffed. “If we do the culling spell, won’t we die too?”

      “Not necessarily,” Minerva said, handing Rin back her knife. “In fact, Iris and I were the only ones who passed on the night we completed the ritual, and many other survivors populated the city, as you know—yourselves among them.”

      “We’ll…we’ll destroy you first,” Rin snapped, slashing at the air with her knife. “Somehow.”

      “I suppose you could try. It will be difficult without your own abilities. The Order has developed a number of remedies for those who wish to suppress unwanted visions. A new experimental version can be dispersed through the air,” Minerva told them with a wave of her hand in front of her face.

      “We’ve been breathing in that…that…poison this whole time?” Alan cringed, clutching his throat instinctively while Kazuki returned to trying to pry the door open.

      “How long does it last?” Rin demanded through clenched teeth.

      “Not long, but long enough,” Minerva said, her smile radiant as ever. “Long enough for you to be persuaded to assist with our project.”

      “Not going to happen,” Rin practically growled. “I won’t kill thousands of people—not now, not ever.”

      “Thousands, dear? You mean millions. An entire metropolitan area was wiped off the face of the earth. Well, nearly. Although, I must say, it was lovey how you all left behind ended up killing each other for us. Edgar helped quite a lot.” Minerva gave a small, contented sigh, as though fondly recalling all the death and destruction.

      “He knew everything, didn’t he? Old Edgar Crowley,” Alan surmised. “He knew about the Color system; that’s why he came up with his theories about superiority. He knew about the triage—the hierarchy.”

      “Well, yes, as did Claret and Gregory,” Minerva said. “James, poor soul, regretted the whole thing as it was happening. We wiped his memories away just like the rest of those who survived the culling.”

      At the mention of James’ name, Kazuki stopped trying to bust open the door and turned around, his back against it, his face streaked in angry tears. He slid to the ground, his head in his hands. Alan joined him on the floor, an arm around his hunched shoulders.

      “Is there a way to give them back?” Rin asked.

      “Give what back? Their memories? Goodness, why would we ever even consider such a ridiculous idea?” Minerva laughed.

      “Maybe because people deserve to know the truth,” Rin said. “Everyone in District City should know what really happened.”

      “My dear, they would not understand even if we told them. They are merely little lost souls in a little ugly town that was lost so long ago now, everyone has already forgotten,” Minerva said with finality. “If you do not see that now, you will see it soon enough. Now, I believe you should wash up and get some rest before the dinner party.”

      Minerva snapped her fingers, and a ladder descended from the ceiling above them.

      Rin looked as though she wanted to tear the woman to pieces with her bare hands, but instead, she turned to Alan and Kazuki.

      “I should—I should do what they want,” Rin hissed through her clenched teeth as she bent down next to them. “I don’t want Amaya getting hurt. I’ll…we’ll figure something out. Right?”

      “Right,” Alan said as forcefully as he could manage as he got to his feet. “Something.”

      Kazuki sighed, wiping his face and standing up beside him.

      Rin led the way to the ladder, climbing up it two rungs at a time with such force, she threatened to pull it out of the ceiling. Kazuki followed her, looking dazed and drained.

      “I shall call for you when your car arrives,” Minerva called up as they ascended into the room above.

      Alan was the last, keeping his eyes on Kazuki’s feet ahead of him to avoid any further interaction with their smiling captor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 16

          

          THE ONE WHERE RAITH IS BORED

        

      

    

    
      
        
        (Saturday, Noon)

      

      

      “Waiting like this is seriously the worst, right?” Raith tried to make conversation with the stoic shade beside him.

      While James Sydis stood stock still, a blank-faced sentry, Raith could not stay in one place for more than an instant. He restlessly glided back and forth along the edge of the barrier, testing the tether that anchored him to the site that Rin had left him. It was a shorter leash than before—he could only go about five paces before feeling the pull of the invisible binding.

      “I’m getting bored,” Raith complained. “Are you sure we can’t go through the barrier? I want to see what’s going on. How long do you think they’re going to be?”

      “Listen,” James spoke in a low voice, glancing around them for hidden foes as he drew in closer to Raith, “they’re not coming back. Not without our help.”

      “What do you mean, our help?” Raith lowered his own voice in response, rising up to meet James’s intense, dark eyes. “Do you know who I am? I’m not exactly the ride in on the white horse and save the day kind of guy. You want me to help save my ex-boyfriend, his boyfriend, and my murderer?”

      “Surely she’s more to you than that,” James retorted. “But yes. That’s what I want you to do. Will that be a problem for you?”

      Raith didn’t even pause long enough to consider his reply, just shook his head.

      “Good,” James said. “Now, I don’t really have time to explain everything, so…would you mind if I just restore your memories? It will cause some distress, maybe an unbearable amount, depending on what you’ve been through that’s been repressed.”

      “That sounds terrible…but necessary,” Raith agreed, a nervous edge sharpening his tone.  After waiting around for hours, so much was happening all at once. “I think I would be willing to try it.”

      “I need a clear yes, or I won’t do this. I don’t want to hurt you, but it will hurt,” James warned, holding up his palm as though he intended to slap Raith across the face.

      “Yes,” Raith answered with a clear fortitude. Remembering what happened was worth more than any discomfort the memories would cause.

      He knew that now, from his time spent with the residents of the Field and their treasured collections of memories. He recalled the spirit named Jutta, who collected memories of love. She had said that she valued all kinds of love the same: tragic love, small fleeting moments of love, and epic love stories spanning decades and centuries. Jutta had given him a memory of a sweet spring day with her first love—a beautiful woman named Hilde who had magical talents that she used to see and feel things beyond her mundane life at a convent. He, in turn, gave a memory of his night with Alan, where they’d fought and Alan had nearly ended up dead. It was a terrible memory, but important, and Jutta had valued it the same as her spring day in love.

      “Alright, then,” James said gravely, and touched his palm to the back of Raith’s neck.

      At first, nothing happened.

      “Well, this is…interesting.” Raith grinned sheepishly at the awkward closeness of their bodies. “Does it have to be so—”

      He didn’t finish the sentence. Flashes of scenes played before him, one right after another.

      

      He was a kid, standing in the driveway of a red-brick colonial house. Frogs chirped in the nearby pond. A lone firefly blinked at him as it flew across the lawn. It was either very late or very early, as the light was gray and dim.

      He heard a soft but stern voice speaking—his mother’s voice. She was standing in the doorway, facing into the house so her back was to him. Her blonde hair was pulled up in a smooth bun. Over her small frame, she wore a meticulously ironed button-down shirt and a matte gray pencil skirt. She always dressed like that: neat and formal, but severely plain. She thought patterns and textures were gaudy and unprofessional.

      She turned to face him, her taut face lined with worry as she stepped down the path toward him. Behind her emerged the man she’d been talking to, a broad-shouldered man with a warm and easy smile. He had sparkling brown eyes and wild auburn curls with a beard to match.

      The man was his father.

      “Jason,” called his father as he strode across the lawn to the driveway. “Your mom says she’d prefer you stayed home today, but it’s up to you. What do you think?”

      “I want to go with you,” Jason replied.

      

      The kid who he was…who Raith used to be. His name used to be Jason.

      He was remembering.

      

      “Okay, then,” his father replied, giving him a pat on the shoulder before he walked out to the boxy truck parked on the street. The truck was splatter painted with a logo fixed to one side. The logo featured a giant sandwich sprouting feathery wings: a food truck.

      

      “Why is this important?” Raith asked out loud. He tried again. “Why is remembering any of this important? If I was going to start remembering things with my childhood—why start here? How is the day that I went with my dad on his food truck for the umpteenth time relevant to anything?”

      

      “Come on up, buddy. Don’t you want to come with me? You don’t have to, you know. I don’t mind if you stay home,” Jason’s father told him.

      

      This dad seemed so kind and familiar. Raith felt like he wanted to spend time with him; wanted to remember him.

      

      “Okay, fine,” James said and gave in, begrudgingly climbing into the passenger seat of the food truck. “But this better be worth it.”

      

      Learning that Edgar Crowley wasn’t his bio dad was interesting, sure, but why was he stuck in this slice-of-life scenario of his childhood?

      Also…his birth name was Jason? He could see why that was changed later on.

      The scene faded and then came back up again.

      

      It was later that same day, and Jason and his father were parked near a square in the middle of a bustling city. Office workers in suits walked here and there, mostly looking straight ahead or at their phones. Families in hoodies and jeans took photos at the base of the fountain in the center of the square.

      His father was taking orders, grilling bread, and assembling sandwiches with effortless movements. Watching him was like witnessing a performer on a stage, each motion part of a choreographed routine he’d perfected through years of practice. The smell of melting cheese and fresh bread wafted through the air, something so comforting and familiar.

      The line of people at the window for the lunch rush was growing, and Jason knew that was his cue to start prepping more ingredients. He took out a tomato and set it on the wooden cutting board, holding the knife in his hand to slice it. A chill crept up his spine, like the kind his grandmother used to say meant someone walked over your grave. The knife slipped from his numb fingers onto the floor, clattering, a sharp jarring sound of metal on metal. Jason cringed and stooped to pick it up.

      He placed the knife in the sink and turned to the counter to grab another one from the drawer. That was when he saw his father lying on the floor, clutching his chest.

      The man was wide-eyed and motionless, his mouth slightly open.

      “Dad?” he cried out, touching his father’s shoulder. He didn’t react at all to the touch, not a word, not a flinch. Jason felt for a pulse, for breath. Nothing. “Dad, please. Wake up.”

      Jason’s eyes were full of tears, but he smelled something burning and took quick action, turning off the grill where former sandwiches had blackened. He wiped his eyes and stood up, shouting through the window in a shaking voice, “help! I need help! Something’s wrong with my dad!”

      The people in the line outside were no longer standing, but lying on the ground. Some had fallen face-down; some had fallen backward with their eyes wide and glazed. Jason unbolted the back door and ran out into the square.

      All the workers, the tourists, the random people on their lunch breaks had crumpled like rag dolls onto the pavement. He wandered across the square, shouting for help, unsure what was happening. All he knew is he wanted it to stop. He wanted to close his eyes and will everything back to the way it had been only moments ago.

      He thought he saw movement out of the corner of his eye and turned to see a young woman convulsing on the ground. He rushed over to her.

      “No, no…don’t let them take me,” she cried, reaching out to catch his jacket. The look of fear in her eyes was like nothing he’d ever seen before. She was desperately clinging to life when she knew all was lost. At last, the stillness settled over her, her mouth opening wide in a silent scream. Her gaze still fixed on his.

      She’d died pleading with him to help her.

      Jason raced back to the truck, scrambling inside and bolting the door behind him. He sat on the metal floor with his back against the door and waited. The only sounds were the humming of the refrigerator and the unsteady puffs of his own breathing.

      He waited to die at first. After some time passed—maybe an hour, maybe less—he waited to hear sirens. None came.

      He waited longer, much longer, until the small piece of blue sky he could see from the window of the truck was turning pink. They were supposed to head back now. His mom would be worried.

      Jason swallowed and stood up. He stepped carefully over his father’s frozen form, not wanting to look too closely while at the same time never wanting to stop looking until he’d memorized every feature to preserve in his mind. He turned to the place by the card reader where his father always kept his phone and picked up the device—

      It wouldn’t turn on.

      After trying a few times, Jason went into the truck cabin and found the extra phone battery his dad kept on-hand in the glove compartment. He plugged it in, but still couldn’t get the phone to turn on.

      It was then he broke down completely. He cried so hard, his ribs hurt, his eyes swelled shut, and all he could do is curl up in the front seat and whimper. He wanted to go home. He wanted his father to jump up and declare that this was just the world’s most elaborate, most messed up prank in history.

      But it never happened.

      Night came. He may have drifted off, but at some point, a sound woke him.

      “I don’t see why we have to bother with all this,” a deep voice muttered. “It’s so macabre, seeing them all like this. We’ve only found one or two left alive so far, at least this close to the epicenter. Farther out is where we’ll find more survivors.”

      “You’re right,” a woman replied in a clear, strong tone. “I think it only makes me feel more…connected to the whole thing? Maybe I need to feel it, to feel responsible for taking these lives to come to terms with what we’ve done.”

      Jason stifled a gasp at the woman’s words. He heard footsteps as the two people approached the truck.

      “You’re not going soft like old James, are you, Claret?” The man scoffed, close enough to the truck now that Jason could see him through the window. A young man with dyed blue hair, pitch-dark eyes, and a crooked smile was illuminated by the glow of the lantern he held.

      Jason tried not to move, tried not to breathe.

      “No, no, I’m just…I think I feel a bit guilty, is all. Besides, there were plenty of deaths already. A few survivors won’t matter. We’ll just wipe their minds and send them on their way,” the woman called Claret replied. She was too far off for him to see her clearly.

      “Might not even have to do that. People believe anything you tell them, as long as you’re the right kind of person.” The man smiled, shining the lantern into the front seat of the truck and onto Jason. “What have we here?”

      The door popped open, even though Jason was sure it was still locked.

      “A survivor?” Claret walked closer so Jason could glimpse her face. She had kind eyes and long red hair tumbling over her shoulders. Both of the strangers were dressed like college kids in t-shirts and jeans. “Aw, Edgar, he’s just a kid. Maybe we should keep him.”

      “Nope, he’s Violet. The least important sacrifices all get that Color.” Edgar leaned in closer.

      Jason noticed two things at the same moment: first, he was violet, a sort of gleaming shade around him made him see the color on himself, even though he wasn’t actually seeing it exactly—it was more like a feeling than a visual effect. Second, he saw the glint of the knife in Edgar’s hand.

      He responded without thinking, throwing himself into the man, elbowing him in the throat and kicking the hand holding the knife so the weapon was knocked to the ground.

      It was a stupid thing to do, but it bought him some time. He tore across the dark square, relying on the faint glow of moonlight to guide him as he weaved through the maze of bodies. He made it to the street corner before he turned around to see if they were chasing him.

      “Gotcha,” Claret said, appearing directly in front of him. She grabbed Jason and flung him into a choke hold. “Over here, honey. I caught the little guy.”

      Jason struggled against her, but she was stronger and he could barely move in her grip. Edgar approached him slowly, grinning ghoulishly in the light of the lantern he held in front of him.

      “Let me go, you shitheads,” Jason growled, kicking and thrashing.

      “Oh, aren’t you a feisty one.” Edgar’s grin widened. “You know, love, I was just thinking…maybe we should spare this one, after all. Could be useful to have a few of them left alive. We still have no idea why these particular ones survived. Maybe we should keep some of them alive to study them.”

      “That’s what I was saying! They could be extremely useful to the Order. Especially the children. We could train them, bring them up, and have our…heirs, so to speak. Someone needs to do the ritual again. I doubt we can do it a second time,” Claret agreed, her voice maddeningly sweet.

      “We should run it by the others before we decide to keep them. In the meantime, we can bring him along with us, don’t you think?” Edgar leaned down to Jason’s level.

      “Go to hell,” Jason spat in the man’s face.

      Edgar leaned and laughed before wiping his face on the hem of his t-shirt. “Marvelous. Love that. We’ll have you trained up in no time. What’s your name, kid?”

      “Doesn’t matter,” Jason scowled defiantly.

      “It matters to me, because I’d like to know what to call you,” Claret whispered, her cheek pressed into his hair. “I’m Claret, by the way, and this is my boyfriend Edgar.”

      Edgar gave a melodramatic bow at his introduction.

      “Doesn’t matter what you call me. I’m not going to work for you people. You’re monsters.”

      Both of them laughed at this. Their laughter sounds echoed through the empty streets and alleys, into the dark night.

      

      Raith bolted upright; he seemed to have reclined backward into his favored position of lounging in the air while he experienced the old memories. He looked around for Rin, but she was nowhere to be found. James was hovering over him, his expression somber and wary.

      “Did that help you to understand what’s happened?” James asked, setting each word down slowly, with a great deal of care.

      “Lady Claret and Lord Crowley were a couple,” Raith blurted out.

      “Really? That was all you got from all your repressed memories?”

      “But…they were enemies. They despised each other. My dad—Lord Crowley killed her himself,” Raith went on.

      The absurdity of this revelation made an impact on him, sure, but it was also far easier to discuss than the other things he’d learned from the memory. The fact that he’d had another father, who’d been killed right in front of him. The fact that Lady Claret, Lord Crowley, and James had all conspired to commit mass murder.

      The fact that he’d somehow survived.

      “Well, I suppose people who once loved each other deeply can in turn hate each other even deeper.” James shrugged. “I was thinking more along the lines of…did you learn about the ritual?”

      “The ritual? You mean the massacre that Lord Crowley and Lady Claret led? I got to see the aftermath. The deaths. They were supposed to kill me too, but they didn’t. They spared me to bring me up as a replacement so that I could do the same thing, the same ritual,” Raith said. He felt the same seething rage that Jason had felt that night as the pair of them had threatened him. His voice rose as he continued. “I won’t do it. I will not be part of that, of any of that. Is that why you’re here? To convince me to do my part in the ritual that will destroy everything in the world?”

      “We didn’t destroy the whole world. Just one city,” James corrected.

      “We?” Raith recalled Edgar speaking the name James in his memory. His anger flared hotter than ever. “You were part of it. The murder and the brainwashing. Who cares if it was just one city? It was my city!”

      Raith wanted to cry, to release this turmoil built up inside him, but he couldn’t. He bowed his head instead, no longer able to look at James.

      “I know it hurts,” James said. “I know it’s too late to say it, and it’s not something I will ever be forgiven for, but still, I am sorry. I want to do everything I can to stop it from happening again. That’s why I need your help.”

      “Stop it?” Raith half-snarled, half-grumbled. “How?”

      “Before I tell you my plan, I want you to commit to working with me. You don’t have to; I want it to be a choice. You can simply wait here for Rin to come back, and she will come back. That much, I’m sure of,” James told him. “Or you can join me in helping to stop the same thing that happened to your city, to District City, from happening again.”

      “I’ll help,” Raith said with no hesitaton, fury still radiating out from him as he raised his head back up. “Tell me the plan.”

      James nodded, a faint smile forming at the corners of his mouth, “Well, I think the first thing we need to do is orchestrate a jailbreak. You know all those poor souls trapped in the New Necropolis?”

      “Yes?” Raith asked, curiosity outweighing his anger for a moment. “Wait, you want us to break them out?”

      “That’s exactly what I want to do,” said James.

      “How?”

      “Easy. I’ve got special privileges as a member of the Order. It’s time to set things right,” he said with stoic determination.

      “I don’t see how that’s possible.” Raith muttered, “but I’ll do what I can. Of all people, I understand what it’s like to regret my own unforgiveable actions.”
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            CHAPTER 17

          

          THE ONE WHERE AMAYA FIGHTS WITH OFFICE SUPPLIES

        

      

    

    
      
        
        (Saturday, 10 A.M.)

      

      

      She was missing something. Amaya tapped her fingernails on the table, trying to think back to the beginning, to all the bits of information, all the visions of the past she’d seen. Everything had happened so fast, she’d barely had time to react and process her own emotions, let alone analyze every hint or clue as to what any of it meant.

      “Is there any more coffee?” Tanith asked as they entered the kitchen. Their face was drawn, illegible. Amaya could sense sadness and a twinge of fear. Tanith was afraid of her.

      “Help yourself,” Amaya offered cordially. She pointed to the half-full coffee pot.

      Tanith poured a cup and sat down beside her, drinking it black. An awkward silence hung in the air over them.

      “How is he?” Amaya asked carefully.

      “Still out,” Tanith sighed, staring into their coffee mug. “Brian’s watching him.”

      “You know that I—it wasn’t me. I didn’t have anything to do with Calen losing consciousness like that,” Amaya blurted. She meant to keep it to herself, but she couldn’t contain the guilt she felt seeing Tanith so upset.

