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  In the deepening twilight that fell across the city, a single star burned red.


  At first glance, I thought it was a plane. I watched it a moment, waiting for it to flash and continue its steady course overhead, tracing a path above the rise of buildings around us. But it didn’t blink. It didn’t flicker or fade. The light remained, a tiny crimson flame in a sky that was otherwise blue and blank.


  On the sidewalk ahead, Tink took a few steps forward and then swung back to face me. She tilted her head, giving me a quizzical look. “Why are you stopping?”


  I glanced up once more. The night was cloudless, the sky wide and empty against the glow of downtown lights. The star was gone, the little flame extinguished. “Did you see that?” I asked.


  “Not again,” Tink groaned. She scanned the street, turning in a slow circle with her hands set on her hips. Her eyebrows lifted. “What am I supposed to be seeing here? A squirrel? Another cat beneath a car?”


  Three blocks back, I’d made her stop so I could investigate a pair of eyes gleaming out from between the wheels of a parked Jeep. When I’d dropped into a crouch and reached my hand under the car, a cat had darted away with a series of hisses, then disappeared behind a fence.


  I shrugged. “Hey, that could have been a Harrower.”


  Tink fixed me with a blank stare.


  “A small one,” I suggested.


  She rolled her eyes. “I am beginning to regret bringing you with me.”


  “You’re not the only one.” I paused again, searching the darkening blue above me. Between the roofs of buildings, I saw only sky. The red star—whatever it had actually been—did not reappear. “As thrilling as this is,” I continued, “I have to admit, I thought being a Guardian would be a bit more…glamorous.”


  That wasn’t strictly true. Not anymore. When Tink had become a Guardian and I hadn’t, I’d been more than a little jealous—but over the past several months, I’d also seen enough of demons to know that being called to fight them wasn’t all about powers, or about defending the helpless. It wasn’t all superheroes and secrets. Being a Guardian meant being a protector, but it also meant pain. It meant death. I knew that. I had witnessed death. I had killed. And even before that, my mother had spent countless hours warning me of the dangers that came along with the calling.


  But what no one had bothered to mention was the one thing I might actually have listened to. As it turned out? Spending Saturday nights on patrol was pretty boring.


  “Glamorous,” Tink repeated, wrinkling her nose as she looked at me.


  “Exciting?” I tried.


  “You want us to get attacked?”


  “Well, no,” I said. Though I hadn’t run across any demons in the past several weeks, I wasn’t in any particular rush to change that.


  “Because I am perfectly happy being bored,” Tink said. “As far as I’m concerned, all the Harrowers can just crawl their way back Beneath and stay there.” She marched ahead, moving toward the end of the block.


  I hurried to catch up with her. The street was quiet, cluttered with parked cars and apartment buildings crowded closely together. The occasional tree lent the avenue a hint of green. In the hush, I heard strains of music from an open window. Yellow light filtered out through screens and curtains. The air was hot and sticky, and so thick we might as well have been swimming. When a mosquito landed on my arm, I slapped at it, leaving a tiny reddish smear that I wiped on Tink’s shoulder when she wasn’t looking.


  We’d been walking the outer edge of downtown Minneapolis for over two hours, and so far our only encounters—aside from the cat—had been a group of preteen boys shouting lewd comments, a dog with its head stuck in a trash can, and a shirtless man who had come lurching out of an alley toward us, his chest red with sunburn. The shirtless man had been startling enough that Tink had jumped and screamed, but it turned out to just be some drunk guy who wanted a light for his cigarette. Tink’s shriek had scared him, and he’d lurched away again.


  Tink was still rather embarrassed by the incident. As we turned the street corner, she crossed her arms over her chest and said, “Why do smokers always go around asking for a light, anyway? Shouldn’t they have a lighter?”


  “Maybe he left it wherever he left his shirt.”


  She sighed. “See? I told you I’m not cut out for this. If that guy had been a Harrower, I’d probably have peed my pants.”


  “At least no one would be able to tell,” I said. Tink had chosen to dress all in black: long-sleeved T-shirt, pants, even her shoes and socks. Since Guardians weren’t bothered by extremes in temperature—rather handy, given Minnesota’s weather—she appeared perfectly comfortable, while I was sweating in my shorts and tank top. I plucked at her sleeve. “You don’t think this makes us look just the teensiest bit suspicious?”


  “Your mom runs around the Cities in a hoodie with a giant white star on the back,” Tink pointed out.


  “Yeah, but Mom is…Mom.” Though I supposed if Tink was going to be a teenage superhero, she might as well look the part. “You could at least be a bit more creative,” I added. “Maybe we should come up with a costume for you, now that you’re an official Guardian. You know, something that doesn’t scream I’m here to steal all your valuables and murder you in your sleep.” Given Tink’s fondness for glitter, we could just find her a wand and staple some wings to her back.


  Before I could suggest this, however, she aimed a glower at me. “First of all, kindly remember that I am now capable of kicking your ass. Second, I am not official. This is just a trial run.”


  Her fifth trial run, to be exact. She’d been on patrol before—twice with her trainer, Camille, and twice with Mr. Alvarez, the leader of the Guardians. They’d both been so overbearing that she swore the only way she’d continue was if they let her fly free. But not too free, as it turned out, since she’d roped me into coming along with her. Mom hadn’t been thrilled with the idea of me going on patrol, but both she and Mr. Alvarez had approved the plan.


  “You’re going to have to make a decision sooner or later,” I said. “Unless you plan to be on trial runs until you’re sixty.”


  “I don’t know. That might increase the odds of me living to sixty.”


  I didn’t have a response for that. Being a Guardian was dangerous—and nothing I said would change that. Especially since I suspected the only reason Mr. Alvarez had allowed a half-trained Guardian and an uncalled Amplifier to patrol on their own was my boyfriend, Leon. Leon was my Guardian; he knew whenever I was in trouble. If Tink and I ran into any problems—be they human or Harrower—Leon would sense it, and he’d swoop in to save the day.


  He’d offered to come with us tonight, but Tink said she refused to be a third wheel on her own patrol. Instead, Leon was sitting at home, finishing up homework for one of the summer courses he was taking.


  At least, he was doing that in theory. In reality, he was mostly just texting me.


  Tink shot me an annoyed look when my phone buzzed again. “That’s like the six hundredth time he’s texted you,” she said.


  Admittedly, I had lost count, but that number sounded a bit high. I shrugged. “He’s worried.”


  “Why? Doesn’t he have some inner Guardian alarm system that alerts him if any danger crosses your path? I thought you told him to stop being so overprotective. Isn’t that the point of all the training you’ve been doing?”


  “Yeah, well, he’s still working on that.” Because Leon had been called to guard me, his primary instinct was to keep me from harm—usually by teleporting me away at the first sign of danger. But since I’d developed the ability to amplify powers, I was no longer quite so vulnerable. We’d been training together for the past few months, though we hadn’t had much chance to put it into practice.


  “Allow me.” Tink snatched the phone out of my hands and tapped out a response. Still not dead. Will notify you if status changes.


  I laughed. “Wow, punctuation and everything.”


  “I’m just helping you maintain a healthy relationship by reminding him that you are the one in charge.”