      “I wouldn’t blame you if you did.”

      “I didn’t. I mean, I thought we were getting along pretty well, all things considered. I mean, you all did come here to kill me.”

      “That’s fair.” Tanith sighed again, taking a drink. They winced then and set the cup back down, sticking out their tongue. “I can’t do this; I need milk and sugar. I thought black coffee seemed like the right thing to drink when solving a mystery.”

      “That’s okay, we’re solving more than one mystery, so we need more complex flavors,” Amaya said, trying a small, reassuring smile. Tanith got up to fix their coffee and Amaya continued, “I guess I should say that I am about ninety percent sure I didn’t render your brother unconscious. I find him impulsive, violent, and self-interested, but I understand you care about him. I know what it’s like to care for someone who has done real harm to others.”

      “The person you care about wouldn’t happen to be Rin Morana, would it?” Tanith asked as they stirred in sugar. The spoon clinked against their ceramic mug.

      Amaya nodded. “I can’t entirely explain it, but I’ll admit that after everything that’s happened, I’m still in love with her. I would to anything to protect her.”

      “I don’t care about Calen that much.” Tanith smirked. “He’s just my last connection to my mother and my past. He’s my family.”

      “You blew up a building to save him,” Amaya reminded them.

      “That’s…yes…that’s true. I regret it a little. Everything he’s done…locking me away, sending you on that ridiculous riddle adventure, almost getting your friends killed, actually killing your father…” Tanith trailed off. They returned to the table, sipping their newly sweetened coffee.

      “Those riddles were something.” Amaya spoke the words as a spark lit up in her mind. She wasn’t certain it was the thing she was missing—the last link in the chain to connect all the mysteries—but it was something. A forgotten clue from what felt like a century ago. The photographs she’d found in the old Violet Embassy, hidden inside a sealed fireplace.

      “Amaya?” Tanith asked, concerned. Amaya must have been making a face like she’d seen a ghost—not Brian, more like an actually frightening ghost.

      “Do you know anything about old photographs of mass graves?” Amaya asked, trying to say this as steady as she could, but leaning forward with great interest in Tanith’s response.

      “Um…maybe?” Tanith raised their eyebrows.

      “I’d completely forgotten about them until just now. We found them in the old Violet Embassy. Calen led us to them, so he must have known they were there. He must have known what the photos meant.” Amaya realized all this as she said it.

      “When he wakes up, we can ask him, although…” Tanith paused, their pupils dilating and contracting as they thought. “My mother used to have a box of photographs. She called them her evidence that there was a catastrophic event or a Plague that wiped out a whole bunch of people who used to live in and around District City. She never let me look at them, but she said they were important to prove a tragedy had taken place to those who denied it.”

      “Mass graves seem like fairly good proof. Although, I’m sure even that wouldn’t prove that there was a Plague to some people.” Amaya shook her head. It was her turn to sigh. “I should show them to you; they’re hidden behind my dresser.”

      “Behind your…” Tanith started to repeat, then stopped. Their mouth snapped closed. They slapped their palms flat on the table so loudly, Amaya flinched. They stood up, pushing back their chair.

      “Tanith?” Amaya called their name, unsure what was happening.

      Tanith turned to look at her. Their eyes had gone completely red. Their entire eyes, not just the whites or the irises. The whole of their eyes was crimson, like fresh pools of blood.

      “What the hell?” Amaya whispered, scooting back from the table. “Tanith, are you—”

      She didn’t have time to finish before an object swished by her head, nearly clipping her ear: a knife, one of several lodged in a butcher block by the stove. As soon as she realized what it was, there was another coming at her, then another.

      Tanith stared unblinking with blood-red eyes and smiled an eerie painted smile as the knives began to fly across the room in her direction one by one.

      “You’re not Tanith,” Amaya gasped as she ducked to avoid being hit by a rogue blade. “Are you?”

      The ghoulish version of her friend didn’t speak, just flicked their wrist, and another knife came soaring across the room toward Amaya.

      This time, she managed to stop it midair, right in front of her face. She stared at the sharp point, concentrating on holding it there. She felt the push of some unseen force bearing down on it, something trying to drive the knife forward. Amaya pictured an invisible hand—a mind’s hand, gripping the handle, thrusting the knife forward. She pictured her own power as a pair of larger hands, stronger hands. With one, she gripped the wrist of her attacker, and with the other, she pried their fingers off the handle of the knife.

      The thing fell from the air and landed on the table. Amaya felt drained from the effort, heaving like she’d just run up a dozen flights of stairs.

      “Very good,” Tanith spoke in a voice that was not theirs. It was a richer, older voice. “Let’s try something else now.”

      Amaya watched in horror as the entire table levitated in the air and tipped over to come crashing down on top of her. She pictured her psychic hands over her head to catch it as she fell, and then she ran as fast as she could out of the room.

      “Amaya, you can’t run from me,” the strange voice that wasn’t Tanith said as they followed her.

      The doors along the basement hall flew open as she dashed past them.

      Clouds of tiny objects began flying out after her: soap dispensers, pencils, cotton swabs, paper notebooks. She stopped some, and others struck her like birds swooping down to peck at her head and face. A pencil lodged in the soft flesh of her forearm, and she cried out in pain. Amaya pulled it out and held the wound with one hand as she tried to will her invisible psychic hands to form a flat bubble of protection around her body—objects pelted at the outside like hail stones.

      Amaya ran until she reached the stairs, gasping for breath from the effort to sustain the shield while trying to get away.

      “How long can you last like this?” Whoever possessed Tanith called from the other end of the hall. “At what point do you give up and let me kill you?”

      ‘Promise not to let them kill you.’ Amaya had said something like that to Rin once. Right before Rin went back to face Lord Verity. Rin hadn’t wanted to use violence against Amaya’s father unless she absolutely had to; she didn’t want to live in a world where battles had to be fought and won by those who killed their enemies and survived. A world ruled by killers was an awfully cruel world, but dying here and now wouldn’t change that.

      No matter the outcome, a killer would win.

      And Amaya wasn’t going to lose.

      She drew in breath and exhaled, expanding the bubble surrounding her, then contracting it again, slowly first, then with a rapid succession, causing all the projectiles to shoot in the opposite direction. Hurtling down the hall, the wall of office supplies rained down over not-Tanith.

      Amaya stepped closer. She wasn’t running away anymore.

      “Oh, that’s much better,” Possessed-Tanith called in that chilling voice, pulling a paper clip out of their hair. “Next time, use just a little more—”

      They were cut off by a gust of wind that lifted their entire body in the air. The force twisted them around in a circle, turned them upside down, and shook them like a toy before slamming them backward into the kitchen door. A ripping sound echoed on the stone walls as Amaya’s psychic hands rapidly peeled off strips of duct tape from a roll that had been part of the attack-office supplies. With motions so fast, it seemed as if they were filmed and sped up, the tape covered Possessed-Tanith’s entire body in a massive sticky silver cocoon.

      Still upside down and stunned from the force, they tried to speak, but as soon as they opened their mouth, Amaya placed a piece of duct tape, this time with her real hands, over not-Tanith’s mouth.

      With that, Amaya collapsed against the wall opposite the prisoner. She was drenched in sweat; her chest felt heavy as she struggled to catch her breath. There was an emptiness inside her where something had been before—she knew how to replenish it.

      Amaya staggered over to them, whose eyes still glared with crimson malice. “Am I going to have to kill you? Is that how this all ends? With another sacrifice?” she asked, glaring right back. “I don’t want to do it, but if you don’t leave my friend, I think I will have to get one of those knives from the kitchen and—”

      Amaya stopped. The red color drained from Tanith’s eyes, like they were crying blood. They looked around and made a sudden noise of startled confusion at finding themselves duct-taped upside down to a door.

      “Tanith? Is that you?” Amaya asked, relief rushing through her.

      Tanith mumbled something incoherent, and Amaya ripped the strip of tape off their mouth so they could speak.

      “Ow.” Tanith scowled.

      “Sorry,” Amaya whispered, immediately starting to peel the layers of duct tape off them.

      “I blacked out, and I seem to have found myself duct taped to a door,” Tanith mused as they wriggled against their bindings. “Is this some kind of terrible prank gone wrong? Did my brother put you up to this? He loves a good prank, you know.”

      “Is that what he considers all the shit he’s put us through?” Amaya gave a nervous chuckle. “That’s really messed up.”

      “He does cruel things for his own amusement at the expense of others. Isn’t that what pranks are?” Tanith said with a small smile.

      “You have a point.” Amaya shrugged and kept peeling.

      “For real, what just—” Tanith didn’t finish. Their eyes rolled back into their head and their body went slack, their full weight straining against their duct tape restraints.

      “Tanith?” Amaya held her hand over their mouth, feeling for breath. Hot air gently pushed against her skin. “Thank god. Still breathing.”

      “Thank me,” the voice spoke behind her. The strange, unfamiliar voice that had spoken through Tanith. “It was all my doing.”

      Amaya spun around to find a woman standing behind her.

      She wore a dress with a long voluminous black skirt and a high lace collar. Her skin, eyes, and hair were all a warm shade of golden brown. She was short and curvy, and had a round face. She looked so much like Amaya, other than the texture of her hair, which she wore pressed flat, straight and pulled into a bun at the nape of her neck.

      “You know who I am, don’t you, Amaya?” the woman asked, a smile playing on her lips. Her voice was warm and deep. Her eyes sparkled. She radiated power like a queen or an empress.

      “I do,” Amaya said, her own voice high and trembling. “You’re my mother.”

      “My name is Iris Verity, High Priestess of the new Order of the Golden Dawn,” she clarified as though this facet of her identity was far more important. “Yes, I also happen to be your biological mother.”

      “What do you want from me? Why are you here?” Amaya spoke without thinking, not bothering to stifle the emotions welling up inside her—an acidic mixture of rage and fear and sadness. Her eyes filled with tears she dared not let slip down her cheeks. This woman did not seem like the kind of mother that would provide any comfort for her.

      “I wanted to see how strong you have become by providing you a little, harmless trial,” Iris explained, as though there was anything harmless about the fight that had just happened.

      “Why?” Amaya said, tilting her head back to blink away the tears. She was grateful her temples were dripping sweat; maybe that would help conceal the fact that she was crying.

      “Amaya, you are needed to serve a great purpose for us, for the Order,” Iris told her, “and for all humankind. You and your friends Tanith and Calen must travel to the lands beyond the city to be part of an important ritual.”

      Something about the woman’s voice was callous, despite the warmth. It was like she was reading a script she had memorized so long ago, she no longer needed to think about what any of the words actually meant.

      “What happens if we don’t want to?” Amaya asked coldly, looking right into those golden eyes so much like her own. “You kill us?”

      “All six of you.” Iris smiled.

      “Six?” Amaya repeated.

      “Rin, Kazuki, Alan, Tanith, Calen, and you, Amaya. You are the chosen ones who will save the world,” Iris told her. “By performing the ritual to ensure the Order is in power.”

      “I don’t think saving the Order and saving the world are the same thing,” Amaya said, narrowing her eyes and folding her arms across her chest.

      “You may not understand now, but you will in time.”

      Amaya sighed. “Okay, then. Can you wake up Tanith and Calen? Maybe help me with all this tape?”

      “No.” Iris smiled and then vanished into nothing.

      “Great, thanks,” Amaya grumbled and went back to peeling off all the duct tape.
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            CHAPTER 18

          

          THE ONE WHERE KAZUKI LIES

        

      

    

    
      
        
        (Saturday, 5 P.M.)

      

      

      Kazuki lay flat on his back, the bare floorboards offering less comfort than the ground he’d been sleeping on the last few days. He stared at the vast collection of cobwebs decorating the ceiling beams overhead. Alan was sprawled out beside him, quietly observing their new surroundings, while Rin paced back and forth between the ladder and the bathroom door.

      They’d all taken turns washing the grime of grave dirt from the burial mound off their bodies and out of their hair. Kazuki had stood in the shower, feeling hot water flowing over him until his skin was red. He still felt dirty. Some stains never wash off.

      “James wasn’t a bad person,” Kazuki kept muttering to himself. He closed his eyes now and said this once more, like an incantation. “James wasn’t a—”

      “He wasn’t,” Alan whispered in his ear, clasping his hand tightly.

      “He was just part of an evil organization that killed a whole bunch of people who are holding us hostage until we do the same thing,” Rin chimed in as she stepped around them in her ceaseless walking back and forth. “At least they seem to have good fashion sense.”

      Alan snorted. Kazuki tried to lift the corners of his lips in a smile, but his muscles were stiff and heavy.

      The only thing in the room other than the industrious spiders were three garment bags. Inside these were custom-tailored suits for each of them. Kazuki’s collared shirt, jacket, and pants fit perfectly. Everyone’s fit perfectly. Every stich of the suits done in a rich, glossy black. There were even a pair of oxford shoes in the bag for each of them. If it hadn’t been so eerie that the Order had somehow known their exact measurements ahead of time, he was sure Rin and Alan would be begging him to break out the Polaroid to capture how dapper they all looked.

      “What are we going to do?” Kazuki asked, his voice strained. Part of him wanted to curl up in a ball and weep, while another part of him wanted to set the whole world on fire—not that he could do that at the moment. He felt the power churning under his skin, but there was a barrier preventing him from accessing it.

      “Escape, obviously. Soon as they let us out,” Rin said. “I’m not creating another mini-apocalypse so some scammers can run their psycho health spa. What about you guys?”

      “I’ll pass,” Kazuki replied flatly.

      “Obviously not going to do that, but…I think maybe we should hold out for a bit,” Alan suggested. “I think James is still on our side. Maybe he worked for the Order once, but I think he’s planning to double-cross them. I think he’s trying to help us get back.”

      Rin paused in her pacing to consider it before resuming her trek. How she could continue moving at all after all the days they’d spent walking through the woods, Kazuki had no clue. His legs and feet ached just watching her.

      “I still think trying to escape couldn’t hurt,” Alan said. “Well, I mean, it could very much hurt. You know, but it’s worth a shot. Hopefully not an actual shot; I don’t want to get shot. You know what I mean. What do you think, babe?”

      Kazuki sighed. “I guess. We don’t really have much to lose at this point.”

      “How long do you think we have to plot something?” Rin wondered. “I want to make sure we have a really well-thought-out escape plan.”

      “Really?” Kazuki smirked. “That would be a first for you, Rin. Thinking something through for once? What’s the world coming to?”

      “Kazu,” Alan scolded, but his expression betrayed amusement at the comment. “Don’t be rude. Rin is extremely detail-oriented now. It’s called character development.”

      “Seriously, thanks a lot. Your support means everything to me right now,” Rin said, rolling her eyes. “Anyway, you can actually contribute to the escape plan, or are you just going to take petty jabs at me all night to make yourself feel better?”

      “It does make me feel a lot better to tease you,” Kazuki said, propping himself up on his elbows to take in her reaction. Alan snort-laughed, burying his face in Kazuki’s chest to stifle the sound.

      “Glad I’m good for something, at least,” Rin groaned with exaggerated annoyance and kept pacing.

      “We could create a distraction,” Alan suggested, changing the subject. “Say they have some kind of guards or someone to shuffle us off to this dinner thing tonight. One of us can do something to draw the attention away while the others run.”

      “That’s an old trick, but it might work.” Rin sighed, her eyes narrowing as she considered the idea. “What kind of distraction would work the best?”

      “Rin, what about your combat training? We might not have our powers, but…can’t you still just bash some heads, slit some throats, and call it a day?” Kazuki asked.

      “That would be pretty distracting,” Alan said nodding in agreement of the suggestion.

      “They’ll be expecting that,” Rin countered and shook her head. She stopped pacing and leaned against the wall, folding her arms across her chest, staring at the floor. She looked like a secret agent on a dangerous mission, all dressed up and scowling like that. “Besides, you saw what happened with Minerva. What if whoever is taking us to the dinner can heal their wounds instantly without batting an…an eye?”

      Kazuki cringed, remembering the sight of Minerva with the knife sticking out of her eye socket.

      “So, we do something unexpected,” Alan said, standing up and brushing off his suit pants.

      He was effortlessly handsome in that suit. Kazuki kept stealing glances at him while they were dressing. Alan didn’t seem to mind—he was doing the same thing to him. If they were going to be forced to play dress up for captors that wanted to be part of a murderous scheme, they might as well get some enjoyment out of it. Even if both of them felt way too terrible to do much more than lie down next to each other and hold hands for the rest of their doomed little lives.

      “Like what?” Kazuki asked, dragging himself to his feet, running a hand through his hair and whispering in a mock sultry voice. “Like…seduce them?”

      “Of course.” Alan wiggled his eyebrows suggestively, striking a pose with one hand on his hip and one on his forehead. “All are rendered powerless when faced with my unearthly beauty. Especially in this fancy-ass getup. How can any evil thugs resist me?”

      They both burst out into wild, uncontrollable laughter. Soon, they were both doubled over, clutching their stomachs, propped up against the wall.

      “You guys need sleep,” Rin said, barely cracking a smile. “That wasn’t even that funny.”

      “I wasn’t joking,” Alan choked, wiping tears with the back of his hand.

      “Okay, fine. You both seduce the guards while I flee to safety.” Rin rolled her eyes. “There’s only one problem with that idea—”

      “Only one?” Kazuki sputtered, sore from laughing so hard.

      “Yeah. Namely, how are you going to get away after charming the pants off the guards?”

      “Wait, maybe we can literally charm their pants off,” Alan said with a degree of gravity. “We can steal their clothes and pretend to be them, then sneak off.”

      “Do you think we’re actually in a cheesy spy movie?” Rin scoffed.

      Alan shrugged. “I mean, I know we’re not. It’s just…humor is a good coping mechanism. Rin, the more I think about it, the more I think we shouldn’t try to get away. It’s too dangerous. I don’t want you or Kazu getting hurt.”

      “I don’t want you getting hurt either,” Kazuki said, nudging him gently with his elbow. A thought occurred to him. “But I don’t think they want to hurt us either. Not yet—not until they get what they want from us.”

      “Good point,” Rin said, biting her lip. She paced a few steps before turning, her eyes brightening with fresh incite. “That could be the distraction: one of us pretending to be sick or injured.”

      “Really, Rin? And you called my ideas cliché.” Alan rolled his eyes. “Might work, though. Who gets to pretend to be sick?”

      “What if all of us did it?” Kazuki suggested.

      Rin nodded. “Yeah, I think that could work. Maybe we—”

      Rin’s words were cut short by the clanging of a bell—one of those massive brass ones that were found in churches once upon a time. This one rang so loudly, the walls and floor vibrated. Kazuki figured the thing must be above them in the top of the tower, though he hadn’t noticed it before when they’d arrived earlier.

      “I imagine that means it’s time?” Rin guessed, still covering her ears even though the clanging had stopped.

      Kazuki nodded.

      Alan slipped his hand into Kazuki’s, and one by one, they made their way back down the ladder to the first floor. Minerva was nowhere to be found, and outside the window, the sky had grown dark. Kazuki could see the lights of the city below, like clusters of distant stars.

      Rin went first, trying the door. It clicked, the handle turned, and she stepped out into the night. Kazuki and Alan followed. Kazuki took Alan’s hand and pressed it to his lips before releasing it as they passed through the doorway into the night.

      A massive black van was pulled up in front of the tower. It seemed to have driven through the grass from a road below, leaving deep impressions in the earth. Surrounding it were three large people in black capes with black hoods drawn over their eyes. They wore black gloves and carried black guns.

      Kazuki shuddered, glancing to Rin, then to Alan. Rin winked before she broke out into a wail of pain so convincing, it made his stomach turn.

      “Help me!” Rin shrieked, falling to the ground and convulsing.

      A gruff voice came from one of the hooded figures as he rushed forward. “What’s wrong with her?”

      “I don’t know,” Alan answered. “Maybe she’s having a bad reaction to…to…oh! It’s happening to me too!”

      Alan crumbled to the grass, writhing in agony.

      Kazuki scowled at his mediocre performance, resisting the urge to roll his eyes. As the armed guards approached Rin and Alan, standing over them to examine them more closely, Kazuki figured he should give it a turn.

      He gave a half-hearted groan, doubling over, mumbling about how he felt sick. On the ground, Alan was lying so that he faced Kazuki, his hair not obscuring the look of scorn he was casting Kazuki’s way.

      “Babe,” Alan hissed, his voice barely audible over Rin’s incessant shrieking, “sell it.”

      “Fine,” Kazuki hissed back and went limp. He drew tiny breaths, keeping his body as still as possible.

      “Hey, you,” one of the guards shouted in a high, nasal voice. “Boy? You all right there?”

      Kazuki felt the toe of a boot dig in his side. He held his breath and kept still as the guard kicked him over onto his back. He kept his eyes closed, head lolled back.

      “I think this one’s up and died on us,” the guards called to the others. Kazuki heard the footsteps as all the others gathered around.

      “No, can’t be, let me check,” the gruff voiced guard said, then kicked Kazuki on the other side.

      “Hmm,” muttered a third guard, in a low tone. “This is most peculiar.”

      Rin’s screaming had stopped, but the guards didn’t seem to care; they were all surrounding Kazuki. Alan groaned and flailed nearby, but he was not nearly as interesting.

      The rumble of an engine jarred him, almost making him gasp, but he stayed in character. He could hear Alan take a deep breath as he prepared to make a run for it.

      “Wait, who’s in the van?” the nasally voice asked.

      Kazuki bolted upright, nearly colliding with one of the guards—he wasn’t sure who. Together, he and Alan leaped to their feet and sprinted across the grass to the idling vehicle without looking back.

      He threw open the side door and ushered Alan in first before starting to climb up. A hand grasped his shoulder, hard, nearly flinging him aside.

      “Hang on,” Rin called from the driver’s seat and the van began to move. Kazuki held on tightly to the door handle while the guard behind him threatened to tear him away.

      “No!” Alan screamed, not acting this time. He looked into Kazuki’s eyes with abject terror, and then, without hesitation, lunged forward and punched the assailant in the face.

      The guard fell away, and Kazuki shot forward into the van, slamming the door shut behind him.

      “Buckle up, back there,” Rin said, flicking on the headlights as the van lurched forward across the grassy hill.

      “Rin, do you even know how to drive?” Alan gripped the arm of his chair as the whole vehicle jolted up and down violently as they gained speed. His knuckles were bleeding from the punch he’d thrown.

      “Where was this enthusiasm and commitment when we were acting a minute ago?” Rin smirked at them in the rearview mirror.

      “Hey, I did an okay job,” Alan grumbled and sunk into his seat.

      “Where are you going?” Kazuki asked as Rin swerved the van hard to the right to avoid a lamppost, and the tires squealed in protest as they began to climb upward.

      “To the barrier,” Rin replied, gritting her teeth as she leaned forward on the accelerator.

      “You wouldn’t…you can’t…” Alan hissed, his gray eyes wide.

      “Rin, are you going to try to drive us through the barrier?” Kazuki shouted.

      “Brace yourselves,” Rin cried, and revved the engine.

      The van rushed forward. Kazuki closed his eyes, tightening his grip on the armrests.

      There was no sudden impact, no crash. The van just slowed to a gradual stop. The engine sputtered and stopped. Kazuki opened his eyes to see smoke coming out from under the hood.

      “Dammit,” Rin swore, turning the keys in the ignition. “It’s dead.”

      “Did we make it through?” Alan asked, spinning around to look behind them.

      Through the rear window, they could see the city lights still gleaming below.

      They hadn’t gotten through. They were still there.

      “That was quite the performance,” Minerva croaked as she appeared in the front passenger seat.

      Rin let out a yelp and jerked back in surprise. Kazuki felt as though his soul had literally been crushed.

      “Sorry to startle you, my dears. Now, if you don’t mind turning this car around, we have a dinner to attend.” Minerva smiled dreamily. She flicked her wrist, and the engine started up again, the van turning back around and starting down the hill. Rin grabbed the steering wheel and stomped on the breaks in vain.

      Kazuki tried to unbuckle his seatbelt and open the side door, thinking to jump out. Alan was furiously struggling to do the same.

      “It’s no use,” Minerva called back to them. “We are already running late. No more distractions.”

      Kazuki swallowed, closing his eyes and willing himself to remain calm as the van drove itself down to a proper road and wound its way down the hill and towards the city. He looked over to Alan, who was crying silently, clutching his injured hand to his chest.

      “Hey,” Kazuki whispered, leaning over to set a shaking hand on his knee. Alan blinked at him, his bottom lip trembling. “Thanks for saving me back there. You punched a creepy guy with a gun in the face. You’re a total badass.”

      Alan took a deep breath and gave him a small smile, “I know, right? I really am.”

      “You’re supposed to say, ‘Babe, so are you,’” Kazuki teased.

      “I thought you didn’t like it when I called you ‘babe,’” Alan teased back, then let out a deep sigh. “I love you.”

      “I love you too,” Kazuki said, squeezing Alan’s knee.

      “I’ll still love you, no matter what happens to us,” Alan whispered.

      “Me too,” Kazuki replied.

      “Ah, nearly there now,” Minerva called from the front seat. “I hope you all are still presentable.”

      Kazuki leaned back and tried not to sink too deeply into his own dread at what was about to happen next.
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            CHAPTER 19

          

          THE ONE WHERE RIN ATTENDS A FANCY DINNER PARTY

        

      

    

    
      
        
        (Saturday, 7 P.M.)

      

      

      The building was smaller and plainer than Rin expected, though she wasn’t really sure exactly what she’d been expecting, but it was something in between a modern concrete fortress and a gothic castle complete with shark-infested moat. This place looked like a regular house—a three-story brick terrace house on a block of similar brick houses with white marble steps leading to elevated entryways. It reminded her of the Sydis House a little, just in better shape.

      The van parked in front on the tree-lined street, and Minerva commanded them to get out. Rin undid her seatbelt and stepped out onto the sidewalk. The whole street was fresh and clean, with no cracks in the pavement, no trash or leaves in the gutters. Even though it was dark outside, there were so many people around. The sidewalks were cluttered with little groups of people. Cars passed by on the street, presumably full of even more.

      None of them even seemed the least bit wary of each other, even though they all had different Colors. A Red and Yellow pair of joggers sped past a Violet woman walking her dog, while a Green man pushed a baby stroller and chatted amicably with a Blue woman. At first, she was just surprised to see how they all seemed to get along so well—or at the very least, not cowering or attacking each other for having different auras. Rin realized what was even stranger about this, given what she now knew the Colors meant.

      “Minerva, why do all these people have aura Colors?” Rin asked the gray-haired woman as she led the way up the front steps to the house. “I thought you said it was done as a sort of triage in District City so that people could be evacuated according to some likely incredibly cruel and unfair value system.”

      “You see them too?” Alan said, shivering despite the mild temperature. “I thought it might just be me.”

      “I also see them,” Kazuki added, wrapping his arm around Alan’s waist protectively.

      “Well, we decided this time around to set up the whole thing a bit further in advance. You see, the last time, the ritual took effect far more rapidly than we anticipated. We thought we would have maybe a week after the ritual to continue the evacuation plan. It wasn’t quite so easily done—for some reason, most of the people in the center of the city were killed instantly. Only those on the outskirts really had any chance,” Minerva explained as she knocked on the door with three sharp raps of her small fist. She turned in a circle, and her gray hair pulled up into a smooth little bun, her white gauzy shroud replaced by a black suit similar to the ones worn by the rest of them.

      “In advance?” Rin repeated, looking around at all the people, taking evening strolls, laughing and talking with loved ones. “You mean this is the place that you want us to…”

      “Yes,” Minerva confirmed as Rin trailed off.

      The door to the house opened, and a woman with golden hair and piercing black eyes peered out. She saw the group of them standing there and then broke into a triumphant smile.

      “Oh, you are here already,” the woman exclaimed. Rin noticed she too was wearing a suit made to fit her tall and slim frame in the same glossy black fabric. “Come in, come in, and welcome, all. I’m your host, Angela. I hope you didn’t have too much trouble getting here?”

      “None at all,” Minerva lied, stepping into the house.

      Rin stood frozen on the steps, unsure if she should turn back and try to run once more. She glanced back to see Kazuki and Alan. Alan’s eyes were red-rimmed from crying—his knuckles were banged up bad from punching the guard. He clung to Kazuki desperately, like he never wanted to let go. Kazuki was leaning against him, holding on just as tightly, his skin sallow and shoulders slumped. He looked ready to collapse for real, not just to distract their captors.

      “I’m Rin. Nice to meet you,” Rin said, stepping forward, as she resolved to play along for a little while—at least until they’d all recovered.

      When she entered the house, she was met with the smells of rosemary, sage, and roasting meat. Her mouth watered; her stomach growled. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had a decent meal. If they were forced to destroy this city for the sketchy Order, at least they would get some delicious food out of the deal.

      As their host greeted Kazuki and Alan, Rin wandered into the space.

      The entry hall was empty and sparsely decorated. The wood floors were polished and stained a dark gray. On one side, a staircase ran up to the second level, the railing crafted from heavy, dark wood carved with women in swirling skirts with vases on their heads. On the other was a series of closed paneled doors. Each panel held some elaborate design of a particular leaf or flower. Rin could only identify a few—holly, oak, and roses—as she knew almost nothing about plants.

      Along the walls hung a number of paintings and photographs, depicting buildings in various states of decay. Some of them were buildings Rin had never seen before, made of white marble, which kind of resembled the temples and monuments to the old gods that stood abandoned near the river, although these were crumbling apart and covered in vines. Others were ones she’d seen before: there was the old Violet Embassy with its odd, hexagonal shape, the crystal and metal structure with the tree growing inside where she used to meet Amaya in secret, and most disturbing of all, there was a small photograph of the Sydis House.

      “That’s our house,” Kazuki said as he and Alan came over beside her. He pointed at the photo. “Looks like it was taken recently. You can see the new solar panels Alan installed last summer. What the hell, Rin?”

      “Let us make our way into the dining room,” the woman called Angela said, her voice curling sweetly through the air like a strong perfume. “The other guests are waiting. They are all so excited to finally meet you.”

      The middle door slid aside to reveal a room, paneled floor to ceiling in the same dark wood as the staircase. At the center was a chandelier dripping with black crystals, below which spread a long table with four chairs drawn on either side, with one at the head. Four on one side were filled with more people in the same sort of black suits, all of whom watched them intently as they entered the room and sat down. Alan and Kazuki reluctantly parted so they could sit in separate chairs. Rin sat next to Alan so she could be a buffer between him and Minerva.

      On the table sat platters of roast meat and vegetables, rolls, and pies. Rin’s stomach growled again. She was more hungry than scared, she decided, even though the man across from her continued to stare pointedly at her. He had a thick silver-white beard that obscured much of his face from view, and thick-rimmed glassed that obscured the rest of it.

      “We should first introduce ourselves. Let’s go around the table,” Angela said as she seated herself at the head of the table.

      “I don’t want to meet new people. I want some of those smooth, buttery mashed potatoes,” Rin muttered under her breath. Alan heard her and smiled into his lap.

      Minerva cleared her throat. “As you may know, I am the representative of the Original Six. My name is Minerva Fairchild.”

      Rin felt a sharp pang of realization. Fairchild. Lady Fairchild. That had been the name of the gray-haired woman who had trained her and Raith when they were young. Rin knew Minerva had looked familiar. She’d always joked with Raith about that name, since the two of them were forced to practice kendo until their palms bled and run laps until they could hardly see straight. Rin used to call her Lady Unfair-child, since she treated them unfairly. She always made Rin clean up after their sessions and treat Raith’s injuries, even when Rin was just as beat up as he was and about half his size.

      Minerva was the one who’d told the story to them that day—the story about the king and the queen and the monster.

      ‘A king goes out to fight the monster to protect the city and dies in battle. A queen stays and protects the people and dies of starvation. Who would you rather be?’

      Rin could still hear her voice speaking as she sat with Raith on the floor in the gray-tiled room: ‘I don’t want to be the king or the queen. I want to be the monster. Without the monster, there’s no story.’

      Had Minerva known the whole time that the end of the training wasn’t to make them into kings and queens, but to make them into monsters? Had that been the plan all along? To get them to kill as many people as possible, to build up as much power through blood sacrifice as they could until one or both of them would be strong enough to perform the ritual and destroy another city? Did Raith know about this? Did her parents know? Lord Crowley knew—he must have; he was part of this whole thing. Who were her parents, then? Why was she, of all people, chosen?

      “Your turn, dear,” Minerva said, breaking Rin from her reverie. “Introduce yourself.”

      “I’m Rin Morana,” Rin said shakily, staring at the strangers in the black suits seated across from her. “For some reason, I was selected to be part of the ritual to destroy this city. I’m not entirely sure why. I’d like it if you could tell me. I’m not sure why any of us were chosen, to be completely honest.”

      “Oh?” the man across from her with the silver beard exclaimed. He looked to Angela at the head of the table, frowning. “I thought they had been told why they were chosen, and how special they all are?”

      The woman next to him spoke up. “I also thought there would be more of them.” She had light brown hair cut in an asymmetrical bob, flawless tan skin, and a voice suited for complaining. “And that they would be older. These ones look like children. Can’t trust children to do something this important.”

      “Well, now, they are all of age, are you not?” Angela replied, a tinge of sourness threading through her sweet tone.

      Alan nodded while Kazuki shrugged, and Rin didn’t acknowledge the question at all.

      “There are more—three more heading to us soon. Iris was sent to gather them,” Minerva replied. “I apologize on behalf of the girl—er, the young lady. She’s just trying to stir things up. She tends to do that. Makes jokes in bad taste and feigns ignorance. A real spitfire, this one.”

      “I’m not joking. I really don’t know. Maybe if I knew, it might help convince me to willingly complete it,” Rin said, folding her trembling hands in her lap.

      “I actually don’t know why they were chosen either,” a young man with bronze skin and jet black curls seated next to Angela said. “I’d love to know why they were chosen. Out of all the people to survive the destruction of Washington D.C., why were these ones chosen?”

      “Washington D.C.?” Rin repeated the name as a question.

      “That’s the proper name of the city you live in, dear,” Minerva clarified. Her voice was wearing thinner with every moment they were spending on this topic.

      “The old capital city of the country called the United States,” Alan whispered. “I had no idea…I guess I’ve never seen it, only heard of it in books.”

      “We tried to eliminate as much media as we could that would give away anything about the past,” Minerva said, rubbing her temples. “Let’s conclude this foolishness before we get into any more conversations.”

      “What foolishness?” A young woman with a thin face and short cropped red hair chimed in. She had a strong voice and had been sitting quietly, studying everyone at the table and biding her time. Something in her careful, composed manner reminded Rin of Amaya.

      “Are you calling our questions foolish? Are we supposed to follow the rules of the Order without questioning the decisions that are being made? This Rin Morana has implied she is not even a willing participant in the ritual. Why then is she assigned to the task when there are so many loyal, devoted members of the Order who would gladly take her place? Myself included.”

      “Me too,” piped up the young man. “I’d gladly give myself to the cause.”

      “They don’t look strong enough for the task,” the man with the silver beard said. “Can they even do…anything? How about a demonstration of their abilities?”

      “Unfortunately, we’ve had to…clip their wings, shall we say. At least until we get them under control,” Angela explained, giving Minerva a knowing nod. “Isn’t that right?”

      “Yes, it’s for their own good, as well as your own safety,” Minerva replied. “Now, if we could—”

      “Safety?” The woman with the bad haircut scoffed. “I’m supposed to be afraid of these little twerps? Do they look dangerous to any of you?”

      The man with the silver beard chuckled, staring at Rin through his thick glasses, his expression illegible. The young woman with the short red hair shook her head decidedly, and the young man with the black curls considered them with an expression that resembled sympathy more than fear.

      Rin’s stomach growled; her blood boiled. She was tired, she was angry, and she was hungry. Minerva was talking circles around her question, and all these assholes were sitting around, judging her and her friends like they were some kind of performing circus animals. She’d had enough.

      “Forget it, doesn’t matter why you chose us,” Rin grumbled, picking up her knife and fork, determined to have some roast and potatoes sooner rather than later. “Let’s just finish the introductions so that we can eat. Go ahead, Alan.”

      “Um, hi, I’m Alan Trask,” Alan said as cheerily as he could manage.

      “What happened to the other Violet boy—the one you trained?” the man with the silver beard asked Minerva.

      “Ah, dear Rin did away with him. He is no more. This boy has managed to absorb some of his essence, one way or another.” Minerva gave a coy smile, showcasing her sharp little white teeth.

      Alan flushed crimson at her words. Rin tightened her grip on the cutlery still in her hand.

      “My name is Kazuki Tanaka,” Kazuki jumped in, eager to spare Alan another moment of embarrassment. “I’m probably here because I was adopted by James Sydis.”

      “Ah, the traitor,” the woman with the bad haircut said. “James Sydis was a lying cheat who didn’t deserve the grave they buried him in.”

      “He’s not buried in a grave,” Kazuki snapped, glaring daggers at the woman.

      “Exactly!” She sputtered a hideous laugh.

      “Now, now, Madison, let’s not be rude to the chosen ones,” the man with the silver beard said. “I, for one, think James Sydis was simply a poor soul who couldn’t handle the task of saving the world. Much like these children you’ve presented to us this evening.”

      “Then let us go,” Rin practically snarled as she slammed her fists onto the table, the ends of the fork and knife she clenched clanging with a violent sound against the wood. The sound of glass and ceramic vibrating from her sudden movement filled the room like an echo of her rage. “If you don’t want us, let us go. We don’t want to be here; we don’t want to do this. I’m not interested in being part of this creepy bullshit that takes innocent lives to run fucking health spas.”

      “My dear, you have no say in this matter, and neither do I.” Minerva smiled tersely.

      “Health spas? How dare you,” the woman with the bad haircut screeched—she’d been called Madison, so that must have been her name. “Do you know who I am? Do you know what great things I have accomplished within the Order? I have worked miracles. Ended innocent lives? I’ve done nothing but save them. You children are a filthy lot of degenerates. I mean, look at this pudgy, ginger one. He’s just a stunted, little—”

      She didn’t finish speaking, because a steak knife suddenly rose from its place by her plate and drew itself across her neck.

      Rin turned to see Alan standing beside her, panting with the effort it had taken. He leaned over the table and grabbed a roll from the basket, tearing into it, muttering curses as Madison bled out onto the white linen tablecloth.

      “Damn,” Kazuki whistled. “Guess that stuff wore off.”

      “Guess so.” Rin smirked, uncoiling her fingers from the steak knife in her hand and allowing it to hover in the air in front of her.

      Everything happened in the span of about two minutes. The young woman with the red hair sent a volley of silverware flying toward Rin, who blocked it easily and sent it careening backwards toward her. Rin didn’t get a chance to see where any of it landed, because the young man with the dark curls sprung over the top of the table, pouncing on her.

      She toppled backward in her chair as he crushed her windpipe with his bare hands while digging his knees into her ribs.

      “Rin,” Alan cried, through a mouthful of bread and panic, “do the thing.”

      Rin hadn’t done it since she’d killed Raith, but she figured now was as good a time as any. She closed her eyes and placed herself into the state of mind she called “monster mode.”

      The hands on her neck grew weakened, withered away to nothing but dust. The man screamed, holding them up in front of his face, and watched them dissolve. She kicked him over and thrust her fist into his chest, over and over until she knew it was over for him.