  I shook my head. Tink’s idea of a healthy relationship involved a lot more drama than mine did. Since her own boyfriend, Greg, was spending the next two months with his grandparents in Denmark, their on-again off-again relationship was currently off. According to Tink, anyway. I’m just saving him from having to dump me again when he meets some tall, gorgeous Danish girl with perfect hair and actual breasts, she’d told me. But she’d also sworn off boys for the rest of the summer, so I figured she was hoping he’d return to her, after all. I wasn’t certain how she planned to explain her new Guardian activities to him, if they did get back together—but knowing Tink, the thought of leading a double life probably appealed to her.


  We turned another corner, where the arrangement of cars was less dense. Nearby, a bicycle lay on its side in a stretch of overgrown grass. Some kids had drawn a hopscotch court on the sidewalk in green and pink chalk, along with a few crooked hearts and the blurred letters of what had once been a name. Tink took out her phone, scanning the directions she’d typed on it. “Three more blocks this way, then we head back the other direction,” she said.


  “Is this the route you took before?”


  “No. Ryan switches up the patrols every night so we don’t look like a bunch of stalkers.”


  “Since when is it Ryan instead of Mr. Alvarez?”


  She made a face. “Since I look like an idiot when I’m the only Guardian who calls him Mr. Alvarez.”


  Or maybe since he’d talked to her about her father, I guessed. Tink had long believed that her father had betrayed the Kin—until Mr. Alvarez set the story straight.


  I was about to respond when a sudden shift of light from down the block caught my attention.


  At first, all I saw was a silhouette: the darkened outline of a figure turned away; the soft sway of long hair; the slope of a shoulder; a shadow taking shape. Then there was movement. A single step, and then another. Someone crept slowly across the sidewalk toward us, and that someone wasn’t human. Knowing slid into my senses. I felt a familiar chill up and down my spine. Harrower.


  I caught Tink by the arm, pulling her to me. “Stop.”


  She froze, her body tensing. We stared, wordless, as the demon took another shuffling step forward.


  Sound and color died out around us. The hush in the street became a hush in the world. Everything felt abruptly distant—the parked cars, the houses, the whine of insects, the heavy, heat-glazed sky. Harrowers confused perceptions, so I reminded myself to focus. To see. I concentrated on what was solid, what was real. The thin fabric of Tink’s sleeve. The sidewalk beneath me.


  I watched the demon, studying her. She was wearing her human skin. From far away, she appeared to be only a girl. Her face was a pale oval, her hair a shock of red. Like Susannah, I thought. Susannah, who had smiled as she killed her way through the Cities in her search for the Remnant. For a second my heart seemed to stop. But Susannah was dead, I told myself—dead at my own hands. This girl, this demon, was not her.


  I clenched a fist, glancing at Tink. She hadn’t moved since she’d seen the Harrower. I wasn’t even certain she was still breathing. Her lips were parted slightly, and her own hands were slack at her sides, no Guardian lights flaring beneath her fingertips.


  “We need to do something,” I whispered, shaking her lightly. At the end of the block, the Harrower continued inching toward us. Her red hair swung as she moved.


  Tink edged backward, escaping my grip, and then turned toward me. Her eyes were huge. “This is totally your fault.”


  “What? Why?”


  “You wanted something exciting to happen.”


  “So? I’d also like a million dollars to drop into my lap, but I don’t see any money falling from the sky, do you?”


  “That is wishful thinking. This was tempting fate.”


  If I hadn’t been worried about the Harrower, I would have rolled my eyes. “Can you maybe blame me later? Like after we take care of the demon?”


  Tink hesitated. She glanced down at her left hand, where the first hint of colors began to shine under her skin, thin light twining in summer yellow and pale violet. She cradled her arm against her. “Do you think we could reason with her?”


  I looked down the sidewalk. The demon was still some distance away, but that distance was closing step by step. “You want to reason with a Harrower? How?”


  “You know…she goes back Beneath, we don’t fight, no one has to get hurt.”


  “I don’t think she’s going to like that plan.”


  Closer now, I could see the demon’s expression. She was grinning at us, her mouth wide, red teeth gleaming. Her human disguise was flawed. Here and there, a trace of silver could be seen under her flesh. Her eyes were milky and flat.


  Flickers of Knowing pulsed through me. I could read this demon easily, whether or not I wished to—but I sensed none of the coldness or cunning I’d felt from other Harrowers. Nothing even akin to conscious thought. She was all images, quick flashes of noise and color. I caught only impressions: a blood-streaked sky, the click of talons. The hot hiss of breath between snapping jaws. Scales. Saliva. There was hate within this Harrower, but no focus or intent. She seemed almost feral.


  Tink was watching her, too. The glow of light within her wrist was bright now, but she was trembling. Her slim shoulders quivered. “Oh, God,” she breathed. “Why did I ever agree to do this?”


  “We’ll be all right,” I said. “I’ll help you. I’ve been training with Leon, using my Amplification.”


  She shook her head. “No. We should run.”


  “We can do this.”


  “We can’t.”


  Something in her voice gave me pause. “Tink?”


  “There’s another one behind us.”


  I spun around. Tink didn’t have a Knowing, but Guardians could sense Harrowers, and she had sensed this one. This demon was farther away, but it was moving faster. And it wore no human disguise, no flesh to hide its form. Silver caught the light as it ran. Red claws tapped along the sidewalk, scraping and clacking.


  “Okay,” I said, sucking in a breath. “That’s bad.”


  I turned again. From the other direction, the girl was still slinking forward. She seemed to be murmuring something, whispering, urging—harsh rasping sounds that weren’t quite words but made my skin crawl.


  Fear tightened my chest, and I fought against it. I grabbed Tink’s hand, dragging her with me as I stepped toward the second Harrower.


  “This one,” I said.


  “What?”


  “Leon will handle the other.” He hadn’t appeared yet, but I had no doubt that he would soon. “Come on!”


  As we ran, I began amplifying. I built a connection between Tink and me, starting small, with Knowing, with moments and memories that linked us. Briefly, I saw an image of Tink laughing, the shine of glitter in her pale hair. Another: her head bowed, her eyes closing. And then the bond was there, a slender thread expanding. Strength raced into me as I shared Tink’s powers. There was a surge of heat in my veins and along the skin of my arm. The glow in Tink’s hand intensified, vibrant colors spinning out in shades of amber and ochre, deep blue, emerald.


  “Go for the throat,” I told her.


  “I know.”


  The demon reached us. It crouched low for a moment, and then its body whipped upright, one arm arcing outward. Claws slashed toward Tink. She shrieked and ducked backward, evading it. Through the bond between us, I felt her panic rising—but the Amplification held. As the demon lurched forward, I struck, blocking its attack and trying to catch its throat. But the demon was too fast. It jerked away, out of my grasp. My fingers closed on empty air. The demon lunged again.


  Then Leon was beside me.


  His arm wrapped around my waist. He twisted sideways, lifting me against him and pulling me out of the demon’s path. His free hand shot out, and he hit the demon with such force that it flew backward through the air. It went sprawling onto the concrete, then rolled onto all fours, watching us, wary.


  The other Harrower was much nearer now. Her voice hissed out, loud in the quiet.


  Leon set me to the ground, one hand on my shoulder, steadying me.


  “I’m not hurt,” I said, looking up at him. “I promise. Tink and I have this one. You take the girl.”


  For a second, I thought he would argue. Our eyes met, and I saw the worry in his gaze. Lightly, he touched my face.


  “Guys?” Tink said from beside us. “Not the best time to be having a moment.”


  Leon’s hand dropped. He divided a look between Tink and me, his expression going strict and serious. “Don’t take any risks. Do it quick and clean.” And then he was in motion. He vanished, reappearing an instant later behind the red-haired demon. She spun around with a noise that was half-snarl, half-howl.