      The smell of smoke filled the room. Something burned as she leaped up and spun around to get her bearings. Alan healed a wound in Kazuki’s shoulder as Kazuki tossed balls of fire at the young woman with the red hair, who caught and returned most of them, until she missed one and it began consuming her.

      Angela, the woman with golden hair, sat complacent at the table.

      Minvera had vanished.

      The door was wide open. They had a chance to run.

      She sprinted into the hall, followed by the others. Something was burning out here too.

      In the hall, the man with the silver beard had taken off the singed piece. It was a costume. His glasses were gone too. His face revealed, familiar.

      Rin knew this man. She didn’t hesitate. She rushed toward him, jabbing her elbow into his throat. The force of the blow sent him back into the wall—through the wall. He crashed through the lathe and plaster to the brick, but she drove him in deeper, picturing the bitter look in his eyes when he’d stood over her all those years ago.

      She wanted to claw out those eyes. She wanted to rip his thick neck to shreds; she wanted to tear him into pieces under there was nothing left of him…

      “Enough, Rin,” Alan said, bringing her back. “He’s dead, let’s go.”

      “I got the keys to the van,” Kazuki told her.

      She took a deep breath and drew back from the ruined man she’d pushed through the wall, breathing heavily, viscera dripping down her arms. On the black fabric, it wasn’t so visible, but her hands looked like she’d tried to carve a blood pumpkin. The adrenaline crash and the surrealness of the whole thing made her giggle.

      She turned toward the front door. A fist smacked her in the jaw, sending her flying backward down the hall. Alan and Kazuki gasped. Rin tried to get back up, but a foot clamped down on her throat, holding her still.

      “That was fun.” Edgar Crowley sneered, towering over her. “Surely you don’t think you can end me that easily?”

      “Someone did.” Rin choked, grasping at his ankles to force him off. He budged a little, but not enough to allow her up off the floor.

      “Because I let him, that clever little slut.” Edgar smirked. “Now, if I let you go, would you be good and stay for dinner? The food’s getting cold.”

      “Can you even eat?”

      “No, but I’m sure you’re hungry, and you’ve been awfully rude keeping the host waiting.” Edgar ground his heel into Rin’s neck.

      She gasped, almost losing consciousness from the pressure.

      “Let her go,” Alan cried.

      “Why should I, sweet boy?” Edgar asked, letting up on Rin a little.

      “You need her,” Kazuki said. “You need all of us. Alive. We can’t run from you; we’ve tried. We can’t fight you, because you can’t die. But you can’t kill us either. We’re at a stalemate. Everyone loses.”

      “Or everyone wins,” Edgar mused, but he lifted up his foot and let Rin sit up to breathe.

      She gasped for air, coughing, curling up in a ball. She may have lost consciousness for a moment, because the next thing she knew, Alan and Kazuki were lifting her up and carrying her back into the dining room.

      The scene was a little different now. Madison, the woman with the bad haircut, sat in her chair with her throat cut and her eyes open. The young man’s body laid sprawled on this side of the table, a pool of blood seeping from a hole in his chest. The young woman’s charred remains were strewn across one end of the table. Minerva was nowhere to be found; Edgar had also vanished. Only Angela was left, still seated, staring dazed at the carnage before her.

      “Well, I think we answered the question of why you three were chosen for the ritual,” Angela said, her sweet voice trembling as she rose up to welcome them back to the table. “Perhaps we’d better eat in the kitchen tonight, if you all wouldn’t mind.”

      They didn’t mind at all. Somehow, through all this, Rin was still ravenous. They all were, and made heaping plates of what food had gone untouched through the battle, then heated them up in the microwave and sat around a kitchen table.

      “Sorry about your house,” Rin said to Angela through a mouthful of mashed potatoes. “I put a guy through a wall. I guess we’ll need to get rid of the…bodies. I hope you weren’t close with the…deceased.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I’d only met those members this evening,” Angela said, waving her off. “I’ve planned ahead. When I agreed to host this dinner, I was told what to expect.”

      “They expected us to fight like that?” Alan asked, setting down his fork.

      “Yes and no. I was told there might be some resistance—that you all might show off a little, and there could be casualties. I didn’t expect those high-ranking members of the Order to say such terrible things to provoke you…or to fight back quite so hard.”

      “Can I ask you something kind of personal? You don’t have to answer,” Rin assured her.

      “Of course. What is it?”

      “You seem really nice,” Rin muttered, pushing around a roasted brussels sprout in the dregs of her gravy. “Why are you working for the Order?”

      “The Order isn’t all bad. Sure, there are some members join up because they crave power and control of those around them. Those who are only in it to become superhuman.” Angela sighed. “But people really do benefit from the services that the Order provides. You’ll see tomorrow when we take a tour of the center here in town.”

      “You’re taking us on the tour?” Alan asked.

      “Of course. I run the center,” Angela said with a smile. “You’ll be staying here tonight. Your doors aren’t locked. The house isn’t locked either. You’re free to leave, but I would implore you to stay at least until after the tour. You can see how much it would mean to us if you were able to perform the ritual. How much good work we’d be able to do.”

      “Wouldn’t we be destroying the center?” Rin asked. “I mean, your center. Since it’s in this city and we’re destroying this city?”

      Angela frowned, looked away a moment, then looked back.

      “I’m sorry, what did you say?” she asked, smiling sheepishly.

      “I said we’re destroying this city with the ritual,” Rin repeated.

      Angela stared blankly ahead, like something was blocking her from hearing Rin and processing this information. Rin exchanged glances with Kazuki and Alan.

      “If you’re finished eating, I can show you up to your room,” Angela said in her soft, sweet voice, having failed to register what was said before.

      Kazuki and Alan offered to wash the dishes. Rin offered to put away leftovers and clean up the dining room as much as she could. When all was done, they were shown up the stairs to a bedroom with a four-poster king sized bed and a small pull-out couch.

      “There’s changes of clothes in the dresser,” Angela noted before gesturing across the room. “That door there leads to your private bathroom. Let me know if you need anything. I’ll be right down the hall.”

      “Okay,” Rin said. “Thank you.”

      Angela left them, shutting the door behind her.

      Kazuki flopped down onto the bed, rolling into the middle. Alan crashed beside him.

      “Can we just all sleep on the big bed together, or is that weird?” Rin asked.

      “It’s fine,” Kazuki muttered, staring at the ceiling. “I doubt I’ll be able to sleep, anyway.”

      “I should change out of these bloody clothes first,” Rin said, rifling through the drawers for a t-shirt and some sweatpants.

      “Yeah, I can’t believe you ate like that.” Kazuki smirked, folding his arms behind his head. “I should change too.”

      “They’re keeping it from her, aren’t they?” Alan whispered the question. “The Order. They’re preventing her from knowing that it’s this city being destroyed. That’s why she’s okay with everything.”

      “I wonder what city she thinks is going to be destroyed, then,” Kazuki mused, but Alan was already snoring softly beside him. “Anyway, goodnight, love.”

      “Goodnight,” Rin whispered as she stepped into the bathroom and turned on the shower.

      The water could only wash away so much, but when she was done, she felt more refreshed than she had earlier when she’d showered in the tower room. Tower shower. She chuckled about the dumb rhyme to herself as she picked her way through the dark room to the bed. Alan and Kazuki were both breathing steadily, like they’d fallen asleep.

      Rin laid down on the bed beside them gently.

      A voice whispered in her ear, making her snap awake. “Rin?” She wasn’t sure where she was or how much time had passed. All she knew was that Amaya’s astral projection was hovering beside her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 20

          

          THE ONE WHERE AMAYA PLANS A TRIP

        

      

    

    
      
        
        (Saturday, 10 P.M.)

      

      

      “Amaya,” Rin whispered, sitting up in bed.

      Amaya edged closer to her, brushing a hand across her cheek. Her fingers slipped through, offering little comfort.

      “I wish there was some way I could really touch you,” Amaya whispered.

      “Let me try something,” Rin said, closing her eyes, lying back onto the pillow.

      After a moment, her body relaxed, her breathing matching that of the sleeping Kazuki and Alan in the bed beside her. A glowing aura formed at the edges of her, outlining her in rings of blue, yellow, and green. The rings grew, flickering, twisting, and rearranging until they formed an exact copy of Rin’s sleeping body, her pale oval face, her wild dark hair, and her gray eyes.

      “It worked!” Rin exclaimed. “It’s not that hard once you get the hang of it, this astral projecting. Kind of weird looking down at my own body like this, though. I think I’m getting a zit in the middle of my forehead, what do you think?”

      “Doesn’t matter,” Amaya said, shaking her head and reaching out her hand towards Rin’s.

      She felt their fingers brush against each other with a shock of unexpected warmth. Rin turned to look at her and drew her hand up to her lips, kissing each of her fingers tenderly. She leaned their foreheads together, feeling the heat of them together spreading through every part of her. Rin looked into her eyes with such intensity, she felt like she was being seen for the first time by someone as she really was, not as a hollow doll or a figurehead or a powerful empath chosen to do some sort of mythical task.

      Just her. Just who she was at her core, which was all these things and none of them.

      Amaya closed her eyes and kissed Rin’s lips. Rin leaned into the kiss, wrapping an arm around her waist, still clasping her hand tightly. When they finally broke apart, Rin was crying soft, shimmering tears. She didn’t hide them or brush them away, didn’t say anything to deflect from them; she just kept looking into Amaya’s eyes as the tears fell. A moment passed before she buried her face in Amaya’s shoulder and sobbed.

      It was so unexpected that Amaya was stunned for a second, unsure how to respond. She had never seen Rin so vulnerable, so raw. She was literally shaking, pressing into her, like she wanted nothing but to disappear in the warmth of her embrace. Amaya held her tightly, arms around her, cheek resting on her soft, sweet-smelling hair. She started crying too. Seeing Rin like this was breaking her heart.

      “Sorry,” Rin muttered against Amaya’s collarbone. “I’m sorry…this isn’t…what I planned on doing. We have shit to figure out, and…I need to pull myself together.”

      “Rin, it’s okay,” Amaya soothed, rubbing her back and kissing her head. “You can go to pieces around me.”

      “There’s just…so much,” Rin choked out. “I don’t even know where to begin.”

      “Here…” Amaya held up her hand, palm up. “Share the memories with me. I’ll do the same with you. That way we don’t have to talk about it. Sometimes it’s too painful to talk about. I know.”

      “Okay,” Rin said, raising her hand up to meet Amaya’s. They pressed carefully together, Rin’s fingers just a little taller than hers. She closed her eyes and took in the memories.

      The mass grave on the outskirts…the tower and the city below…the silver-gray hair telling them that the Order destroyed District City…the Order made up of six…the new centers opening…the need for more power. The new chosen six to destroy a new chosen city. The strange house…the kind woman with golden hair called Angela…the fighting, burning, blood…Edgar Crowley, the old enemy back from the grave, his boot pressed on Rin’s throat…

      Amaya sighed and curled her fingers, entwining them with Rin’s as she came out of the daze of absorbing Rin’s emotions, thoughts, and memories. She felt Rin’s grip tighten on hers as she too came back into herself.

      “You fought Tanith?” Rin asked, a hint of amusement in her voice. “That’s really cool. You’re such a badass now, May.”

      “I was always a badass.” Amaya smirked, squeezing her hand and shifting her weight. Rin moved so that they were once again eye to eye with their foreheads pressed together.

      “How long did it take you to get all that duct tape off Tanith?”

      “Too long.”

      “What are we going to do now?” Rin sighed.

      “Don’t know.”

      “I can’t think of a way out of this,” Rin confessed, closing her eyes tightly against the pain of the thought. “I’ve been trying, but I feel like these people are too powerful. They can follow us anywhere, they’re everywhere. They can warp our memories and change our minds at will. Maybe we just have to do what they want. Then we can just…be done with it.” Her voice broke. “May, I just want to be done with it. I don’t want to try to help anyone or hurt anyone. I just want to exist somewhere safe and boring with the people I care about.”

      “That sounds like a wonderful dream,” Amaya whispered. “Even if we do this ritual, I don’t think it will be enough for them. They’ll burn through the power we gain, just like they did with the power they gained by attacking District City. They’ll have to do it again and again, until there’s no one left who hasn’t been affected by their ideology.”

      “That’s true,” Rin said. “But there’s nothing we can do about it.”

      “There must be something. We’ll think of something,” Amaya resolved. “I’ll find a way out to you. The Order wants us gathered together, so they won’t prevent us from crossing through the barrier. I’ll talk to Tanith and Calen when they wake up; maybe one of them will have some idea of what we can do. I’m sure you’ll learn something useful on your tour tomorrow.”

      “I might,” Rin admitted reluctantly. “It’s been a whirlwind of horrors so far, and I still have so much more to look forward to. Maybe they’ve got some more fun characters for me to fight. They could have brought my parents back from the dead to lecture me on my atrocious table manners, or my old math tutor to make me add and subtract fractions. I have a lot to look forward to.”

      “Don’t lose hope,” Amaya said, holding her close and kissing her lips. “I should go. I’ll see you soon. Get some sleep, Rin.”

      Rin pulled her in for another kiss before dissolving in her arms.
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      Amaya faded too, back into her body, miles away, across the land.

      She sat up in bed and stretched, looking first to her right, then to her left, then up at the ceiling. The bottom of a shoe was floating directly over her face.

      “You’re back!” Brian called, looking down from the place he was hovering over her. He’d been standing guard over her unconscious body a bit too literally. He was floating in a stock-still guard position right over her head.

      “I’m back,” she confirmed, rolling out of bed. She stepped gingerly over the bodies on the floor. “I see Calen and Tanith are still gone.”

      “Yeah,” Brian said, gliding down to stand beside her. He gazed at the unconscious forms of Tanith, who still had a few stray pieces of duct tape stuck to their sweatpants, and Calen who was curled up into a ball like a sleeping cat.

      “I’m going to try again,” Amaya said, kneeling between the two of them and placing a hand on Calen’s forehead. She winced a little. Calen had some jarring memories related to the death of her father that had made her nauseous earlier. He also had a lot of awkward hookups Amaya would rather avoid accidently absorbing.

      She felt around in his subconscious, trying to find a thread of his present self-buried deep in scenes of his imagined past and dreams of his imagined future. This hadn’t worked before; instead, she’d ended up colliding with first the unpleasant memory of her father’s murder, then a strange distant one of Calen making out with some older man while wearing a pair of glittery cat ears. Less traumatic to witness, but not ideal.

      This time, she tried to seep through the darkness, passing each scene without acknowledging it, drifting further and further into the abyss of Calen’s mind.

      She collided with something solid—not a memory; a flat, paneled thing…a door. She reached to turn the handle and open it. The door was locked. It wouldn’t budge.

      She pried off a piece of herself—a small memory of watching a bird outside her window. A beautiful raven, gliding along against a gray-cloud sky with sleek black feathers. She shaped the memory into a key and tried it in the door. It clicked, and the door opened.

      Calen was sitting on the floor, hugging his knees to his chest. His purple-dyed hair was disheveled, his rust-colored eyes swollen from crying. His body seemed smaller than she remembered it. She tentatively reached out a hand. He glared at first, but when she kept her hand there, waiting, he dropped his gaze, sighed, and took her hand.

      Amaya surfaced from Calen’s mind gasping for air. He lurched awake, coughing and sputtering, as though he too had been submerged somewhere he hadn’t been able to breathe.

      “You did it!” Brian cheered from his place by the bedpost, clapping his hands excitedly. “Try Tanith next!”

      “Tanith?” Calen groaned, turning over to see his sibling’s body lying on their back beside him. “Oh, shit. What happened to Tanith?”

      “What happened to you?” Amaya asked. It came out ruder than she’d intended, so she tried again. “I mean…Tanith was sort of possessed by a member of the Order and then forced to fight me. They’ve been pretty much unconscious ever since. Also, the member of the Order was my mom, Iris Verity. So that’s what happened to Tanith.”

      “That is…not what happened to me.” Calen rubbed the back of his neck, wincing as he sat up. “I just blacked out. I had the worst nightmare. I was in a little room, like a closet, and it was dark. I couldn’t remember anything about who I was or why I was there. I saw this gorgeous bird—a raven, flying through the air, and I remembered my mom and Tanith…and who I am. Or who I used to be, anyway.”

      “Did the Order do that to you?” Brian asked, concern staining his voice.

      “No, I don’t think so,” Calen mumbled, looking down at the floor. “I think I just had a kind of bad reaction to the news that my mother wasn’t who I thought she was. Hey, you said your mom was part of the Order too. I guess we have something in common, your royal highness.”

      “I guess so.” Amaya sighed, turning her attention to Tanith.

      As challenging as Calen’s mind had been to navigate, Tanith’s was more complex. Calen’s mind was an underwater minefield of intense emotional memories, many of them traumatic, while Tanith’s was a byzantine warren of empty chambers leading to other empty chambers, until Amaya couldn’t remember which way she’d come from and which way she was going. It was like the architect of their mind had built false rooms to trap invaders.

      Amaya steeled herself and placed a hand on Tanith’s forehead, closing her eyes and focusing on finding Tanith hidden deep in the maze of endless rooms.

      “What are you doing?” Tanith asked. Amaya started, scooting back, almost colliding with Calen as she moved away.

      “Tanith, you’re awake!” Brian cried in triumph. “Oh, I’m so glad. I was worried.”

      “How long was I out?” Tanith yawned and sat up.

      “Not long, a few hours,” Amaya said, after catching her breath. “Do you remember anything that happened?”

      “Unfortunately.” Tanith groaned, cracking their neck and peeling a stray piece of duct tape off their shoulder. “What a waste of perfectly good duct tape.”

      Calen flung himself at Tanith and hugged them tightly, to their surprise. They patted his back awkwardly, an expression of sleepy confusion on their face.

      “I’m sorry,” Calen said. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Hey, it’s okay,” Tanith told him. “I don’t think I’m the one to apologize to, but you know, whatever makes you feel better. Is there still coffee?”

      “I’ll make a fresh pot,” Amaya said.

      “No, it’s okay, I can do it,” Tanith said. “Calen, let’s go make coffee, okay?”

      “Okay,” Calen mumbled.

      “I’ll come with you,” Brian said.

      “I mean, I might as well go too.” Amaya gave a half-hearted thumbs-up.

      “Amaya, I’m sorry.” Calen pulled back from Tanith to address her, his intense blood-colored eyes fixed on hers.

      “About making coffee?” Amaya deflected with a cheeky grin.

      “No, you know, about…everything. I’m sorry for everything I did. I was wrong…I did so many terrible things for such dumb reasons. I can’t begin to even imagine how I can make it better.” He spoke so openly and with such pain in his tone, Amaya knew he was feeling remorse—maybe for the first time in his life, and it must’ve hurt like hell.

      “It’s okay,” Amaya said.

      “It’s not.”

      “It’s not. I mean, you did what you did, but you’ve had more than your share of terrible things done to you for no good reason. There’s nothing to be done about any of it but make coffee and try to do better in the future,” Amaya said.

      Tanith nodded their agreement.

      “You’re right,” Calen declared, rising to his feet. “As of today, I’m turning over a new leaf. No more killing, no more manipulating, none of it. I don’t need to bring…her back anymore. I have my family—I have Tanith. We can move out of the city; find a place in the Outpost, maybe. I had a client from the Outpost once…maybe he could help us …”

      Calen trailed off when he noticed everyone was staring at the floor.

      “Um, Calen?” Tanith tried. “We can’t walk away from everything just yet. The Order wants us to do it again.”

      “To…do what again?” Calen asked.

      “Destroy a city like they did before, like they did here,” Amaya said as delicately as possible.

      “There’s no other cities left other than the Outpost, but it’s more of a town, really. Not too much of a permanent population, even.”