  I turned to Tink. Her face was ashen. A thin trail of red was beading along her collarbone where a claw had grazed the skin. “You okay?”


  “No,” she said, and launched herself at the Harrower.


  It rose to meet her, parrying her blows as I hurried to help. Tink struck again and again, her hand a blur of color, hot light trailing through the thick blue of dusk. The demon latched onto her arm, but Tink was stronger than it was. She broke from its grip with ease, even as its talons clenched. One claw caught her shoulder, leaving a long rent in the fabric, but it didn’t sink in. No blood welled up in the tear. Tink shoved the Harrower away, moving forward as it fell back. I was quick to follow.


  We pushed the attack. This time when the Harrower dodged Tink’s blow, my own strike connected. My hand seized its throat. Cold flesh burned against my palm, and Knowing coursed through me. I felt the flare of the demon’s rage, the hate bubbling up within it; I couldn’t block it out. Tink took hold of the back of the demon’s neck, her fingers digging in, squeezing. The Harrower thrashed and flailed, but we held fast. Through the silver of its scales, its spine went red.


  Kill it, I thought. End it.


  But I hesitated.


  My thoughts spun back to Susannah once more. I saw the flash of her hair; I heard her low laughter. Her eyes were watchful, her smile sly. Her golden dress glittered as she danced. I recalled how Leon and I had fought her, how we had killed her. The way she had kicked. The feel of her neck snapping. The final breath that had strangled within her.


  For just a moment, my fingers loosened.


  A moment was all the Harrower needed. It wrenched free, staggering backward. One hand swung out wildly, catching Tink and tossing her to the sidewalk. She landed on her side a short distance away, gasping, the impact a heavy thud that reverberated through both of us.


  The connection between us shattered.


  The strength in my arm died out. The demon whirled toward me, teeth bared and gnashing.


  Leon teleported between us.


  “Don’t amplify,” he warned, and his arm circled me once more. He drew me tightly to him as the demon sped toward us. Its claws sliced the air. We blinked into nothingness.


  The teleportation lasted less than a second. Sudden dark enveloped me, a gap in my senses, and then we were on the street again, a few short steps from the demon. It pivoted, searching, a growl rumbling within it.


  “Ready?” I asked Leon.


  He nodded.


  Amplifying with Leon was easier than with Tink. We’d been working at it, training for months—and our connection was stronger. I didn’t even need to start with Knowing. It was instinct, instant. I pressed one hand to Leon’s shoulder, then withdrew it. The link blazed between us. Power burned through my veins once more. Together, we turned toward the Harrower.


  We moved without a word spoken between us. With Leon’s abilities Amplified, the demon seemed to realize that it was no match for us. It looked as though it might flee, escape back into the waiting Beneath. But it lunged instead, throwing itself forward with a burst of strength. Leon deflected it effortlessly, and then caught it by the neck. I took a step back. My fingers curled into a fist.


  The end came quickly. Leon’s grip tightened. There was a sudden crack. The demon’s body slackened, sliding free from Leon’s hands and collapsing onto the sidewalk. It lay there, lifeless, its milk-white eyes sightless and staring.


  “Tink?” I called, moving toward her.


  She lifted herself onto her hands and knees, then climbed unsteadily to her feet. “I’m fine. I bit my tongue, that’s all.”


  “You sure?”


  “I’m sure. What happened to the other one?”


  We turned to the sound of a scream.


  A few feet away, the red-haired demon lay writhing on the street. Her legs bucked upward, her heels slamming against the asphalt. Her head rocked backward and struck the curb. She screamed again, but her cry was cut off with a sudden cough. A spray of blood plumed into the air. Then, from below, tendrils of shadow crept up around her, dark vines that covered her, choking her. Steam rose from her body, seeping into the air. The shadows tightened, squeezing her until she lay flat against the road. There was a sickening crunch. Then the demon went still. Her body lost all trace of humanity, her flesh dissolving into scales. Crimson bloomed on her face, sticky trails sliding from her eyes and mouth.


  Tink covered her own mouth with her hand. She backed away. “Ugh! That’s disgusting.”


  I agreed. My stomach roiled. I stopped amplifying and turned to Leon. “What did you do to her?”


  “Not this,” he said. “At least, I don’t think so. I injured her, but…” He shook his head, grimacing.


  A smell of decay filled the air, so strong I almost gagged. Then the demon vanished, her body drawn back Beneath. A wisp of smoke spiraled up from the street. Beside us, the other Harrower also disappeared, leaving only a thin smear of blood to mark where it had been.


  The Beneath was never sated, I thought. It hungered always. It fed on its own.


  I hugged my arms, feeling a chill in spite of the clinging heat. Around us, dark had finally fallen. The stars had emerged, tiny points of clear light, not the deep red I’d seen earlier. The moon was a slender crescent hanging above, glowing dully orange. All down the street, I felt the hush brought by the Harrowers, the quiet that came as they clouded the senses. But the Harrowers were dead. The street was empty, though it didn’t feel empty. It felt…wrong.


  A single word broke the silence.


  “Audrey.”


  A voice, far off, echoing.


  “Audrey.”


  I whipped around.


  I searched for a face and saw only street. The hush receded. Sound filled the air: nearby traffic, someone’s laughter. I heard a police siren wailing in the distance. A window slammed shut. But I didn’t hear the voice again, or find its source. We were alone. No figures stood nearby, and all the cars were dark.


  “Did you guys hear that?” I asked, straining to listen and abruptly afraid, more afraid than I’d been when the Harrowers had appeared. The voice had been familiar. I’d heard it before. It lived in my memories. And, sometimes, in my nightmares.


  Leon frowned. “Hear what?”


  “Is it another Harrower?” Tink asked. “Please tell me it’s not another Harrower.”


  I shook my head. “No, it’s—”


  I broke off. I didn’t want to speak it. Turning again, I searched the shadows along the street, the dark spaces between houses. At the end of the block, a screen door was swinging, and I heard the sudden sharp bark of a dog, but there was no other movement. I reached out with my Knowing and sensed nothing. She was gone, if she’d ever been there.


  “What are you looking for?” Tink asked.


  Black hair, I thought. A silver necklace hanging in the hollow of a throat. A face I knew. The smell of roses. I closed my eyes, letting out a breath.


  “It’s nothing,” I said.


  But what I thought was:


  Iris.


  It’s Iris.
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  As soon as the thought took form, I rebelled against it. No one had seen or heard from Iris since the end of December, more than six months ago. She was gone. She’d been swallowed up by the Beneath. She wasn’t coming back. Even her sister, Elspeth, had stopped asking about her.


  I told myself I had merely been imagining things. There had been no sound in the stillness. No voice had breathed my name. It was an illusion, my mind playing tricks on me. A fear called forth from my dreams.


  I dreamed of Iris often lately. Not as she had been, that sad-eyed girl I had known, whose grief had clouded the air around her, whose smiles had kept her secrets close. When she appeared, she was all fragments and angles, pieces aligning to form a different picture. She was no longer cousin or Kin or even human. Her teeth were red; her eyes were blank. In my dreams, she rewrote memories. In my dreams, she wore Susannah’s face.


  The two of them blended together, one body, one being, a changeling that rearranged itself in every shift of light. They stood in the snow atop Harlow Tower, a knife in their grip, their hair streaming out—now bird-wing black, now bright as flame. A boy lay unconscious at their feet. “The beast within him sleeps,” they taunted. Their laughter shook the air. And then their throat was in my hands, and I was squeezing.


  I would wake in a blind panic, soaked in sweat. Slowly, deliberately, I would make myself relax; I would remind myself that not all nightmares were Knowings. But even then I was troubled, afraid. Because Susannah was dead, but Iris might not be. And that was the problem.


  Iris knew. She knew about Gideon.


  No, I told myself again. She was gone. She was nothing.


  Now, with effort, I let my hands fall to my sides. I scanned my surroundings once more, if only to reassure myself. There was movement at the end of the block, but it was only a girl on a bicycle, swerving to miss a soccer ball that had been left in the road. The lights of Minneapolis burned all around us, keeping the dark at bay. In the distance, a car horn honked.


  Beside me, Leon and Tink were discussing what to do next. Tink was scowling, rubbing her elbow, which she must have scraped when she’d fallen.


  “We’re supposed to report in to Ryan whenever there’s an attack,” she was saying. “Time, location, detailed description of incident.”


  Leon blinked at her. Since, in addition to being my Guardian, he was basically Mom’s sidekick, most of his patrols were with her—and she didn’t report to anybody. “Seriously?”


  Tink scrunched up her face. “Seriously. So he can chart them.”


  “What, you mean he keeps some sort of demon-sighting spreadsheet?” I asked.


  “You’re surprised by this?”


  “No,” I admitted with a laugh. Mr. Alvarez really could not resist the urge to give homework. I was only surprised he didn’t hand out quizzes on the proper technique for fighting demons. Although, now that I thought about it, maybe he did.


  Before I could question Tink on the subject, she pulled out her phone, glanced at it half a moment, and then handed it to Leon. “You call,” she said. “I don’t feel like talking to him.” Without waiting for a response, she turned her back and stalked away. She seated herself on the curb a few feet from us, her legs folded up against her.


  I went to sit beside her, kicking a pebble onto the street. It skidded into the air, bounced a short distance, and disappeared beneath a car.


  Tink hunched her shoulders. “Do not ask me if I’m okay.”


  “Okay.” I hesitated. Tink was afraid, and not without reason. Though her injuries tonight were superficial, there was no guarantee she’d survive the next fight, or the one after that. I gazed at the line of blood on her collarbone, crimson already drying into a thin, flaky brown. The rip in her sleeve had widened, baring her shoulder. She wouldn’t look at me, but what I saw of her face was damp with tears.


  When she’d first told me she’d been called, I hadn’t understood her reluctance. At the time, I’d wanted nothing more than to be a Guardian myself. That had changed the night Leon and I killed Susannah. Now I no longer knew what I wanted. I could still be called, but it seemed less and less likely that I would be. My seventeenth birthday had come and gone, and though some Guardians weren’t called until their late teens, fifteen and sixteen were more common.


  I leaned back on my hands and stared skyward. “You did it, though,” I told Tink. “You fought. You didn’t run away.”


  Her voice was quiet. “I was useless.”


  “That’s not true.”


  “No, you’re right. I was worse than useless.”


  “We’re alive. We’re not hurt. And, hey, you didn’t even pee your pants.” I paused and turned toward her again. “Did you?”


  “You are so not funny.” But she laughed, wiping the tears from her face.


  Leon crossed the sidewalk to us and held Tink’s phone out to her. “He wants to talk to you.”


  She groaned but hopped to her feet and took the phone.


  I stood and faced Leon, skimming my eyes over him. There were no cuts that I could see in his clothing or skin, and no bruises beginning to spread—though there was a slight smudge of dirt along his jaw. His dark brown hair was tousled, wisps of it curling haphazardly. He was watching me with a tiny furrow in his brow, his blue eyes troubled. I laughed when I realized he was looking me over much as I was doing to him.


  Raising my hands in the air, I turned in a circle. “Not even a scrape. You?”


  He shook his head, smiling a little.


  I stepped forward and looped my arms around his neck. “Thanks for the help,” I said. “And for not dumping me onto my bed and disappearing.”


  “Never letting that one go, are you?”


  “Nope.”


  For a moment, his smile widened into a grin. Then his expression turned serious. “Audrey—”


  He wanted to talk about the Harrower fight, I supposed. I didn’t. Not just yet. “Can we do this later?” I asked, sliding my arms back to my sides. I turned away, toward the glow of the skyline.


  Tink was still talking to Mr. Alvarez. I couldn’t hear their conversation, but she didn’t look happy. I wondered if there had been more attacks. Though there hadn’t been many incidents since Susannah’s death three months ago, the Guardians were still tracking down the rest of her followers—weaker Harrowers she’d brought up from Beneath, and other stragglers who’d been under her sway for a time. The two demons we’d fought tonight must have been hers, I reasoned. They hadn’t seemed strong enough to breach the Astral Circle—the barrier that protected our world from the Beneath—on their own.


  “Okay,” Tink said after a minute, tucking her phone into her pocket. “This patrol is now officially over.”


  “You want to come back to my house?” I asked. Her mother—an ER nurse—was on night shift; their apartment would be empty.


  Tink sighed, closing her eyes briefly. “I just want to go home.”


  Since her car was parked several blocks away, Leon offered to teleport her to it. He reappeared in front of me a moment later, then took my hand and drew me to him. There was a second of blank space, darkness swimming across my vision and a welcoming coolness against my skin, and then we were in the entryway of my house.


  Leon flicked on the hall light as I kicked off my shoes. “Are you hungry?” he asked.


  Tink and I had eaten a quick dinner before we’d left for patrol, but the fight—or perhaps my Amplification—had burned all the energy right out of me. I grinned up at him. “Are you cooking?”


  “I’ll make you a sandwich.”


  “I’d rather have an omelet.”


  “At ten at night?”


  “What? Is that weird?”


  He shook his head and walked toward the kitchen.


  The house was dark and hot around me. The air-conditioning was once again broken, so I went from room to room tugging open windows and turning on fans. A moth beat at the screen in the living room, leaving a little film of dust on the mesh. I paused at the sill, gazing into the yard.


  Outside, the air smelled of cut grass and humidity. The streetlamps threw shadows across the lawn. Everything was shaded gray and green. Down the road, the beam of headlights sliced through the darkness and then disappeared. I flicked at the moth with one finger, sending it fluttering off into the sticky night. Then I made my way to the kitchen and stood in the doorway, watching Leon.


  Officially, he was no longer living with us. He had his own tiny apartment near the University of Minnesota campus, since Mom considered it irresponsible parenting for me to live with my boyfriend. Never mind that Leon could just teleport into the house whenever he wanted, or that he was always over here, anyway—it was the principle of the thing, Mom said. I didn’t mention that now we just spent most of our time making out at his apartment. And we didn’t have to worry about her walking in on us, which she had done on more than one mortifying occasion. That had led to even further mortification: shortly after Leon and I had started dating, she’d sat me down for a truly excruciating talk, in which she told me that sex was healthy so long as it was safe, and not to do anything until I was ready. I’d chosen to go on birth control—and though I wasn’t quite ready yet, I was having fun getting there.


  Leon glanced over his shoulder at me as I stepped into the kitchen. “What do you want in it?”


  “Everything.”