      “There are other cities left,” Amaya told them. “When they did the ritual before, they only took out one city. The rest of the world was conned into thinking it was some kind of natural disaster or something, and they cut District City off. They thought everyone here had died in the event and the city was abandoned.”

      “But…but we didn’t die,” Calen protested.

      “Yes, obviously.” Tanith rolled their eyes.

      “I don’t want to destroy a city!” Calen declared, folding his arms across his chest like a little kid being defiant. “I won’t do it! They can’t make me!”

      “It would seem that they can,” Tanith informed him.

      “Yeah,” Amaya said. “I think the best thing to do now is go along with what they are asking of us. When it comes down to it, maybe we can figure out a way to disrupt the ritual.”

      “What is it that they’re asking of us? Sacrifice some babies or something?” Calen made a face like he’d tasted something excruciatingly bitter.

      “Ew, no.” Amaya shook her head. “They want us to go to the outskirts of the city, cross through the barrier, and meet with Rin, Alan, and Kazuki. They’re the other psychics who have been chosen to complete the ritual.”

      “Really?” Calen smirked. “That little cutie and his hot boyfriend? That’s funny. Rin Morana, I get. But those two…” He glanced at Amaya and Tanith, noticed the strength of their glares, and then stopped talking.

      At their silence, he muttered, “Sorry, my bad. Good for them.”

      “We need to find a way to get there as fast as possible,” Amaya said, her mind already scrolling through their options. The best way would be to find some kind of vehicle, but even then, they’d be at the mercy of poor roads. It would take time to make their way through overgrown forest on land. They might not be limited to land.

      “What about a plane?” Amaya suggested.

      “A plane? Do you know how to fly a plane?” Calen scoffed.

      “No, do you?” Amaya asked.

      “No, do you know where to find a plane?”

      “No.”

      “Tanith, what about you?” Calen turned to get Tanith’s opinion.

      Tanith shook their head before suggesting, “we could use telekinesis to make something fly and then…ride on it.”

      “Like what, broomsticks?”

      “No, too uncomfortable. Maybe the bed,” Tanith deadpanned, squinting at the large canopy bed in the room.

      “I can’t tell if you’re joking,” Calen said with a nervous laugh.

      “What about a car?” Brian chimed in.

      “The roads are shit outside of the city,” Tanith explained.

      “I meant, could you make a car fly?” Brian clarified.

      “Maybe,” Tanith considered.

      “I think we could,” Amaya said. “Where are we going to get a car? I know there’s a couple in the embassy garage for emergencies, but I think they’d notice if they went missing, maybe send someone after us. I don’t want anyone else involved in all this. They’re also large SUVs. They’d be so heavy. We need something smaller.”

      Calen groaned and buried his face in his hands. Speaking through his fingers, he said, “I know someone with a small car we can borrow without causing too much drama. It technically belongs to me now.”

      “That’s great, Calen,” Amaya said encouragingly. “Where is it?”

      “At the Violet Embassy. It used to belong to Raith Crowley. He willed it to me when he died,” Calen sighed, sliding his fingers down his face, pulling his skin under his eyes so the redness showed underneath.

      “That’s not suspicious or anything at all,” Tanith remarked with a yawn. “Coffee first, then we steal a car and make it fly.”

      “Coffee first,” Amaya agreed.

      “Am I invited on this trip?” Brian asked in a quiet tone. He added a hurriedly enthusiastic amendment, “oh, but…no worries if you all need to go and do your thing! I’m happy to just float around here and wait until you get back. Really, I am. That’s not sarcasm.”

      “Aw, buddy, of course you can come!” Calen granted before anyone else could speak. “I mean, the more supernatural things we through at this supernatural problem, the better, right?”

      “Calen, you’re not the one in charge here,” Tanith said, giving him a sidelong glance.

      “I don’t see why we shouldn’t bring Brian.” Amaya shrugged. “I don’t really see any harm in it.”

      “Great! I get to go on a road trip! Just like in the movies!” Brian cried, holding up a hand to air-high-five each of them.

      They all complied, even Tanith, though they were a bit surly about it, muttering under their breath, just like that, we’re off to save the world.”

      Amaya smiled at Tanith’s words, hoping that if they couldn’t save the world, at least they wouldn’t destroy it. She still had unanswered questions, doubts, and no clue how they were going to resist the demands of the Order, but the further away she and the others got from District City, the safer it would be.
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            CHAPTER 21

          

          THE ONE WHERE TANITH MAKES A CAR FLY

        

      

    

    
      
        
        (Sunday, 3 a.m.)

      

      

      “Are you sure this isn’t stealing?” Tanith wondered as they watched Calen melt the top of the padlock off the garage door. They shoved their hands in their pockets of their hoodie and glanced around for any guards that might be patrolling the alley behind the Violet Embassy. The night air was chilly and damp. Even though dawn was breaking, it was dark as midnight thanks to the thick gray clouds lumbering across the sky.

      “It’s not stealing. I legally own this car,” Calen explained and pulled the lock so the thinned band of metal snapped off. He lifted the door up and revealed what was inside.

      “Oh, that’s not what I expected,” Amaya said, tilting her head to the side to examine the vehicle from where she stood shoulder-to-shoulder with Tanith.

      “What are you trying to say?” Calen smirked, his eyes gleaming darkly as though daring anyone to complain or make a joke.

      “Oh! Nice car,” Brian chirped, inexplicably entering the structure upside down through the garage ceiling to get a better look. “Seems to be in great shape.”

      Sitting on the cement floor in an otherwise empty space was a lavender-painted vintage Fiat 500. Tanith stared blankly, trying to maintain a composed face. “It’s cute, but can we all…ride inside the car, or will some of us be stuck on the roof?”

      “There’s room,” Calen said, shutting them down with a death glare. “Plus, it’ll be easier to lift with your telekinetic whatever.”

      “What do you mean with my telekinetic whatever? You’re not planning on helping?” Tanith frowned.

      “I have to drive.”

      “Do you know how to drive?”

      “Well, no, but it’s probably not that hard,” Calen said, stretching his arms up over his head as he stood up and walked over to the driver’s side door. “Keys are inside and everything.”

      “Do we even need someone to drive it?” Amaya wondered. “If we’re lifting it up with telekinesis?”

      “I can drive!” Brian called. He was now floating upside down through the roof of the Fiat so that only his legs stuck up.

      “I think we’ll need someone corporeal, but thanks for offering, Brian,” Tanith said as kindly as they could manage. Brian slid upright out of the car, nodding in agreement. “I think we’ll need someone up front who knows where we’re going.”

      “Amaya can ride shotgun,” Calen tossed over his shoulder, sitting behind the wheel and adjusting the seat. “You know where we’re going, right?”

      Amaya shrugged. “More or less. I think it might be better to have someone up front with me who isn’t inclined to murdering me or passing out.”

      “Thought we’d moved past that,” Calen grumbled.

      “Calen, we don’t have time to argue, and Amaya has a good point,” Tanith said gently, taking their hands out of their pockets. “Not about the murdering her part, the losing consciousness part.”

      Calen sighed and stood up, grumbling to himself as he pulled down the front seat and slid into the back. “Fine, whatever. This is where he keeps all the good liquor, anyway.”

      “Raith Crowley kept liquor in his car?” Tanith frowned.

      “That’s not safe,” Brian said, folding his arms across his chest as he hovered next to Tanith, giving them a knowing look.

      “No. Calen, we need you sober for this expedition,” Tanith said as they got into the driver’s side as Amaya was already climbing into the front passenger seat. Brian settled into the back beside Calen.

      “I’ll still be sober if I take a couple sips of this fine Irish whiskey,” Calen declared, holding up a bottle of amber liquid.

      “No,” Tanith said, adjusting the seat and the rearview mirror. They closed the door, buckled the seatbelt, and waited for the others to do the same. Calen rolled his eyes and buckled under the pressure of everyone’s glares but did it while taking a defiant swig from the bottle.

      Tanith leaned back, taking a deep breath.  “Ready to try this?” they said, so softly it could have been a whisper, looking at Amaya.

      “Ready,” Amaya said, her face impassive but her fingers twitching as she shoved her hands under her legs and closed her eyes.

      Tanith closed their eyes as well, picturing the tires sitting on the ground, willing them to rise with all their might. Tanith felt Amaya’s presence threading through them, glowing blue and warm as a hearth. Wordlessly, they began to divide tasks: Tanith pushed them backward, and Amaya pushed them upwards.

      Tanith opened their eyes, hands on the steering wheel, to find the car had moved out of the garage and onto the street, and it was floating several inches off the ground.

      “Oh!” Brian exclaimed in delight, throwing his arms up. “We’re really flying!”

      “Can’t it go any higher?” Calen grumbled as Tanith watched them take another sip from the bottle in the rearview mirror.

      “Now it can. We didn’t think it would be a good idea to crash the thing through the roof of the garage. The idea is not to attract attention, right?” Tanith told him as they felt Amaya tense up.

      They flicked on the headlights and saw three guards in purple Kevlar vests rushing towards the car, shouting and brandishing automatic weapons.

      “Never mind,” Tanith amended, closing their eyes and entwining their aura with Amaya’s as they lifted the car up higher before opening their eyes and guiding the car forward towards the approaching guards.

      “What are you doing?” Calen shrieked, ducking down as the car lurched upward and shot over the heads of the guards as they opened fire.

      The car shot up at a steep angle. Tanith’s back pressed to the seat, their hands gripping the steering wheel tighter. After a moment, they laughed in relief, looking back over their shoulder at the ground below, and then to Amaya, who was grinning brightly. Wind currents whipped against them, causing the car to shudder and drop with turbulence as they flew over the rooftops of the city below. In the backseat, Brian cheered, Calen groaned, and glass bottles rattled.

      “Is this what Santa Claus feels like?” Brian asked as the car turned toward the shimmering band of the river.

      “How is that the first thing you think of to compare this to?” Calen muttered, slumping against the back of Tanith’s seat.

      “I know there’s movies with flying cars, but I couldn’t think of any of their names,” Brian replied sheepishly. “Can you?”

      “No,” Calen groaned.

      “Chitty Chitty Bang Bang,” Amaya said.

      “No need to get so defensive. Jeepers, such language from the esteemed leader of the Blue,” Calen quipped.

      “No, that’s the name of the movie.”

      “Oh,” Calen said flatly.

      They flew on in silence, looking out the windows as they crossed over the dark water of the river, following the ribbon of it as it wound through the woods. The sunrise tinged the clouds pink-orange above them. The leaves in the trees under the car spread out in a carpet of vibrant greens, browns, reds, and golds. Tanith almost found it beautiful.

      They felt the energy slipping from them as the car moved along. From the back seat, Calen snored lightly. Amaya looked over and smiled weakly.

      “How are you feeling?” Amaya asked.

      “Tired,” Tanith admitted and yawned.

      “We’re not going to have much chance to sleep until we reach the end of all this,” Amaya said prophetically. “Sorry to say.”

      Tanith sighed. “That’s okay.”

      “I wanted to try to contact Rin again, but I’m worried that we might run into some trouble,” Amaya told them.

      “Do you think there could be dragons guarding the sky out here? Or some kind of giant owls?” Brian asked, leaning up in between them. His wide-eyed wonder told Tanith he was deadly serious.

      “Nothing like that.” Tanith smirked at him, then turned to Amaya. “I understand. I think having both of us conscious is a good plan. Especially since Calen…don’t tell him I told you this, but he’s lost a lot of his power. That night at the party, he fought too hard—spent too much. He used up a lot of energy bringing himself back from the brink of death.”

      “He can gain it back though, right? Through…sacrifice?”

      “That’s what I’m worried about.” Tanith frowned. “I’m worried he’s going to want to do the ritual to gain back power, and that I’m going to have to do the ritual, because I won’t really have a choice. I’m a bomb about to go off…that’s just sort of how it’s going to be.”

      “What if you went off before we get there?” Amaya suggested, her eyes flickering gold. “Could you drain away enough of your energy that it would be almost impossible to complete the ritual?”

      “Maybe,” Tanith said, considering the idea. “I would do almost anything to stop the Order from performing another culling. Destroying an entire city…it’s not something I would choose to do. But I also don’t want to give up my all my power. Would you?”

      “No,” Amaya said quietly, “but I’d rather do that than let them continue to manipulate us and all the people they claim they’re helping.”

      “I feel like they’ll manipulate us no matter what,” Tanith said gravely. “Maybe we can save some lives, or at least delay the process. What do you think I should do? Do you have something in mind that might need to be blown up?”

      “There’s a barrier up ahead. Something constructed by the original members of the Order. What if you focused on destroying it?” Amaya focused her eyes forward, as though she was already seeing this happen in her mind. “Without the barrier, the Order loses some of their control on District City. People can pass in and out freely. Maybe others will stumble upon the truth and find a way to stop them someday.”

      “Okay,” Tanith said. “I’ll do I, but if it drains away all of me, you’ve got to keep flying this car. I don’t want us to crash. Deal?”

      “Deal.”

      “Tanith.” Brian, who had been sitting quietly in the backseat this entire time, suddenly drawing attention to himself. “I don’t know if I’ll be able to go any further on this adventure. I’m sorry I wasn’t much help with anything. I’m so happy you’re alive. Please try to stay alive.” He looked at Amaya and smiled. “You too, Amaya. It’s been wonderful to spend time with you.”

      “Oh, um…okay,” Amaya said, her voice strained. “It’s been…good to get to know you. The real you. I want to thank you again for everything. Without you, Brian, there’d be so many more ghosts in the city.”

      “Brian,” Tanith whispered and looked back at him, feeling a surge of emotion. A tightness crept into their chest. “You’re more helpful than you know. We’ll see each other again, okay?”

      Brian nodded, smiling at them. He set a hand on their shoulder, and for a moment, Tanith could almost feel a warmth radiating from it. Then he vanished.

      Tanith swallowed, their chest still drawn up tight. They willed the car forward faster, rushing toward the barrier.
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          THE ONE WHERE ALAN JUST WANTS TO GO HOME

        

      

    

    
      
        
        (Sunday, 10 A.M.)

      

      

      Alan woke up with a murder hangover. At least, that’s what he assumed was causing him to have a headache that could only be described as having a metal skewer driven incessantly through his temple. He was grateful they were woken up and shuffled off without much ceremony first thing the next morning for their tour. He didn’t want to linger in that house; didn’t want to see the bloodstains on the tablecloth or think about when the family of the woman he’d killed would find out the tragic news.

      “I’ve never felt this awful before,” Alan groaned, leaning his head against the window of the car. They were riding the massive black van again, this time with Angela in the passenger seat, driven by some nameless lackey in a hooded robe.

      “Did you not get any sleep?” Kazuki asked him from his place in the middle seat.

      He was wearing the coat that had belonged to James again, the green one with brass buttons. Alan had assumed Kazuki wouldn’t want it anymore after what he’d learned about James’ involvement with the Order. He distinctly remembered Kazuki shoving it into a garment bag and leaving it at the tower. It was there this morning, so someone must have brought it to him for some unknown reason.

      “No, I slept,” Alan mumbled as the vibrations of the car ran through his body. “I slept like the dead.”

      It took a moment for the inappropriate nature of this comment to sink in, and then he groaned and folded in on himself, head between his knees.

      “You need to buckle your seatbelt,” Rin commented, noticing his position.

      “What does it matter?” Alan moaned. He was starting to feel nauseous, thinking about knives and blood and how easy it had felt but how hard it was afterwards. “How do you cope with this…this weight on you all the time, Rin?”

      “You’re not talking about the seatbelt, are you?” Rin sighed. “Oh, I don’t know. I guess it’s easier for me because I can compartmentalize it. It’s not really me doing the deeds. It’s the monster. The one that was trained up and made into some kind of weapon. That’s not me. The me I am, is who I chose to be. The monster is something someone else does through me.”

      “That’s a great way of thinking about it,” Kazuki mused. He rubbed circles on Alan’s back.

      It made Alan feel better enough to sit back up and buckle his seatbelt. Rin’s words had helped in a way too. He didn’t have to be defined as a killer just because he had killed someone.

      “I don’t really deal with it. I just suffer in silence and use humor to mask my pain,” Rin added, giving him a crooked smile and a thumbs-up.

      “Oh, good. Thanks a lot, Rin.” Kazuki rolled his eyes and slumped back against his seat.

      “You’re welcome,” she said, still smiling.

      “Why isn’t it bothering you, Kazu?” Alan whispered, so he couldn’t be heard by Angela or the driver. “That was your first time killing someone, wasn’t it?”

      “I think so.” Kazuki shrugged, then lowered his voice to respond, Rin and Alan both leaning in to hear him. “I regret it, but I think we weren’t really given a choice. They wanted us to fight each other. That whole thing was a setup. They wanted to see what we could do. I don’t think we have much choice in any of this if we want to live through it.”

      “You mean, you think we should just do the ritual? Just go along with whatever they ask of us?” Alan gasped, struggling to keep his voice down. He couldn’t believe Kazuki would fold that easily. They had to resist the Order, to stop them. Alan couldn’t bear being responsible for any more deaths. He thought about the bloodstains on the white linen tablecloth and the burial mound created from the remains of the last culling. “I think I’d rather let them kill me.”

      “Please don’t talk like that, Alan,” Kazuki whispered, his voice cracking. He took Alan’s hand in his and held it to his chest. “Please.”

      “Then don’t talk like it’s all hopeless and we’ve already given in,” Alan hissed, with slightly more vitriol than he intended.

      “I—I won’t. I’m sorry,” Kazuki sighed and leaned against him. “I’m feeling worse now. My stomach hurts; feels like I swallowed a pile of rocks.”

      “Aw, yay, let’s all feel guilty and be full of remorse,” Rin whispered, giving another thumbs-up.

      “We’re here,” Angela announced as the van pulled to a stop in front of a sweepingly sculptural concrete building. It looked like a cross between a vacuum cleaner nozzle and a gothic cathedral, soaring up towards the gray sky with bands of multi-colored stained glass.

      “It’s kind of cool looking,” Alan said. “For a creepy psychic health spa.”

      “Why, so it is!” Angela laughed, making Alan shrink back in his seat. He hadn’t realized he’d been speaking loud enough for her to hear him. “It’s even more interesting inside. Shall we go in?”

      “Like we have a choice,” Kazuki mumbled under his breath.

      Alan’s stomach clenched, and his head throbbed. Rin had adopted a blank expression. She was either thinking deeply about everything that was going on, or completely tuning it all out.

      The four of them stepped out of the car and onto the gray-blue piazza in front of the building. Angela walked ahead, gesturing for them to follow—they did, through the massive glass-paned doors into the atrium. Pillars of poured concrete grew from the floor to the ceiling, spreading out to form a tessellated dome with broken pieces of pottery and tiles. Marble benches ran along the curved walls, providing seating for a variety of people waiting reverently, hands folded in laps, eyes fixed forward in blank stares.

      The seated people were all ages, sizes, races, and genders, but they had one thing in common: they all had Yellow auras.

      “This is the main waiting room,” Angela explained. “Most prefer to be here, although we have private waiting areas available for clients that require discretion.”

      Unnerved, Alan grabbed Kazuki’s hand as they were led onward past the staring, empty faces of the “clients.” They were sitting so still and silent, as if they were in a trance. The whole thing was unnerving. Alan half-expected one to jump up and grab him.

      Rin crossed through with suspicion, scowling slightly and waving a hand in front of the face of an old woman in a checkered raincoat. No reaction. Rin shrugged, her scowl fading away as she continued walking.

      Angela led them down a wide windowless hallway, plated with gray tiles on the floors, walls, and ceiling. The only thing left untouched were the doorways, which were clear glass.

      As they passed by, one slid open with a popping sound, like taking the lid off a jar of pickles. Struck by another wave of nausea with an awkward undercurrent of hunger, Alan swallowed and kept walking. Ahead, another door slid open, and he watched as a dark-haired woman in a long white gauzy gown like the one Minerva had worn when they first met stepped out into the hallway. She passed by them in a daze, her face placid and empty.

      “This is where our clients are evaluated and given information for treatment,” Angela explained as they followed the woman in the white gown to circular chamber at the end of the hall.

      Three steel doors ringed the room, each with a number on the door. The woman selected a door, disappearing down another tiled hall.

      “Currently, we offer medium services to communicate with deceased loved ones, healing services for a variety of physical ailments, and memory work, which is our most popular service,” Angela said, her voice soft and calm. “People love to remember and love to forget. There are many who overindulge in these procedures. We are still experimenting on the side effects.”

      “That explains all the smiley catatonic folks,” Rin said, frowning at the doors. “But somehow, those are the ones who’ve been given Yellow status for evacuation?”

      “Oh, yes, they are more valuable than anyone else in the city. For research purposes,” Angela replied.

      Kazuki scoffed. “Of course. Can’t lose your precious test subjects.”

      Angela either didn’t hear his comment or chose not to hear it.

      “Are the services expensive?” Alan asked.

      “We strive to be accessible to all through payment plans,” Angela recited, as though reading from a brochure.

      “I see,” Alan said, clutching Kazuki’s hand tightly.

      He glanced back down the hall the way they’d come. Running away was still a choice. Alan wanted nothing more than sprint out through the doors of this place and never stop until he made it back to the Sydis House—not that they had a chance of succeeding at any escape attempts, since even if they left, the Order would be able to find them, to follow them.

      They were trapped.

      “Next, allow me to show you our research department. Ours is extensive; most of the centers don’t have so many projects going on at once. Due to our proximity to District City, we are offered a rare opportunity to study the site,” Angela said, pressing a tile on the wall. Something clicked and whirred, and the wall opened to reveal a hidden elevator car.

      Angela ushered them inside, standing in silence as the door closed and the car began to move down. Alan saw the look of apprehension on Kazuki’s face and knew it matched his own. Rin was scowling more than cowering, but she still looked wary, on edge—as if she were gauging when the right time might be to strike.

      “Here we are,” Angela announced as the doors opened with an annoyingly cheerful ding.

      The elevator opened into another circular room identical to the rooms above them, except the tile was salmon pink instead of gray. The three doors were even in the same places.

      “Let me show you one of the experiments. What would you like to see?” Angela asked. When no one spoke, she continued. “We have healing research on bringing people who have recently died back from the dead, which may be interesting to see. That’s an old project. Edgar Crowley has been working on potions and serums for years. You may have had some experience with those.”

      “First-hand experience, right here,” Rin offered and raised her hand.

      “Is that what I shot you up with that one time?” Kazuki asked Rin, his face aghast.

      Alan’s stomach dropped. That one time had been when he had nearly died, and Rin nearly had to die herself to convince him to return.

      “Side effects may include moderate to severe impulse control issues and erratic behavior,” Angela explained. “Which is why they’re still not being used on our clients.”

      “Holy shit,” Kazuki gasped.

      “Oh, damn, yeah. That explains so much,” Rin said with a half-hearted chuckle. “That’s like nine-tenths of my personality. Throw in sarcastic wit and a love of junk food, and that’s my whole identity defined.”

      “Sorry,” Alan muttered, his voice scratchy. He felt terrible.

      “Hey, not your fault, love,” Kazuki whispered, squeezing his hand.

      “Yeah, that time wasn’t even that big a deal, Alan,” Rin said and shrugged. “I was plenty irrational and unstable before I took any of that stuff.”

      Angela had been patiently waiting while they had this conversation. She didn’t seem to be faking her patience; she wasn’t tapping her foot or glancing at her watch. She was just standing still, a pleasant smile painting her face. Alan wondered if she had also been suffering side effects from memory work…some of which were likely the kind you don’t require a payment plan to participate in.

      “Sorry, Angela,” Alan told her, feeling sorry for the woman. She believed she was helping people, even if that belief was misguided.

      “No problem,” Angela said with a warm smile. “We’re moving along right on schedule. I’d like to show you a few of our newer projects, if you don’t mind.”

      Angela opened one of the doors, leading the way down a hall painted the sickly pink color. This one boasted floor to ceiling windows looking in on rooms cloaked in darkness. Rin pressed her face to the glass, peering in.

      “Just things in jars,” Rin reported with a shrug and moved on.

      “Ah, yes, here’s one of our monitoring stations.” Angela paused in front of the window of a brightly lit room. Inside, a bald young man in one of those white gowns lay on a gurney, wires streaming out of his head to connect him to stacks of blinking computer servers that took up an entire wall. “Remote viewers often record information on the goings on of District City, as well as a number of other larger metropolitan centers.”

      “Creepy,” Kazuki muttered. Alan nodded.

      “Is that a…job or a service, being a remote-viewing spy?” Rin asked.

      “A job. All the people you see on this level work for the Order,” Angela explained cheerily. “On we go. Now this one is something I have always wanted to see.”

      They stopped in front of another window. On the other side was a dimly lit room, empty except for a glowing gaunt figure with a stricken expression on their face. Beneath them on the floor was a body. From the angle, Alan could only see the bottom of the corpse’s feet, which were pale gray.

      “We’ve recently begun experimenting with taking older shades and reconnecting them with bodies,” Angela explained as the gaunt figure vanished, and the toes of the corpse began to twitch. The body sat up in a jerking motion.

      Alan stifled a scream, his heart racing. Kazuki clutched his hand, grimacing. The face of the corpse was skeletal, bits of skin sloughing off at the jaw and forehead. The eyes stared unblinking and vacant. The mouth opened with a creaking sound in a silent scream. Alan had to look away.

      Rin cursed, then gave a curt laugh.

      “Remarkable, isn’t it?” Angela beamed.

      “That’s one way to put it,” Alan whispered.

      “That’s what Edgar and Minerva have done? Gotten their shades into new bodies?” Rin asked. “That’s why they’re all…kind of like really smart zombies or whatever?”

      “Yes. Isn’t it wonderful? The original leaders of the Order were so successful, we’ve been trying to repeat their success with other, less powerful shades,” Angela explained. “If these experiments are successful, think of the things we can do. We can bring the dead back to life. We can defeat death—humanity’s greatest common enemy will be little more than an inconvenience.”

      The corpse collapsed back onto the floor with a thud.

      “Defeat death?” Alan repeated, the thought filling him with a slimy sense of dread. “That’s…not okay.”

      “I know, it seems a little foolish, but it has been the goal of scientists and philosophers throughout history. If death can become a thing of the past, think of what people will accomplish. The new discoveries that will be made when we can converse with great thinkers from our past.” Angela spoke as if she were addressing an audience from a stage, her eyes glazed over, her smile broad and plastic.

      Alan had never feared anyone more than he did in that moment, where he glimpsed someone who so deeply trusted the words she’d been fed without questioning any of it. People like that were more dangerous than any other sort.

      “I don’t understand how this has anything to do with us,” Rin said flatly. “These experiments seem to be running just fine. Why do we need to perform the ritual? How will that help anything?”

      “Well, we’ve found by studying District City that the culling spell does seem to impact the amount of power all psychics have, so that is one part of it,” Angela said as she ushered the group away from the window where the corpse was now lying on the floor, unmoving, the glowing figure of the ghost nowhere to be found. “Of course, those of you who survive the ritual will continue to work for the Order and use much of the power you have gathered to conduct research and provide services.”

      “What if we don’t want to?” Kazuki asked gruffly.

      “It’s not a choice,” Angela said with a smile. “The Order does not take into account what is good for only one person, but many.”

      “Unless they’re one of the original sainted killers,” Kazuki muttered under his breath.

      “What about the suppression stuff?” Rin asked. “The stuff that you used on us yesterday and that Amaya had used on her as a kid?”

      “Oh, yes, we have been testing various tinctures, sprays, and solutions for quite some time on select District City residents,” Angela replied. “I was one of the psychics given a batch early on. I’m prone to visions of the past, reliving horrible, ghastly things in my sleep every night. War and famine, disaster and plague, you would have no idea.”

      “Try me,” Rin quipped, but Angela ignored her.

      “The suppression drugs have done wonders for me, preventing me from having any more visions. The side effects are minor in comparison to my sleepless nights. I no longer dream at all, just sleep peacefully, undisturbed,” Angela said.

      “That’s good, I guess,” Alan mused. “Did you ever wonder why you were having those visions?”

      Angela seemed taken aback by the question.

      “I mean…I’ve only had one vision and it wasn’t that scary, so I don’t know how bad it can be. They’re not just bad dreams, right?” Alan said, his voice faltering towards the end. “I mean, the things that I saw were things that meant something. I saw the tower with Minerva Echelon, and it was how I knew we were in the right place. If that vision helped lead me here…and I’m supposed to be here to help with the Order, then aren’t the visions…useful? Like maybe you were seeing terrible scenes from the past so that you knew about how awful it could be to be in a city that was being destroyed. That way, you wouldn’t be part of such an act in the future.”

      Angela’s eye started twitching. Kazuki gave him a loving smirk, kissing him on the cheek. Rin was grinning with twisted amusement.

      “Unfortunately, that will be the end of our tour today,” Angela eventually managed to say, her face still twitching. “You are to have lunch in the reception hall.”

      Angela was leading them back to the elevator when her phone buzzed. She glanced down at the screen, reading the message. “Ah,” she said, smiling up at them. “It seems your companions are arriving and will be joining you for the meal. It will be a wonderful opportunity to discuss the rest of the day’s events. I’ll be taking Rin, and we will catch up with you later.” She grabbed Rin by the wrist, dragging her off the elevator.

      “Hey, wait,” Alan sputtered. An icy twinge of fear slid up his throat, preventing him from speaking more than a few brief words of protest. Everything was happening so fast. Separating them was bad—like, end-the-world bad.

      “Let me go!” Rin thrashed away from Angela’s grip and tried to make it back into the elevator.

      “Rin!” Kazuki shouted as he reached out toward her, but it was too late. The doors closed and locked in place. Kazuki pounded on them, smashing buttons on the control panel in frustration. Nothing worked. The elevator was coursing upward on a set path.

      It was starting.

      It was going to happen today.

      Alan slumped back against the wall. He just wanted to run away and hide in the woods for the rest of his life with Kazuki and Rin. He was done with adventures, done with secrets, done with supernatural experiments and special powers. He just wanted to make pancakes and grow vegetables.

      “Oh no,” Alan groaned as the elevator jerked.

      Kazuki turned away, giving up on defeating the elevator to check on him. He gently touched his shoulder and whispered, “what’s wrong? Are you okay?”

      “Babe, if we’re busy destroying cities and doing creepy psychic stuff, who will water my plants? I didn’t think we’d be gone that long,” Alan lamented, wide-eyed and serious.

      “Love, I think that’s the least of our problems. We can grow new plants in…whatever prison they keep us in after we do the ritual.” Kazuki said the last part with a shudder. “No. No, we’re not giving in. We’re not going to stay any longer than we have to. We’re not doing the ritual. We’re going to burn this place to the ground and then get out as fast as we can. We’re going back home, I promise.”

      “Home.” Alan nodded, determined.

      “Home,” Kazuki repeated, like an incantation.

      Somehow, saying it made it feel more than possible, even if they would likely never see their old home again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 23

          

          THE ONE WHERE AMAYA CRASHES A PARTY

        

      

    

    
      
        
        (Sunday, Noon)

      

      

      The car shuddered to a stop and refused to move forward. Below them, a hill rose out from the trees, out of place in what had been nothing but flat lands for miles. Amaya knew what it was without even asking, but Tanith told her anyway.

      “That’s the burial mound,” they said, their voice strained from the effort of keeping the car aloft. “The one from the photographs. The one that was built for those that died in District City during the first culling.”

      Looking at it, Amaya couldn’t help but see flashes of bodies lying in the streets. People once alive and vibrant, struck down in an instant. The Order must have conscripted workers to haul them into trucks, stacking them up on top of each other to fit as many as they could before driving out to the edge of the woods to dump them. More workers still would need to dig the ditches, to pile the corpses, to cover them in dirt. What happened to all those workers? Were they, too, forced to join the nameless dead? Or were they walking around unaware, all the memories of building such a terrible monument cleansed from their minds?

      “We’ve reached the barrier,” Amaya said, looking away from the mound and out toward what lay before them. It appeared to be nothing but more forested land, devoid of any signs of human life. She blinked, trying to focus, to see beyond what they wanted her to see. On the other side of the barrier, just beyond their reach, a stone tower loomed like a lone chess piece lost from its board.

      “I guess it’s time for me to try and break it,” Tanith muttered. “Wish me luck?”

      “Good luck,” Amaya said in a voice barely above a whisper. “If you need me to help, I can try.”

      “It’s fine, I can do it.” Tanith waved her off, closing their eyes and taking a deep breath.

      The air around them filled with a humming sound, low at first, then rising up to a higher pitch. Amaya could feel the vibration of the energy around her. If she cleared her mind of any stray thoughts and focused on the flow of energy, she could see them: multi-colored waves of light bending and twisting like ribbons of power, filling the air around them.

      Above and below the colored light bent and twisted, weaving together in a lattice work like a net. The humming sound was rising. Tanith’s face was placid. It looked as though there was no effort being exerted at all. They sat still and calm, as if in a deep trance.

      All sound stopped and the air grew still. It was as though a switch had been turned and time itself stood still. Amaya held her breath.

      A whistling pierced the silence, followed by a crackling blast. Amaya watched as the net of energy exploded in bursts of fractured stars and fell all around them like brilliant colored snow.

      “It’s beautiful.” She gasped, leaning forward over the dashboard as she watched the barrier dissolve in a shower of rainbow light. She rolled down the window and stuck her hand out, catching a sizzling drop that melted into nothing in her palm.

      “Looks like fireworks.” Tanith smiled weakly, opening their silver-gray eyes to peer out at the sight. “My mom set some off with us once, on a rooftop. Must have been back before the Red were banished from the city.”

      “How do you feel?” Amaya asked, curiously but not without concern. “Losing that much energy at once must feel draining.”

      “Weird,” Tanith said, their brow wrinkling as they struggled to find the words to describe the sensation. “Kind of lonely to be without all that power built of pain. All that beauty was made from my mom’s death, from all the deaths that she orchestrated in the city. Without that inside me, I might be free, but I’ll never be the same again.”

      “At least you won’t explode anymore,” Amaya offered, thinking back to the note she’d written on the white board only hours ago. “I can erase that from the Problems side of the board now.”

      Tanith smiled weakly. “One less thing to deal with, yeah.” They watched the streaming colors continue to break apart and fall around them.

      “Ugh, the hell is all this?” Calen grumbled, leaning over Tanith’s shoulder from the backseat. “Fireworks?”

      “Yeah,” Tanith whispered. “Fireworks.”

      “Are we celebrating something?” Calen yawned and then leaned back, stretching his arms over his head. “Did we win?”

      “Not yet,” Tanith said. “We’ve got a bit more to do first. Amaya?”

      Amaya nodded and willed the Fiat to move forward, through the curtain of the dissolving barrier and toward the stone tower. Once they passed through it, the whole sky changed, going from a cloudy gray to a brilliant blue. The sunlight streamed brightly down over the city that lay below them. Amaya set them down onto a proper road that wound down the hill beside the tower.

      “You can drive it now, if you like,” she told Tanith. “Or I’ll keep doing the thing. I just figured we ought to make a less conspicuous entrance.”

      “Are you calling a flying, lavender colored Fiat conspicuous?” Tanith grinned, turning the keys and bringing the engine to life.

      “I mean, who knows? It could be fairly commonplace here, but I seriously doubt it,” Amaya teased back.

      Calen shifted forward so his face was stuck between the two of them. “Um, what’s that?”

      Amaya followed his gaze through the windshield. A woman with long silver hair was standing next to the tower. Her aura was blindingly White, radiating power. She glided over to the car, leaned down, and tapped gently on the window for Amaya to open it.

      “Creepy lady wants to talk to you, I guess.” Calen cringed, slumping back into his seat. “Anyone want a drink? Or two? Or three?”

      “Do I…do I open the window?” Amaya gasped, her hands trembling as she reached for the handle. “Or do I just…gun it down the hill and let her chase us?”

      Tanith yawned. Their eyelids were growing heavy. Using up so much power had made them incredibly sleepy, it seemed. “I’ve always wanted to be in a car chase. Let’s go!”

      “Yeah!” Calen called, mid-sip on his bottle of whiskey.

      Turns out, they didn’t have much choice. The door clicked open on its own without Amaya unlocking it. Her seatbelt snapped off, and she found herself yanked out from the car by an unseen force. She hovered over the ground for a moment before being unceremoniously dropped into the grass, landing with a thud on her back.

      As she lay there, stunned, the woman with the White aura came over to her, staring down at her with depthless black eyes.

      “It is good to finally meet you, Lady Amaya Verity.” She was smiling calmly, as though this were a regular sort of meeting. “My name is Minerva. I knew your mother—Iris. She was a great empath, a wielder of remarkable power. So are you, it seems.”

      “What do you want?” Amaya snapped, brushing grass off her dress as she stood up.

      “I only want to talk with you. I need to talk to you, dear,” Minerva said. “You see, there’s quite a few things we need to resolve before I allow you to proceed into town after breaking my barrier.”

      Amaya swallowed, adjusting her posture to stand up as tall as she could. Minerva still towered over her.

      “Hey!” Calen screamed. “Leave her alone!”

      Both he and Tanith came to stand beside her, Tanith stumbling a bit from the loss of energy, and Calen stumbling a bit from all the whiskey. Once they got to her, they mimicked her pose, rising up to flank her with Tanith on her right and Calen on her left. Although their energy levels were weakened, Amaya felt them surging what little they had to the surface. She felt her own Blue energy glowing warm and strong.

      If they were about to fight this powerful psychic woman, they might just have a chance of defeating her.

      Instead of cowering or lashing out with more force, however, Minerva just gave a flighty little laugh.

      “Oh, my dears, I’m not angry about the barrier being destroyed. You see, that was the plan all along. I was thinking it would take all three of you to do it, rather than using up one. Though Tanith, it seems you have gone and made yourself obsolete. Don’t worry; after today, we should have a way to restore both you and your brother to full strength. We can even work on your control. I have many ideas for that.” Minerva explained this all with an amused smile on her face. Amaya looked back and forth between Tanith and Calen to gage their reactions to this information.

      “We don’t want our full power back,” Tanith told Minerva, their eyes narrowed, jaw set defiantly. “We know it comes with a heavy price. Right, Calen?”

      Calen shifted awkwardly from one foot to the other. He averted his gaze and muttered, “Well, I don’t know. It would be nice to have it back. What’s the heavy price I have to pay?”

      “They want us to destroy another city, Calen,” Amaya reminded him, giving him a look of disgust. Tanith just groaned and glared at their brother.

      “Oh. Right. No, thank you then, witch lady,” Calen said sheepishly, melting under the death glares being cast on him by both Amaya and Tanith. “I’m good as is. Sorry again about the barrier. Or you’re welcome! Since you said you wanted it gone.”

      Amaya turned her glare back to Minerva. “Why did you want the barrier removed?”

      “It will make it just that much easier for the ritual to reach into District City. You see, we’re hoping to cover a greater area this time around.” Minerva gestured all around them, to the city below and the city they’d left behind. “All of this will now be within range of the ritual. Afterwards, there will need to be a new barrier. We’re hoping this time around, there will be few survivors, if any at all.”

      “We’re not here to do the ritual,” Amaya reminded her. “We’re here to stop it.”

      Minerva laughed again, as though Amaya were a small child asking to be taken seriously. “Well, my dears, either way, I suppose you will be heading to the Order’s main center in town. I’ll show you the way.”