  Leon was better at baked goods than at entrées, so I decided to help. I rummaged through the fridge until I found a green pepper, then brought it to the counter to chop. Leon had rolled up his sleeves and was busy dicing a tomato into cubes. He had a small pile of ingredients next to him: a block of cheddar to be grated, half an onion sealed in a plastic bag, and a handful of white mushrooms. We had Mickey, Mom’s boyfriend, to thank for the vegetables. He’d clued into the fact that Mom—whose dinner ideas usually came out of cans—frequently forgot to go shopping, and whenever he stopped over he brought a bag of groceries.


  I pulled Gram’s big wooden cutting board out from a drawer and placed the green pepper on it, but I didn’t set to work immediately. I simply stood, listening to the quiet of the kitchen. The only sounds were the whir of the overhead fan and the rhythm of the knife in Leon’s hands. I eyed him and frowned. He was silent, concentrating, but I didn’t trust that silence. Though I could never read Leon well with my Knowing, I didn’t need any psychic ability to guess his thoughts. He was going to bring up the fight with the Harrowers again. Right now, he was probably replaying the attack in his mind, every detail, each action and reaction: the Harrowers’ movements, his own movements, mine; Tink hitting the sidewalk; the demon lunging.


  I still wasn’t ready to discuss it. I was keenly aware of the fact that I’d hesitated—and that my hesitation had put both Tink and me at risk. And if Leon didn’t know that already, he would soon. Any second now he was going to realize it.


  Unless I distracted him.


  Without speaking, I left my position near the sink and crossed the kitchen to Leon’s side. He set down his knife and tomato and turned toward me.


  “Yes?” he said.


  “Hi.”


  He smiled. “Hi.”


  I studied him a moment. Leon was tall and skinny—what I described as gangly when I was mad at him, lanky when I wasn’t—and he was always well-dressed. Tonight he wore a white-and-gray button-up shirt and a dark blue tie. Though he wasn’t wearing a vest (which was a shame, I thought, since he looked really good in them), and his hair was still mussed from the fight, somehow he managed to appear as though he’d spent the evening at a swanky society function, not battling demons. He’d washed the smudge of dirt from his face. He looked very tidy, but…


  He gazed down at me, his expression somewhat suspicious. “Weren’t you going to help?”


  “I’ve got a better idea.”


  “Should I be worried?”


  I tapped a finger against my lips and made a show of examining his dress shirt. “Uh-oh, I spy a wrinkle,” I said, tracing the offending crease with my thumb. Before he had a chance to respond, I gripped the front of his shirt and tugged it free from his pants. “You should probably take this off and iron it.”


  Leon glanced at the wrinkle, then back at me. At first, he didn’t react. He didn’t speak. He just stood there, watching me. Then, slowly, his face slid into a grin that was pure mischief. One of his eyebrows lifted. He loosened his tie.


  And then he vanished.


  I blinked at the space where he’d been—which was now occupied by nothing but empty air and the kitchen’s ugly floral wallpaper. The fan whirred above. The hall clock chimed the hour.


  I had no doubt about where he’d gone. Since past experience had taught me that yelling his name at the top of my lungs wouldn’t yield the desired result, I resisted the urge. Instead, I fixed a scowl to my face, shoved the omelet ingredients aside, and then pulled myself onto the counter. I perched there, arms folded, and waited.


  He reappeared after a minute or so, all immaculate in a fresh, unwrinkled shirt that was nearly identical to his previous one. His tie was once again perfectly positioned. He’d even rolled his sleeves back up. He was still grinning.


  “I cannot believe you just did that,” I said, aiming my glower at him. “Way to miss the point.”


  He gave me an innocent look. “Which was?”


  “You know what it was.” I narrowed my eyes. “So much for not abusing your powers.”


  “It was for a good cause.”


  “Annoying me?”


  “You’re cute when you’re annoyed.”


  I moved to punch him in the shoulder, but he caught my fist, pushed my hand to the counter, and kissed me.


  Immediately, I leaned in to him, kissing him back. He still had my right hand trapped, but I lifted my left, trailing it down along his chest. Beneath my fingertips, I felt the thud of his heartbeat; through the fabric of his shirt, I felt the heat of his skin. Carefully, gently, I tested each of the buttons on his shirt until I found one that seemed loose. My fingers tightened around it. I gave a quick, hard yank. The button came free, sitting snugly in my hand.


  Leon drew back to stare at me.


  “Oops?” I said.


  “Is there a reason you’ve progressed to destruction of property?”


  I shrugged. “You should’ve known better than to thwart my will.”


  His gaze dipped to where the cloth gapped open, revealing his undershirt. “I guess I’ve learned my lesson.”


  “I guess you have.” I set the button aside. “I’ll sew it back on.”


  “I’ll hold my breath.”


  His mouth found mine again. He kissed me harder this time, capturing both my hands and holding them flat against the top of the counter. Unable to loop my arms around him or run my fingers through his hair, I focused all my attention on the kiss. I inched closer to him, trying to erase all the space between us. For a minute he kept me pinned, but then his hand moved up my back, slipping beneath my tank top. His fingers were hot against my bare skin. I didn’t realize his objective until he deftly unhooked the clasp of my bra. Then both of his hands rose to my shoulders. Still kissing me, he slid the straps out along my arms, freeing first one and then the other—and then removing the bra entirely.


  When he broke the kiss and stood back, my bra was dangling from his thumb. He used his other hand to slide his shirt button across the counter toward me. “Nice trophy,” he said. “But mine’s better.”


  He looked entirely too pleased with himself, I decided. I raised my eyebrows at him. “Mom is going to dismember you if she finds you undressing me in the kitchen.”


  “You started it.”


  I tried to give him a chastening look, but a laugh escaped me instead. He grinned again, then set my bra on the counter beside his button, dragged me against him, and stopped my laughter with his mouth. He probably would have gone right on kissing me for some time if my phone hadn’t started ringing.


  I knew by the ringtone that it was my mother, so I planned to ignore it, but Leon released me and took a step back.


  “It’s Mom,” I said. I caught his hand and laced my fingers through his, pulling him back toward me. “I swear to God, she has kiss radar or something.”


  “You’re not going to answer it?”


  “I’m busy.”


  “She’s just going to call me if you don’t.”


  “You’re busy.”


  But Leon, being Leon, dutifully answered the phone when she called him a second later.


  “Suck-up,” I muttered, disentangling our hands and hopping down from the counter.


  I walked over to the window, leaning toward the screen and staring out into the darkness. The evening had cooled slightly, but what we really needed was rain, I thought. A big thunderstorm to roll in and clean all the humidity out of the air. Or at least drop the temperature.


  I was about to return to my green pepper when Leon ended the call.


  “Audrey,” he said, touching my arm lightly, concern etched on his face.


  “What’s wrong?” I asked. I felt a prickle of apprehension along my skin. Not a Knowing, precisely—just the slightest sense of unease, which Leon’s next words did nothing to dispel.


  “You don’t need to worry,” he said quickly.


  I narrowed my eyes. “Right. I’ll take ‘Sentences Designed to Make People Worry’ for two hundred, Alex.”


  Now he looked rueful. “We could have avoided this if you’d just answered the phone.”


  “Avoided what?”


  “Me, attempting to break news gently.”


  “And failing spectacularly,” I said with growing alarm. I grabbed at his arm. “Did something happen to Mom? Was there another attack? Did she get hurt?”


  “No, Lucy’s fine.”


  “Would you just tell me?”