      She reached out and placed a hand on Amaya’s shoulder. It was a delicate tap, and an electric shock of information seared into Amaya’s brain. She saw the city below them as a grid of streets, then the path she was to take was laid out in a thin black line leading to a gleaming white circle, indicating their destination.

      In turn, Amaya reached up and brushed her fingertips on the woman’s hand, focusing on her. If this woman was her enemy, Amaya needed to know her weaknesses. She closed her eyes and began to sift through her memories.

      

      Amaya rushed forward through a stone hall filled with statues. She turned and found herself in a small chamber with a straw mattress on the floor. On top of it lay a young woman with beautiful brown hair. Her eyes were closed, her chest still. The crying came from the other girl seated beside her. She had golden blonde hair and tear-streaked eyes. She looked nothing like Minerva, but had that same white aura—that great and powerful brightness. She lay her head down and sobbed deeply.

      “Jutta, if you leave me here, I will never be the same again,” the girl who Minerva had once been cried. “I will give everything I have to bring you back, just as you are. You deserve so much more than to just live in the world so briefly and serve imaginary masters. You deserve to be a king or a god. You are all that is pure and good. I will not rest until you are given what you are owed. You and I, we will be invincible. Someday. Someday, we will defeat death, and we will rule over all the earth and sky. Just wait, Jutta. Wait for me…”

      Amaya was cast backwards. The door to the chamber slammed shut as she was hurled back through space and time and memory into her own body.

      

      She blinked, shaking her head, trying to make sense of what she’d seen. The girl on the bed—the dying girl—was called Jutta. Amaya knew who that was; she’d seen Raith Crowley in the Field having interactions with this woman during one of her more tumultuous dreams.

      Before Amaya had a chance to process what any of this meant, Tanith and Calen charged forward, ready to attack Minerva for daring to touch Amaya. But Minerva had already vanished into nothing.

      The three of them stood in silence, taking it all in. TAmaya started back toward the car without a word and settled back into the driver’s seat. She didn’t know how to tell Calen or Tanith about the memory she’d seen. She didn’t understand whether it mattered. Minerva had someone she loved die, and now she was on a quest to destroy the world and get power. It was the same old story. It was their story—every single one of them had been in that same situation. They’d all lost someone; they’d all killed to protect someone they cared about.

      Tanith came over to her, fiddling with a strand of their dark hair. “We can still turn back. Go back to District City, away from all this.”

      Amaya gripped the steering wheel. “And then what? Wait for the ritual and hope for the best?”

      “You can protect the city again, like you did at the train station. You can shield them from the ritual, and—”

      Amaya cut them off. “No. They’ll just keep trying over and over again. The only way to stop this is to go down and face them. Besides, they already have Rin and Alan and Kazuki down there. It’s too late to turn back.”

      Tanith nodded gravely. They went over to get Calen, who was investigating the stone tower, and brought him back to the car. Amaya waited until they’d both gotten back in, then turned on the motor and started down the hill. The vehicle moved along on its own, without Amaya needing to drive it. It seemed Minerva was exerting her power to ensure they arrived at their destination without delay.

      Calen mumbled something about what the Order should go do to themselves as they drove down the hill and into the streets of the new city.

      It was an active city like nothing Amaya had ever seen before. As they moved down the street, they passed people walking by carrying bags of groceries on cleanly swept sidewalks, shining new structures made of metal and glass mixed in with well-maintained older buildings of brick and stone. They stopped at working traffic lights and behind other cars in front of them that were also driving along.

      “Nice place,” Calen remarked absently. “Too bad they want to destroy it. I’d live here.”

      Amaya began to notice something distinctive about the people in the streets. There was something that reminded her of District City, even though this place was not in ruins, not half-deserted. The people still had aura Colors.

      “They’ve already begun the triage,” Tanith blurted out. “See the Colors? The Yellow are the ones that are to be evacuated first.”

      As Tanith said this, a black van drove up beside them, pulling off into a parking spot. A woman with a Yellow aura who had been jogging abruptly stopped, turned, and walked over to the van. She opened the door and got inside.

      “They’re already doing it,” Amaya said, a cold feeling of dread spreading up from the pit of her stomach to the back of her throat. “The evacuation.”

      As they kept driving through the city, they passed other black vans. Some stopped to pick up those with Yellow auras; some were even picking up people with Red auras.

      “That’s not good, is it? I was thinking our timeline for this thing might be longer. Looks like they’re wanting this ritual to happen as soon as possible,” Calen said, rocking back and forth in his seat in irritation.

      “It seems like the ritual is set to happen as soon as we get to the center. They’re preparing for our arrival,” Tanith told him, their voice flat and devoid of all the wonder and awe that they had first expressed upon entering the city.

      Amaya turned from the main road they had been following and onto another street. They passed a caravan of black vans filing out of the city. Dread was spreading like ice from her throat down through her mouth to the tip of her tongue.

      They rode for another few blocks in tense silence. More black vans picking up passengers. Almost all Red auras now; no more Yellow were left on the street. There was even an older man with a Green aura who was compelled to close the book he had been reading on a park bench and cross the street to climb into a black van.

      The Fiat stopped in front of a massive concrete building that looked like it had wings. The doors of the car opened by themselves, seatbelts clicked off.

      “I guess this is our stop,” Amaya said with a nervous laugh.

      “What’s the plan?” Calen asked as the three of them got out of the car. He set one hand on Tanith’s shoulder and one on Amaya’s.

      “The plan is, don’t touch me.” Amaya shrugged him off. “After that, we go inside.”

      “Sorry, my bad,” Calen muttered, removing his hand as though he’d touched a hot stove. “Are we going to fight them?”

      “No,” Amaya and Tanith said at the same time.

      “Calen, I don’t think we can fight them,” Tanith explained. “I don’t think it’s possible.”

      “Then what? We just let them kill us? Kill us and then destroy all this? Creating another District City? Creating another place where kids will grow up without their parents and want nothing more than revenge against the ones who took them away? I won’t do that. I can’t do that,” Calen said, his voice filled with a kind of helpless rage. He looked down at the pavement. Strands of his purple hair had come loose from where he’d tied it back in a small bun. They slashed across his face, framing his wide, rust-colored eyes. He looked young and scared.

      He was young and scared, Amaya realized. They all were.

      “Sorry,” Tanith whispered. “I just don’t know what else to do. If we fight them, we’ll just keep the cycle going. A cycle of violence, of killers and victims. People get revenge for the dead through violence and then the killers become the victims, and it all starts again.”

      “There has to be another way,” Amaya whispered. “Something we could do.”

      “Well, if you think of something, let me know,” Calen grumbled as he shuffled along behind them.

      They made their way to the front door of the building. The doors were unlocked, the building empty as they stepped inside a hall filled with twisted columns that bloomed into umbrellas above them.

      “This place is trippy,” Calen commented.

      “Yeah,” Amaya agreed. An elevator door slid open along the wall, making the three of them jump.

      “I guess we’re going up,” Tanith remarked, and they all walked in. The doors closed and the car rose up, climbing.

      The doors opened with a ding and revealed a sculpted concrete room with curved walls in a half-circle. Through a ribbon of windows, Amaya could see the city below, the sky still blue and the sun still shining. Black vans crawled along, hauling passengers away. The room was set up for some kind of event with tea tables and chairs draped in white linen. Silver candlesticks with lit white tapers were set in the center of each.

      “Amaya,” a familiar voice called to her.

      Amaya turned around. Behind the elevator shaft was another side of the room, completing the circle. More tea tables with candles set up, and seated at one were two young men—one with black hair and one with reddish-brown.

      “Alan? Kazuki?” Amaya called and rushed towards them. Tanith and Calen hung back by the elevator awkwardly.

      “Amaya.” Alan said her name again and hugged her close. He broke away after a moment so that Kazuki could do the same.

      “It’s so good to see you,” Kazkui whispered in her ear.

      “Where’s Rin?” she asked as she stepped back.

      The two exchanged glances. Alan started to speak, but was interrupted by the elevator doors opening again. A person in a black cloak came out, pushing a tray filled with sandwiches and teacups. Another one followed.

      “Are they feeding us?” Calen exclaimed from where he stood next to the elevator. “I guess you can’t create a mini-apocalypse on an empty stomach.”

      Alan winced, hearing his voice, but said nothing as Calen and Tanith followed the pair of black-clad sandwich trolley pushers. Kazuki’s lip curled up in a sneer.

      “Hey, there.” Calen waved in a friendly manner as he joined them at the table. He pulled out a chair and sat down, grabbing a crustless cheese sandwich off the cart and taking a bite. “It’s been a bit. How’s it going?”

      Amaya could feel the glare that Kazuki was driving into Calen’s face like a knife. Alan squirmed, gripping the top of the chair he stood behind. Tanith started pouring tea and setting cups in front of everyone as though trying to make peace offerings. The cloaked bearers of the carts bowed away, disappearing back down the elevator.

      “Why is he here?” Kazuki snarled, pointing a finger at Calen. A spark of flame erupted off the end of it.

      “He tried to kill me, and then…it’s a long story.” Amaya sat down with a sigh. “He’s not going to cause any more problems for us, so don’t worry.”

      “Don’t worry?” Alan burst out, his face turning red from the effort of holding in his rage. “He kidnapped me and terrorized me for his own goddamn amusement. He killed my parents, he killed your father, he kidnapped Tanith and nearly killed Kazuki with a falling chandelier…what else am I missing? Anything?”

      “I made you run around the city, chasing riddles for kicks,” Calen added, taking another bite of his sandwich, nodding emphatically. “Also, I don’t know anything about falling chandeliers. But yeah, all the other stuff is true.”

      “So…why. Is. He. Here?” Alan seethed through clenched teeth.

      “He’s with me,” Tanith put in as they set down the last of the teacups. “He’s my brother, so he’s my problem, but Amaya’s right. He’s not a problem any longer.”

      “I’m like totally out of psychic gas, so to speak,” Calen explained, finishing the last bite of sandwich and then taking up a spoon to shovel sugar into his tea.

      “Really?” Kazuki asked skeptically.

      “Really,” Calen said, stirring the tea. “Now, have a seat. Let’s enjoy the free food before we have to face the real villains.”

      “I’m not okay with this,” Alan hissed, but he sat down at the table and poured milk into his tea. “Not okay with this at all.”

      “Me neither,” Kazuki agreed, sitting close beside him, placing a hand on his shoulder and giving it a squeeze.

      “It’s awkward, but what can you do?” Calen grabbed another sandwich.

      Tanith sighed and looked at them all apologetically.

      “I’ve had to deal with Raith, and now this,” Alan muttered, taking a gulp of tea.

      “Raith? He’s around?” Calen looked stricken, peering over his shoulder as though concerned the man would spring out from under a table and grab him.

      “His ghost was following us for a little while,” Kazuki said.

      “Oh, no, I forgot. You guys also used to date,” Alan groaned, rolling his eyes.

      “Dating is…not the way I’d put it, but yeah.” Calen cringed and reached for the sugar.

      “See, that’s something you have in common—you both have the same evil ex-boyfriend,” Tanith suggested with a faint smile.

      “Ew,” both Alan and Calen said at the same time.

      “Never mind,” Tanith huffed.

      They all sat in a lull of silence, sipping tea. No one touched the food but Calen. Amaya could only take a single sip of tea before her stomach started to turn and shrivel.

      “Where’s Rin?” Amaya asked again.

      “She’s still with the woman leading us around—the high priestess of this center. Her name’s Angela,” Kazuki explained. “I’m not sure why they kept her back, but—”

      Kazuki was interrupted by the dinging of the elevator doors. A tall, older man stepped out, turning and walking to where they sat. He moved with the bearing of someone from another time; a king from another land. It was likely all an act. Amaya knew him and knew, from what she’d seen of his past in her visions, that he’d been a middle-class nerdy kid from District City that grew up to become a murderer and a leader of a death cult.

      Amaya spoke his name. “Edgar Crowley.” Everyone at the table looked at him with the same expression of terror mixed with hatred.

      “Amaya Verity,” Edgar said back with a smug smile on his pale face. “I am here to escort you to your destiny.”

      “What the hell?” Tanith whispered.

      “You lied to me,” Calen growled, leaping up from his seat. “You told me to kill those people because they were part of the Order. You told me the Order was responsible for killing my mom. But really, it was just—”

      Edgar flicked his fingers, and a wall of force slammed into Calen, sending him crashing into the windows. The glass cracked where his head hit the wall.

      “Calen!” Tanith cried and rushed to him.

      “Shall we, then?” Edgar said.

      Alan and Kazuki looked at Amaya, willing with their eyes for her to stay, to fight, to resist. She couldn’t. This wasn’t the time for it.

      All she could do was say, “I’ll see you later.”

      She got up from the table and followed Edgar into the elevator. The doors closed as she watched Alan and Kazuki stare at her, wide-eyed and hopeless.
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            CHAPTER 24

          

          THE ONE WHERE RIN BREAKS HEARTS, MINDS, AND BUILDINGS

        

      

    

    
      
        
        (Sunday, 4 P.M.)

      

      

      “Last night, you asked why you were chosen,” Angela said, pulling the restraints tighter around Rin’s legs before moving onto the ones on Rin’s arms.

      “I don’t get the point of these,” Rin said, rattling against the bindings in the metal chair. “I’m not escaping. I know it’s pointless to even try. You’ve shown me that.”

      “Well, you may change your mind,” Angela replied with a smile. She continued to strap Rin’s left wrist down securely before moving onto her right. “Anyway, as I was saying, you want to know why you all were chosen for this by the Order, don’t you?”

      “Yeah,” Rin answered flatly. “Why us?”

      “It’s complicated. You see, the original members of the Order selected their heirs—the children they would train up to become their replacements. Many of these were children selected from the survivors of District City. Your friends Kazuki, Raith, Tanith, and Calen, for example.”

      “Calen is not my friend,” Rin muttered.

      Angela ignored her and continued. “Amaya was born for this task; her mother was one of the strongest psychics that ever lived—a founding member of the Order—and her father raised her to be extrasensory. She is an obvious choice as an heir,” Angela continued. She finished tying Rin to the chair and stepped back, leaning against the gray-tiled wall of the small observation room. “But you, Rin…you were a surprise.”

      “What do you mean?” Rin wondered. Angela turned and brought another chair over from the corner, setting it in front of Rin.

      “You were never intended to be an heir. You weren’t even in District City during the first culling. You wandered in, a curious child playing alone in the park. A curious child who wandered too far. Minerva was supposed to stop all those who strayed too close to the barrier, she didn’t stop you because she never thought you could make it through. But you did. A strange little miracle, or a sign of someone of strong character. Minerva was intrigued, and so, she brought you to train with Raith Crowley, more as a way to aide him in becoming a proper heir than to aide you in becoming one yourself. Yet, here you are, while Raith lies cold in the ground.”

      “What about my parents?” Rin whispered, as though if she spoke too loudly, Angela would stop talking.

      “They found some decent people to be leaders of the Green—some poor souls who were easy to control. Originally, it was to be James, but he couldn’t handle the guilt of what they’d done, so he was memory-wiped and sent off. Those people seemed like good candidates for your parents, so you were made Green and given to them.” Angela smiled. “Everyone else was already set up, you see. The original group would be some combination of Raith for the Violet, Amaya for the Blue, Kazuki for Green, and Tanith and Calen for Red. Then you came along, and Kazuki became an understudy, in a way.”

      “What about Alan?” Rin asked. “You haven’t said anything about Alan.”

      “He’s not an heir. Never was one. It was decided to bring him along in case something happened to one of you during the process of getting the ritual ready,” Angela said. “Which, I suppose it did. Tanith and Calen seem to have drained away all their energy. Kazuki and Alan will be backup in case this doesn’t work.”

      “What doesn’t work?” Rin whispered.

      Her question was never answered, as the door opened and Edgar Crowley walked inside, accompanied by a short girl with brown skin and dark curls combed into a halo of hair around her serene face.

      “Amaya.” Rin said her name, struggling in her bindings to get up. Amaya reached for her, her eyes welling with tears and lips parting.

      “Are you sure we shouldn’t try this with any of the others first?” Angela asked Edgar as she grabbed Amaya’s arm and jerked her backward into the metal chair opposite Rin.

      “They should be enough. No use wasting any of the others on this. We might have a use for them later. Ten more years, and we can do it again if we’re lucky.” He smirked, walking out of the room and closing the door behind him.

      “We’ll give you a moment to catch up before we start the process,” Angela said with a smile. “Remember, you’re being watched. If you try anything funny, we’ll kill all your little friends.”

      Angela left them alone, and Amaya looked at Rin with wide golden eyes. Rin smiled at her, feeling overwhelmed with the need to hold her close and tell her everything would be okay. Ready to try something funny? Rin sent the message to Amaya through the ether. She felt the handle of the knife she still had in her pocket. She willed it up, under her jacket, and out through her sleeve so Amaya could see it.

      Do we fight them? Amaya wondered. With…that?

      No, Rin thought. I have a more dangerous plan. Use it on me. Then I’ll use it on you.

      What? Amaya thought back, leaning back in her chair.

      If you do it, you’ll get my life energy and I’ll get yours. The Order can’t use it. Besides, I always thought we kinda had that whole star-crossed lovers vibe. And this is how the story ends for Romeo and Juliet, right? They both die.

      Amaya stared at her, unblinking for a moment. Moments later she nodded slowly.

      Rin felt the knife drawn out of her sleeve. She leaned her head back, exposing her throat, and felt the blade slice across. It was too sudden for the pain; she couldn’t feel anything at all but the warm blood. The knife was still in Amaya’s trembling palm. Rin felt for it, causing it to rise up out of Amaya’s hand and then draw itself across her neck with a sharp flick before tumbling to the ground.

      Everything was dark—dark and warm. Through the darkness, Rin thought she still felt Amaya’s left hand held in hers. She heard a scream. The door of the room they were being held in flung open. Edgar Crowley burst into the room, shouting. Rin couldn’t hear him. She lost consciousness first, and for a brief moment, there was nothing.

      Nothing but total, abashed emptiness.

      The rush of the current passing in front of her called her back into some state of being. She had left her body behind, and what remained was standing on the banks of the River of Death. She recalled the times she’d been here before, as though it was a place she’d visited as a child that left an impression deeper than a regular memory.

      Without hesitation, Rin stepped into the waiting waters, letting it wash her away. Energy rushed around them, but they clung fast to each other, the current carrying them out and down and away.

      They passed into complete darkness, and the rush of the river that separated the living from the dead flowed all around them. Instead of fighting, swimming away and out, Rin let herself be pulled down, deeper, sinking low. Amaya still held her hand, not struggling either. She just closed her eyes and pressed her face to Rin’s chest. It felt good to give in, to let the river take them where it wanted, especially since she wasn’t alone. Amaya was there with her.

      The river emptied them into shallow pools side by side. Even though she couldn’t see Amaya, she could feel her there—where she would stay now and forever.

      “It’s over,” Rin whispered on a sigh. “It’s all over.”

      “Not quite,” a voice called from above. Rin opened her eyes to find Raith Crowley smiling down at her.

      “Oh, no, I’m in Hell,” she muttered.

      “Um, no, this is the Field. Welcome!” A large young man with short-cropped blond hair peered down at her. “You might not remember me, but…I’m friends with Amaya. At least, I think we’re friends. Um, anyway, I’m Brian.”

      “We’re friends,” Amaya said with a laugh, sitting up and looking down from her pool into Rin’s. Her hair was different, done up in a crown of braids. She was wearing an empire-waist blue gown.

      “Oh, yeah, the guy with the bike and the same first and last name, right?” Rin said, sitting up. She noticed that she was wearing a tailored emerald jacket with a long flowing black skirt. “Guess we get afterlife makeovers, huh?”

      “Yeah!” Amaya smiled, grabbing her hand and pulling her up into a kiss. Rin drank the feeling in, melting into her. She tasted like starlight and summertime.

      Someone cleared his throat.

      They broke apart and turned.

      “Like Raith said, it’s not over yet.” James was hovering near them, along with two women Rin didn’t recognize. One was a young woman with brown hair and olive skin, wearing a plain brown robe, and the other was a woman in a black dress with long reddish-brown braids and arms covered in blue ink symbols.

      “Hi, James, um, and other ghosts I should probably know but don’t.” Rin waved.

      “Anka,” the woman with the blue markings said. “I’m a spirit who used to belong to Tanith, and before that, their mother, Lady Claret. I’m going to put a stop to this ending the world through sacrifice business once and for all.”

      “Jutta,” the woman in the brown robe said. “First love of the woman you know as Minerva Echelon. I know her as Hilde. I believe I can convince her to step down from her position and dissolve the Order.”

      “I saw you together before,” Amaya whispered. “In a memory. If anyone can stop Minerva, you can.”

      “Cool, this is working out better than I thought it would,” Rin mumbled, thoroughly impressed and mildly confused.

      “Well then, no time to waste,” Anka said. “Let us go to the Necropolis.”

      “Wait, hang on. What’re we doing?” Rin asked, shaking her head.

      “Breaking a bunch of ghosts out of jail by unlocking their memories,” Raith explained, grinning. “You know how to unlock memories, right?”

      “No,” Rin answered.

      “Yes,” Amaya said.

      Rin looked at her, and she shrugged.

      “You come with us then, Amaya,” James told her, gesturing to his group.

      Brian and Raith gazed at Rin.

      “That means you’re in our group,” Brian said in the happiest tone she’d ever heard a ghost speak.

      “What is it that we’re doing, exactly?” Rin asked.

      “The breaking part of the jail break.” Raith smirked.

      “We’re going to break the prison,” Brian explained. “Pull it apart and release all the souls trapped inside.”

      “Remember when I told you about the awful place full of mindless souls wandering around, held captive?” Raith asked. “Yeah, we’re going there, and we’re going to destroy it. We were just waiting to have help from the two of you first.”

      “Oh,” Rin said. “Okay, cool.”

      “Ready?” James asked. The others all nodded. Amaya and Rin shared a look and then broke into smiles.

      The scene dissolved, and they appeared in the middle of a vast space of leveled balconies stretching infinitely above and infinitely below. All around them were ghosts clad in white shrouds, similar to the gowns the clients of the center had worn—not similar; identical.

      “Unlock as many as you can,” James said, although he didn’t need to give directions. Amaya, Jutta, and Anka were already placing hands on the heads of passing shades. Each of their targets shivered as their clothing transformed into what they must have worn while they were alive.

      The shades looked around, confused, and then started talking to each other, asking each other the same questions: what is this place? Why am I here? What happened?

      “Come on, Rin,” Raith said. “Let’s do our part. Start tearing this place apart.”

      “Okay, um…” Rin looked at Raith and Brian, standing on either side of her. “Do we need to hold hands or something?”

      Brian shook his head.

      “Yes,” Raith said, then changed his mind. “Er…not really.”

      “I think the best way to start is to push on the walls,” Rin told them.

      “Got it!” Brian said and then lunged at a nearby balcony.

      “I meant with your psychic energy, Brian.”

      “Oh, right.” Brian laughed, stepping away from the wall. He closed his eyes, his shade shimmering and glowing as he radiated power in waves of iridescence.

      “Okay,” Rin said, nodding to Raith as they both closed their eyes and did the same thing. Rin felt her energy building up into a concentrated blast, wondering if she should target one spot or spread it out. She felt Raith concentrating on the level above, Brian below. She was in the center—the strongest part of the structure.

      She pushed against it, tentatively feeling through the fibers of the walls. The whole thing was constructed of psychic energy itself, woven into a material that formed a small prison. Or a large cage. She combed through the fibers, breaking them one by one at first, and then slashing through like the way she would yield her sword. She placed all her focus; all her essence—all her being—into those arcing slashes.

      It was only seconds until the walls came tumbling down.

      “It’s worked,” Raith cried as they looked out around them. The prison was crumbling, fading away. Souls were flying out and down into the pools of the Field that lay below them.

      “We’ve got to get them across the River, Rin,” Amaya said, taking her by the hand and leading them forward.

      They flew down across the Field, and the gathering souls parted and let them through. Rin smiled as they started up the face of the falls, gliding over the rushing current of the River, following it upwards as it grew flat and still, before wading across. She looked behind her. Raith and Brian right there, and after them were thousands of others.

      Legions of ghosts.

      “Once we cross, they’ll disperse. They all know how to unlock memories now,” Amaya explained as she pulled Rin along beside her toward the bank on the other side of the River. “They’re tasked with going into District City, then this one. They’re going to make sure everyone knows the truth, Rin. The truth about the Order, the truth about everything that’s happened.”

      She led them to the edge, felt the currents of the River dragging them back. There were so many of them that they all pushed through together, passing back down into the world.

      Rin and Amaya were floating over their own lifeless bodies back in the room with the gray-tiled walls. They were lying on the ground, covered in blood. Edgar Crowley was still shouting at Angela to go get Minerva, while Angela was shouting back at him to help her as she tried to staunch the wound on Rin’s neck. Rin couldn’t tell how much time had passed—must not have been long if Angela still had hope of reviving her.

      The door opened, and Alan and Kazuki were shoved inside by Minerva, who seemed not even the least bit surprised by the scene in front of her, unlike the two young men she’d bought who immediately gasped.

      “Rin? Amaya?” Alan cried and rushed to them, falling beside their corpses. “You have to let me heal you. Hurry, Kazu, we need to…”

      “Enough,” Edgar Crowley growled, flicking his fingers and sending Alan and Kazuki flying into the metal chairs. “It’s time to do the ritual.”

      “No,” Rin said, stepping forward, making her shade visible to everyone in the room before Edgar could tie them down. “No, it’s over. The New Necropolis has fallen.”

      “What?” Edgar’s eyes narrowed as he looked around the room. From somewhere in the building, an alarm blared. His eyes rolled back into his head, and his body burst apart into a cloud of dust and ash. His shade remained where he stood, his face frozen in an expression of disbelief.

      “It’s over, then. We have to leave, Edgar,” Minerva said begrudgingly. “It’s not happening today. There’s not enough power left to sustain this place—not enough to sustain us. We’re letting the experiments out. We have to go.”

      “And do what?” Edgar shook his head. “What can we do now?”

      “Regroup, form a new plan in order to—”

      “Hilde,” a voice called, interrupting Minerva. The ghost of the woman in the brown robe appeared.

      “Jutta?” Minerva whispered, stunned. She stared for a moment as though frozen, then her body shuddered and slid off her, crumbling into dust. Her shade was left, glimmering, a younger version of the woman they knew, with light hair in a brown robe that matched Jutta’s. “I did this for you, my love. I just wanted to help bring your light into the world. To make this place as perfect as you.”

      “My love, this world is not for us,” Jutta whispered, taking her hand. “We have our own place, though it is not perfect either.”

      “It will be with you in it,” Minerva said, embracing her.

      They vanished into the ether, leaving everyone stunned.

      “It’s not over,” Edgar snapped and wrapped a hand around Rin’s throat, shoving her into the wall. His grip felt like a vice, and Rin could feel him draining energy out of her. He was trying to leech the essence of her life force away.

      “Rin!” Amaya cried. She flew toward them, but Edgar held up a hand and pressed a flash of Violet energy into her, sending her careening backward.

      “Oh no, it’s over,” Alan said, holding up his palms. Golden threads spread across through the air and fell onto Amaya and Rin’s bodies. Their wounds closed up—healed.

      A force pulled Rin as her body healed, drawing her back down and bringing her back to life. She closed her eyes and faded from Edgar’s grip back into her body on the floor. Edgar snarled and lurched forward, trying with his last bit of energy to pull her back, to keep her. Violet vines curled around her wrists and ankles. Instead of fighting them, Rin drew them in, absorbing the power.

      “No!” Edgar cried weakly, but it was too late. Rin was consuming him.

      He flickered like a fraying strip of film, and then he was completely gone. Rin felt the last of his power settle into her. Now it was over.

      Rin heard Alan and Kazuki whispering something, the door opening and closing. Bodies shuffling around. She wasn’t sure how much time was passing or what was going on.

      She opened her eyes and sat up, feeling heavy and aching all over. The tile was cold beneath her, and something was damp and uncomfortable. She sat up and reeled a little, the room spinning.

      “Rin?” Amaya whispered, her face coming into focus.

      “We’re alive,” Rin groaned, running a hand through her blood-soaked hair. “Yay.”

      “Yay,” Amaya said, grinning brightly and hugging her.

      “Ow,” Rin said, even though it felt good. “Now what?”

      “We should probably leave. I smell smoke,” Alan said from where he still sat in the metal chair. He looked pale and exhausted, but otherwise unharmed. “I think that might be Kazu, but who knows. I sent him to check for any living folks being kept in here to free them, and to get Tanith and Calen. He might have gotten a little carried away.”

      Alan stood up, and Amaya and Rin followed. Rin felt like her legs were asleep—that numb tinglingly pain that made it feel like she was a hollow doll filled with sand. They stumbled down the dimly lit hall, red lights flashing on the walls as they came out into the main atrium with the giant mushroom columns. It seemed the people who had been here before had long since been evacuated, thankfully.

      She caught a glimpse of Angela running for the doors, a phone pressed into the side of her face. She was yelling something about sending in her resignation. Then she opened the doors and stepped out into the night.

      The elevator dinged open: Kazuki and Tanith stepped out, propping up an unconscious Calen between them. Blood was dripping down his temple.

      “Oh, damn, what happened to him?” Rin asked.

      “Ugh, I hate that I have to do this.” Alan grunted and rushed forward. He set a palm on Calen’s head, and when he moved away, Calen’s eyes flickered open. He shook himself and looked around.

      A look of terror struck his face. “Why are you covered in blood?” he asked Rin. “Who did you kill?”

      “Me,” Amaya said curtly. “And I killed her. Long story. No time. Tell you later.”

      “There’s a lot of that going around these days,” Alan muttered, wiping his palm on his sleeve.

      They pressed forward through the giant open doors. When they swung open, an epic crash sounded behind them, and when Rin looked back, she saw flames pouring out from the back of the room.

      “I swear I didn’t do that,” Kazuki mumbled. “At least not…most of that.”

      “Maybe there were other fire starters who wanted this place to go up in smoke,” Rin told him as they made their way out into the concrete piazza.

      “Should we try to find the car?” Tanith asked. “I don’t see it anywhere. It doesn’t actually stand out.”

      “Over here,” a voice called. Raith’s shade wove between the parked cars on the street to show them the way. “I moved it a little in case the whole building collapsed.”

      “Thanks,” Amaya said without missing a beat and dashed across to an antique lavender Fiat, opening the door and climbing in on the passenger seat.

      “What?” Raith said as Rin continued to stare. “I really like that car.”

      “I get to drive this time,” Calen said, hobbling over to the car.

      “No, I do. Get in the back,” Tanith told him sternly.

      “Are we all going to be able to ride in this thing?” Kazuki asked, bewildered.

      “You always had weird taste,” Alan said to Raith, and went over to find a place in the small vehicle. He called over his shoulder, “see you later.”

      “See you,” Raith called back and waved.

      “You don’t have to leave,” Rin told him.

      “Are you saying you’ll miss me when I’m gone for good?”

      “I don’t know what I’m saying,” Rin muttered. “It’s been a long…life.”

      “Oh, hey guys, I’m coming too!” a voice called from the sky above, and Brian hurtled down and settled onto the top of the car.

      “This guy,” Raith mumbled, rolling his eyes. “Well, if he’s sticking around, I’m sticking around.”

      “Okay, then.” Rin smirked, and they went over to join the group by the car.

      “Are you all heading back to District City?” Brian asked.

      “That’s the plan,” Tanith said. “I just don’t know how we’ll all get there in this thing.”

      “Could probably hold a few up on the roof,” Brian suggested, getting down himself.

      “Oh, that’s a good idea,” Rin said, and began to climb up on the hood.

      “No, no you are not sitting on my car.” Raith scolded her, but she climbed up anyway.

      “I’ll get up there too then,” Amaya said, stepping out and climbing up beside her. “Calen, you can have my seat.”

      “Perfect,” Calen said, turning to Raith, “it’s my car, babe. You left it to me.”

      “Brat,” Raith sneered.

      “Creep,” Calen tossed before climbing into the passenger seat.

      In the end, Kazuki and Alan were seated in the back, Calen and Tanith in the front. Amaya and Rin huddled together on the roof, with Brian and Raith floating behind them.

      “Think you can still manage to expel a little more power?” Amaya asked her, nestled into the crook of her arm.

      “Yeah, why?” Rin asked with a playful grin.

      “We’re going to fly home,” Amaya said right before the car lifted off the ground, floating up over the street as sirens wailed and smoke filled the air. Glass from the windows of the center crashed out, and flames flickered forth.

      They rose up higher into the sky. Rin gasped and held tight to Amaya as she laughed, the wind whipping through her hair.

      “Let’s go home,” Amaya whispered against her neck.

      Rin nodded. She closed her eyes and felt the waves of Amaya’s Blue energy surrounding them, then allowed her Green power to braid itself into the strands of bright Blue. The two of them entwined together, safe and stable.

      Together, they willed the car to turn and fly back to District City—the only place she had ever felt at home.
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            CHAPTER 25

          

          THE ONE WHERE AMAYA READS A NOTE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        (Some Months Later)

      

      

      “Amaya, come see this,” Alan called from the kitchen.

      Amaya got up from the chair where she’d been reading in the living room and set the book down. It was another massive leather-bound grimoire Tanith had sent them from one of the libraries of the former Order of the Golden Dawn. So far, it was interesting, but not particularly useful. Amaya wanted to join Tanith and Calen someday on one of their trips to the various centers all over the world that were being dissolved.

      There were some centers, of course, that still clung to the ways of the Order. Perhaps there always would be such places.

      Not that there wasn’t enough work to do in District City. Since the barrier fell, there had been people coming and going from the ruined city. Many of them came with questions about the city’s past. Some had heard it was a haven for people that had certain extrasensory abilities. Many just wanted to live somewhere outside the normal rules and bounds of society, in a place where public safety was handled by community workers practicing nonviolent, empath-based strategies.

      Amaya had trained volunteers to use empath ability to help people in crisis. She was still learning much herself and was often getting calls to help resolve arguments among the residents, new and old, using empathic counseling. Her abilities were strange in that they seemed to shift and change at random—sometimes she gained bursts of incredible power, only to have them flicker out.

      Everyone living at the Sydis House was trying to use their psychic power to do something worthwhile, if only to assuage their guilt over the destruction and chaos they’d caused when they took down the Order. People getting their memories back caused less turmoil than Amaya would have thought, but the impact of the past continued to haunt them.

      Although his power was considerably less than it had been after bringing Amaya and Rin back from the dead, Alan had begun training healers to do both physical and mental health, doing memory work on those who wanted to recover lost experiences.

      Rin, her powers as strong as ever—if not stronger—dealt with unwanted hauntings and helped Kazuki with establishing a sort of public museum with the old archives building to tell the story of those who had been lost during the culling all those years ago. She even considered tracking down her original parents someday, but wasn’t ready just yet to reach out to people who would essentially be strangers at this point.

      James Sydis himself was now living here part-time again—or non-living, residing—although he had a lot of work to do settling spirits in both District City and the afterlife. Jutta and Minerva/Hilde were helping, as were Brian and Raith Crowley.

      Gregory Hume had left the land of the dead and was now rumored to be running for city Council somewhere that no one would notice he was dead. Good for him.

      Mostly, Amaya spent her days watching old movies, tending the garden, reading, and baking cakes. There were good days, when Amaya felt like a normal person living a normal life, and bad days, when she felt like she couldn’t bear the trauma of what she’d been through. It was the same for all the residents of the Sydis House.

      Alan had just gotten out of a bad spell of depression that kept him in bed for a few days. Today, he seemed to be in much better spirits, and was baking a cake to celebrate the first time in a while all four of them were having a good day at the same time.

      “What do you think?” Alan grinned, stepping aside to reveal a cake with rainbow layers held together with white buttercream frosting.

      “It turned out so good!” Amaya exclaimed in delight. “I can’t believe it!”

      “Are we celebrating something?” Raith rose up from the floor. He leaned over Alan, trying to swipe some frosting from the top of the cake.

      “Yeah,” Kazuki muttered, coming in from the back garden. “It’s your going away party. You can’t live here anymore; we’re kicking you out.”

      “Technically,” Raith said, straightening his posture as he feigned indignation, “I don’t live here. Not alive, remember?”

      “Honestly, you never should have allowed me to perceive you. I liked it better when you were a mysterious presence, shifting the coffee cups around to confuse us all,” Kazuki said with a smirk.

      “Really?” Alan groaned and rolled his eyes. He stepped over and wrapped an arm around Kazuki’s shoulder, standing on tip-toe to kiss his cheek. “Can’t we all get along?”

      “No,” Kazuki and Raith said at the same time.

      “Hey, it’s done!” Brian shouted, coming up from the basement stairs, even though he could have done the same as Raith and just floated up from the floor. Brian insisted on behaving like a living person and respecting the boundaries put in place by walls, doors, and ceilings. Amaya liked to think it was partially her doing; that by using her empathic ability on Brian so often, she had influenced him to be a better person.

      But who knows.

      “That’s what I came up to tell them, dear.” Raith crossed his arms, scowling.

      “Oh! That cake is amazing!” Brian exclaimed as he saw the rainbow confection.

      “Whatever,” Raith said, flicking Brian’s ear.

      “Hey, that tickles!” Brian laughed.

      “I think those two are secretly in love with each other,” Alan whispered in Amaya’s ear. She suppressed a laugh, biting her lip.

      “Should we go see the results of Rin’s work on the Theory Board?” Kazuki asked them.

      Amaya nodded and led the group down into the basement, through the labyrinth of old books and into the room that had previously held hundreds of sticky notes with questions and ideas about what happened in District City.

      Rin had been dismantling what they called the Theory Board and cataloging the contents for the District City museum.

      Amaya stepped in and saw the walls were empty, flat white blank spaces. Rin was leaning against one, her gray eyes shining with mischief as she stepped away and revealed what she’d left behind. She took Amaya’s hand in hers and stepped back to examine her work with the group.

      “Why did you leave that one there?” Kazuki wondered.

      “Thought it might still be something worth saving,” Rin replied, squeezing Amaya’s hand and winking at her.

      “I agree. I think it makes sense,” Amaya said, her face growing warm.

      “I don’t get it,” Brian said, tilting his head as though the note would make more sense at a different angle.

      “I don’t either,” Raith grumbled.

      “I do.” Alan smiled and ran a finger over the words. “So, do we want to keep this room for questions and ideas again, or what?”

      “Sounds like a plan, all in favor?” Rin called.

      Everyone, even Raith, raised their hands.

      “Well, if we’re all done here, we incorporeal sorts have to go help a new haunt settle into his home,” Raith announced and promptly vanished.

      “See you!” Brian waved and made his way up the stairs.

      “Let’s go eat the cake,” Alan suggested. Kazuki nodded, and the pair of them went back through the maze of books to the kitchen.

      “What are you thinking?” Rin asked Amaya.

      “I think we should go eat cake,” Amaya said, tearing her eyes away from the note. She kept holding Rin’s hand in hers as she climbed up the stairs, all the while thinking about the single post-it note stuck to the wall.

      All it said was: I promise never to let anyone kill me (other than you, Amaya).

      But that was more than enough.
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        Did you enjoy Shades of the City?

        Remember, reviews keep books alive . . .

      

        

      
        The whole crew still needs your help by leaving your review on either GoodReads or the digital storefront of your choosing.
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