  “It’s Esther,” he said. “She’s in the hospital.”
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  “If you must hold a vigil,” Esther said, “be kind enough to do it elsewhere. I am not about to expire. I won’t have the lot of you hovering about me as if I’m on my deathbed.” She divided a peevish glare between my grandfather and Elspeth—who were, in fact, hovering—but neither one moved away.


  Esther wasn’t on her deathbed, precisely, but she was in a hospital bed—propped up on pillows, with one arm hooked to an IV. According to my grandfather Charles, she’d collapsed following a dinner meeting with some members of the Kin. Her blood pressure was dangerously high, and she was dehydrated, so she was being kept in the hospital a few nights for tests and observation. Esther herself preferred to call it an episode. A minor episode, at that. And she clearly wasn’t happy about all of us crowding into her hospital room the next morning.


  I was hanging back slightly, near the window, where the open curtains let in a thin slant of daylight. Leon stood by the door, looking uncomfortable. He would’ve remained in the waiting room if I hadn’t dragged him with me. I felt a little uncomfortable myself. Mom had insisted that I should visit Esther, and then had declined to come along. I’m certain the last thing Esther wants or needs is me invading her space when she’s feeling vulnerable, she’d said. Well, Mom was apparently correct—though it didn’t seem that Esther was feeling particularly vulnerable.


  She certainly looked it, though. It was strange, and a little startling, to see her there, surrounded by monitors, her face pale and gaunt beneath the room’s fluorescent lights. The hospital gown she wore emphasized how thin she was, how bony. She seemed frail almost, and I was used to thinking of her as strong. Now I noticed the hollows of her cheeks and the dark circles under her eyes. The subtle trace of colors that painted her left wrist, burned there by Guardian lights over long years, showed the outline of her veins, the translucence of her skin. Her voice had a raspy quality to it that unsettled me.


  When none of us made any move to leave, Esther’s eyebrows snapped together. “Charles,” she said, favoring him with a glower and removing her hand from his grasp. Then her face softened. Charles bent his head and kissed her briefly, stroking her hair. After he’d straightened up once more, Esther nodded and waved her hand toward the door. “Now. Out.”


  Charles walked around the side of the bed and laid his arm around Elspeth’s shoulders, guiding her out of the room. Leon, I saw, had already exited. I was turning to go when Esther spoke again.


  “Esther, you stay.”


  It took me a second to realize she meant me. Though she and I technically shared a first name, I’d only ever used my middle name, Audrey.


  “I’ve not gone senile, so you can stop giving me that look,” she said when I swung back toward her. “I merely wanted to remind you of who you are.”


  That didn’t bode well. Esther’s reminders usually came along with commands. “Can you not make a habit of it?” I said. “Having two Esthers and an Elspeth might confuse things.”


  True to form, her response was an imperious: “Sit.”


  The only seat available was the pull-out chair beside her bed. I planted myself at the edge of it, facing her, and waited. She didn’t speak immediately. Twice, she opened her mouth, then closed it quickly. Her brow creased. She cleared her throat. A nurse came in to check on her, and I shifted in my seat, glancing about the room at the monitors, the TV on the wall turned to mute. Charles had brought flowers, and the scent of them mixed oddly with the smell of disinfectant and latex.


  When the nurse left, Esther appeared to have collected herself. She lifted an arm and gestured around us. “As you can see, I’m not at my best.”


  I eyed her with some suspicion. Esther wanted something from me, or she wouldn’t have asked me to stay. And I wouldn’t put it past her to use her episode—or whatever it had been—to manipulate me. But since it was probably not a good idea to provoke my bedridden grandmother, I told myself not to argue. “Is there something else wrong?” I asked. “Charles said you’re going to be fine.”


  “Wrong? No. I’m going to recover.” She paused in order to give me a pointed look. “What I am not going to do, however, is grow younger.”


  “Oh.”


  “Yes. Oh. And I do not require your sympathy, I require your ears—if you think you can unclog them long enough to listen.”


  “I always listen to you. I just don’t always agree with you.”


  Esther arched her eyebrows.


  “Okay, I usually listen to you.”


  “I trust you will listen now,” she said. She glanced down at her hands. I followed her gaze—the IV giving her fluids, the gleam of her wedding ring. The knobs of her knuckles were white. Her voice was quiet when she finally spoke again. “I have led the Kin here in the Cities for more than twenty years. My father led before me, and his father before him. The St. Croix family has guided the Kin for generations. Charles took my name when we wed—did you know that? No matter—the point is heritage, Audrey. Lineage. Tradition.”


  I had a feeling I wouldn’t like where this was heading. Esther had never exactly been subtle about her attempts to mold me into a St. Croix, regardless of my own feelings on the matter. “Are we suddenly a monarchy?”


  She gave me a sharp glance. “We lead because the Kin choose to follow. If the leader is not strong, they will choose to follow someone else.” She sighed then, laying her head back against her pillows and closing her eyes briefly. “I’m old. I’m getting tired. And recent events have forced me to consider, rather sooner than expected, who should succeed me.”


  She’d taught me about the Kin hierarchy in one of our early sessions, but my memory of it was hazy. I hadn’t seen much point in it, since it wasn’t like a leader could write laws or enforce punishment. From what I understood, it was mostly about communicating with Kin in other areas—coordinating and making certain everything stayed connected. But since Esther apparently took it very seriously, I asked, “Can’t you just hold an election?”


  “Traditionally, the outgoing leader appoints a successor. That failing, the elders will confer and make a decision—which the rest of the Kin may or may not abide by. I would prefer not to leave unrest in my wake. But it is not a simple task. Your uncle Elliott has made his life elsewhere. He won’t return. And Adrian is not an option. You and your cousins are far too young. It occurs to me that there is only one proper choice.”


  I thought this over. I’d never met my uncle Elliott, who lived in San Diego, but I was surprised Esther would let a minor thing like two thousand miles get in the way of her wishes. I would have expected her to send a summons demanding his immediate return. Though perhaps she had, and he’d simply ignored her. She was right that my father definitely couldn’t lead. His powers had been sealed before I was born; I wasn’t certain he even understood what the Kin was anymore. But—


  I sat straight as I realized what she was getting at. “You want Mom to lead the Kin?”


  Esther’s eyes glittered. “Who else?”


  “What about lineage? Wouldn’t that be the end of the St. Croix dynasty?”


  “Unfortunate but unavoidable. And though Lucy is not a St. Croix, she’s the next best thing. She has a St. Croix child. Had she and Adrian ever chosen to make their connection official, she would have been bound to us by marriage. But she isn’t merely Lucy Whitticomb. She is also Morning Star. She is respected by both the Guardians and the rest of the Kin. She is known, and she is trusted. Even held in awe. The Kin will follow her.”


  I tried to imagine Mom taking on Esther’s role—planning and organizing, spending all day in meetings, dealing with the Kin elders. I couldn’t do it. Mom barely remembered to feed herself. When I was a baby, she’d once left me in a Target cart and walked halfway down the parking lot before she realized she was missing something. If I didn’t leave her reminders every month, she’d probably forget to pay the bills.


  Not to mention that she was a total loner and didn’t give a damn about what the rest of the Kin thought of her.


  “What about Mr. Alvarez?” I asked. He wasn’t a St. Croix, but at least he was actually involved with the Kin. “Couldn’t he do it?”


  “Ryan is a good boy—but he is busy with the Guardians. And he is too young as well. Too innocent. Too raw. No. It must be Lucy.”


  “But…Mom doesn’t lead. You said that yourself.”


  “Meaning that she is unwilling, not that she is incapable.”


  I had a feeling the unwilling part was where I came in, but I asked anyway. “Okay. So why are you telling me?”


  “Your mother and I have not always seen eye to eye. I’m afraid we don’t have the best relationship.”


  That was something of an understatement. She and Mom were on slightly better terms these days than they had been a few months ago, but that wasn’t saying much. Their latest disagreement had been on the subject of Mom’s choice of boyfriends—which Esther had somehow decided was her business. Esther didn’t think Mom should be dating outside the Kin, especially since Mom was only half-blooded herself.


  “I’ve already done my procreating,” Mom had said, nodding in my direction. “You’re looking at her.”


  “Accidents do occur,” had been Esther’s response.


  Her tone hadn’t left much room for misinterpretation. “Thanks a lot,” I’d said.


  “You weren’t an accident,” Mom had answered. “Just a surprise.”


  And then Esther had replied, “I believe my point has been made.”


  So I couldn’t exactly blame Mom for not listening to anything Esther had to say.


  Now, I folded my arms as I looked at Esther. “You think I’m somehow going to be able to convince her to follow in your footsteps?”


  She smiled wryly. “No. One does not convince Lucy of anything. She either does something, or she doesn’t. I only want you to discuss the matter with her.”


  “And when she says no?”


  “I’ll fight that battle when I come to it,” she said. “You may leave now. Send in Elspeth.” She made a gesture of dismissal that was somehow regal, despite the hospital gown and the IV and the pillows propped behind her.


  I lingered for a moment in the hall outside her room, listening to the chatter from the nurse’s station. There was something Esther wasn’t telling me. I sensed that, but I wasn’t certain I wanted to explore it. I’d learned recently there was some truth to the notion that ignorance is bliss. Whatever secrets Esther had, she was welcome to keep them. Some doors were better left closed.


  I found Elspeth in the waiting room, curled up on the sofa with her legs drawn up beneath her, watching the news. The room was mostly deserted, save for two elderly women who sat in the far corner, conversing in hushed tones, and a man pacing back and forth with a crying toddler on his hip. Leon stood next to the window, occupied with his phone, but he glanced up when I entered and gave me a faint smile.


  “Your turn,” I said, seating myself on the couch beside Elspeth. “Her Majesty beckons.”


  Elspeth let out a short laugh, leaning back and tucking a stray lock of hair behind her ear. She’d recently cut her hair pixie short, but she was letting it grow back out, and now it hung just past chin length. I was a little jealous of how perfect she always managed to look. My own hair was a mess of brownish curls that the humidity had wreaked havoc upon. “At least we know she’s feeling better,” Elspeth said. Then she wrinkled her brow. “Your Amplification lessons might have to be put on hold, though.”


  “I can train with Leon,” I said. Personally, I didn’t think I needed any more lessons. Now that I knew how to control my Amplification, it was simply a matter of practice, and I could figure that much out on my own. But Esther insisted I work on focusing and strengthening exercises, so I still spent an afternoon each week with her in St. Paul.


  “That’s probably more fun, anyway,” Elspeth said with a grin.


  I grinned back. I was glad to see that Elspeth had recovered much of her sunny demeanor. She had been devastated by Iris’s betrayal six months ago. She’d missed school and stopped eating, and eventually Esther had decided that a change of setting was necessary. Esther had sent her away from the Cities for a time.


  Iris’s loss was still a grief Elspeth carried, but it seemed to weigh on her less now. She’d developed a friendship with Daniel—the boy Susannah had held captive, using his Knowing to help her search for the Remnant—and though he was back in San Diego, I knew they had stayed in touch. And she was once again active in the Guardian community.


  “I heard you and Tink were attacked last night,” she said, keeping her voice low, though the other occupants of the room were busy with their own conversations.


  I flicked a glance at Leon, but he’d returned his attention to his phone. “Word gets around fast.”


  She shrugged. “There hasn’t been much Harrower activity lately.”


  “I guess Tink and I won the jackpot. Lucky us.” I shuddered, recalling the demons slinking up out of the darkness and the way the Beneath had dragged them back into it. Rising from the couch, I nodded toward the door. “You’d better get in there before Esther sends the nurses out on a search party.”


  “I’ll see you later. Let me know if you want help training, okay?” She gave me a quick hug and then disappeared down the hall toward Esther’s room.


  I stood still, watching the space where she’d gone, listening to her footfalls fade.


  Aside from coloring, Iris and Elspeth hadn’t much resembled each other. Looking at them, it wasn’t immediately apparent that they were sisters. But every now and then I saw the similarities between them. A certain look or gesture; the way Elspeth smiled, or how she turned her head. I had heard it now in her voice, just for an instant. An echo that sounded in my ears. Faint, almost unheard. Stirring memory.


  Audrey.


  I thought of the empty street last night, and the hush that had followed the battle with the Harrowers, that unearthly stillness broken only by the sound of my name. I thought of a red star burning.


  Leon’s hand on my shoulder made me jump.


  He smiled apologetically when I turned toward him. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”


  “Sorry, just lost in thought,” I said.


  “Ready to get out of here?”


  “Definitely.”


  Mom was using her car to run errands, and Leon didn’t like teleporting into highly populated areas, so we’d taken his motorcycle to St. Paul. Outside, the air was as sticky as it had been the previous night, and the sun scattered bright, blinding flashes all across the parked cars. I had to shield my eyes as I walked, and when we reached the motorcycle, I found Leon looking at me with concern.


  “You okay?” he asked.


  “I could use some sunglasses.”


  “That’s not what I meant.”


  “I’m fine,” I said quickly, eager to escape the topic. “And Esther’s going to be fine, too. As fine as she ever is, anyway. But get this—she wants Mom to take over leading the Kin.”


  His voice was pure disbelief. “Lucy?”


  “Yeah, that was my reaction.” Hoping that would bring an end to his questions, I walked around the side of the motorcycle and started putting on my helmet.


  But Leon wasn’t dissuaded. He stepped close to me and adjusted my helmet, tucking my hair away from my face. “Are you going to tell me what’s upsetting you?”


  “The humidity?”


  “You’ve been acting strange since last night.”


  I bit my lip. As much as I’d wanted to avoid it, it seemed the reckoning was here. I squeezed my eyes shut and said it. “I hesitated.”


  His voice was quiet. “What are you talking about?”


  I opened my eyes again, but I didn’t look at his face. Not at first. I kept my focus lowered, studying the thin material of his collar, the knot of his tie. Today his shirt was crisp and unwrinkled. All buttons intact.


  “Audrey.”


  I swallowed. Slowly, deliberately, I raised my gaze to his. “Last night. The Harrower. Tink and I could have killed it. But I hesitated.”


  His lips parted, but he didn’t speak. He stared at me, wordless, as the seconds lengthened. Silence stretched between us, while all around the noise of the city was loud in my ears. The sun blazed down. I felt sweat begin to bead on my forehead. Then finally Leon said: “You can’t hesitate.”


  “I know that.”


  His hand reached over and gripped mine. “This is important.”


  “But doesn’t it bother you?” I asked. I shuddered again, remembering the feel of the Harrower’s throat at my fingertips. The hot beat of its pulse beneath its chilled flesh. The sound of its body thrashing. It would have been easy to end it, just a tightening of my hand, or a quick snap. It should have been easy.


  It just hadn’t been.


  “Of course it bothers me,” Leon said. “But it’s them or us. They want us dead. You can’t forget that.” His gaze was steady on mine. “You can’t hesitate. I need to know that you won’t.”


  Or he’d go back to his tactic of teleporting me to safety, I supposed. “I won’t,” I said. “I promise.”


  And hoped that I meant it.


  I told Mom about my conversation with Esther later that evening, when I found her at the kitchen table before she left for the night. She was flipping through a magazine and sipping iced tea, her blond hair up in its customary bun and her Morning Star hoodie draped across the back of her chair. A hint of breeze tugged at the screen, cooling the air, but it still hadn’t rained. I grabbed a Popsicle from the freezer and took a seat beside Mom. After a minute or so of drumming my fingers against the table while I tried to think of how best to broach the subject, I finally just blurted it out.


  Mom closed her magazine and stared at me blankly. Then she started to laugh. Really hard.


  I groaned. “Mom—”


  She held one hand up before her. “No, wait. Just give me a moment to enjoy this.”


  And then she went right on laughing for another thirty seconds, pushing her chair out and actually slapping the table with her hand.


  “Okay,” she said, after her mirth had finally ceased. She wiped at her eyes. “Let’s try this again. Did I hear you correctly? Is it possible I’m hallucinating? Or did Esther hit her head when she fell?”


  “She seemed pretty lucid,” I said.


  “And here I thought she’d never develop a sense of humor.”


  “I think she’s serious. She sounded sincere.”


  Mom pressed the back of her hand to my forehead.


  “What are you doing?”


  “Checking for fever.”


  I swatted her away. “Hey, it wasn’t my idea. I am just relaying the message.”


  “And entertaining me vastly,” Mom said. She took another drink of her iced tea, then leaned back in her chair. Her expression turned thoughtful. “Esther must be feeling pretty desperate if I’m her best candidate.”


  “Who would you choose?” I asked. I’d been introduced to a majority of the Kin living in the Twin Cities—Esther had seen to that—but I wasn’t very familiar with most of them. They were a blur of faces with names attached, here and there a defining characteristic. I knew Mr. Alvarez’s uncle Bernard ran H&H Security, the company that employed most of the Guardians, and Dora Hutchens, one of Esther’s close friends, kept Kin records and histories. And I’d met the Kin elders and several of the Guardians frequently. Otherwise, my grasp of who did what was hazy at best.


  “I wouldn’t choose anyone,” Mom said. “The entire system is outdated. If the Kin need someone to follow, let it happen naturally, instead of clinging to tradition.”


  “Esther is sort of obsessed with lineage,” I admitted. I bit into my Popsicle, thinking back over the conversation in the hospital. “I’m curious about something, though. She mentioned my uncle Elliott.”


  Mom looked surprised. “He’s coming home?”


  “No—she said he wouldn’t. I was wondering if you knew why.”


  She peered down at her glass, turning it in her hands a moment before answering. “Elliott was the baby of the family. He worshiped Adrian. He followed him everywhere from the day he learned how to walk. He’s never forgiven Esther for going along with the sealing. He left for San Diego the day he turned eighteen, and as far as I know, he’s only returned once since then.”


  She didn’t have to tell me the occasion. I could guess: the funeral of Elspeth and Iris’s parents three years ago.


  One son dead, I thought. One’s emotions and identity sealed away within the quiet of his sleeping heart. The third son estranged. No wonder Esther held so tightly to the rest of her family.


  Mom echoed my musings. “One way or another, Esther lost all of her sons,” she said. “I do feel sorry for her. And I respect what she’s done for the Kin. But I’m not signing on as a replacement.”


  I was about to respond that I’d told Esther as much, when something caught my attention. On Mom’s neck, near her collarbone, was a splotch of reddish color. Like a bruise, or—


  Or my forty-year-old mother had a hickey.


  Considering how quickly she healed, that was actually sort of impressive—or would’ve been, if it hadn’t been so disturbing. And while Mom had seemed really happy since she’d given in and officially started dating Mickey, there were certain things I just did not need to see.


  “Seriously, Mom?” I said, pointing at her throat.


  “What?”


  “Right there! Rhymes with your boyfriend’s name.”


  She blinked at me a second. Then, instead of showing any hint of embarrassment, she only shrugged. “It’s probably too late for him to start going by Michael.”


  “Not the point,” I said. “He’s, like…marking his territory.”


  Her lips tilted into a smile. “So? I marked mine.”


  “Okay. Way, way more than I needed to know. Ever.” I didn’t know how I was going to be able to look Mickey in the face the next time I saw him.


  After giving me an exaggerated eye roll, Mom pulled on her Morning Star hoodie and zipped it up to her throat. “Better? Are your delicate sensibilities appeased?”


  I didn’t answer. I got up, tossed my Popsicle stick into the garbage, and stalked out of the kitchen.


  “Where are you going?” Mom asked, amused.


  “To invent a time machine and erase this conversation from existence,” I called back.


  I stepped out the front door and headed to Gideon’s.


  Outside, the sun had already set, but the sky was still light as I made my way down streets that smelled of barbecue and bug spray. This was a stretch of the city I knew well, a route so familiar it was almost automatic.


  I walked slowly, enjoying the sound of my sandals slapping the sidewalk. Gideon’s house was at the end of a long block, an old building of gray brick surrounded by Granny Belmonte’s various attempts at gardening. I found Gideon in the backyard, where he and his youngest sister were playing catch with a softball that appeared to have seen better decades. Or rather, he was playing catch. She was playing some sort of game that involved lobbing the softball at him with all the manic delight of a seven-year-old who thought it was hilarious to watch her brother dive for cover. Luckily, she had terrible aim.


  “Hey,” he said when he caught sight of me, deftly catching the ball in his mitt and keeping it out of Isobel’s grasp. She made a face at the interruption, but after a moment vaulted onto his back, wrapping her arms about his neck and dangling there like a human cape.


  “Hey. Getting ready to demolish the opposition?” I asked, motioning at his mitt. Gideon was in a summer baseball league, and his first official game of the season was on Wednesday. Tink and I had plans to go and cheer him on—or, as she put it, ogle the players and scream ourselves dizzy.


  Gideon grinned. “My coach here”—he swung Isobel around so that her legs kicked into the air and then thumped back against him—“thought I needed practice.”


  Isobel’s contribution to the conversation was: “He said if I hit him you-know-where, he’d make me eat grasshoppers.”


  “Seems fair,” I said. “Can I join you? I’m fleeing my mother. Don’t ask.”


  As I spoke, I studied him, noting details. There was a grass stain on his shorts, and his thin sky-blue T-shirt was from a Canadian music festival he and his family had gone to last year. The bridge of his nose showed a faint hint of sunburn. Long hours spent outside had lightened his hair, which was in need of trimming. Though I’d had a few months to get used to the idea, it was still difficult for me to comprehend that he wasn’t just Gideon, my best friend, someone I’d known half my life. He was also Verrick, the Harrower my mother had fought seventeen years ago. Verrick, who had started a Harrowing in his search for the Remnant—and killed Guardians all through the Cities.


  When I looked at him, I didn’t see Verrick. I didn’t see the Harrower I knew was hidden within. I saw only Gideon, a brown-haired, brown-eyed boy talking and smiling, moving about his yard like he didn’t have a seven-year-old using him as a jungle gym. Every now and then, I caught the flicker of light that surrounded him, that trace of the Astral Circle’s shine that lingered under his skin—but I didn’t see the malice or rage or hate that Verrick had carried, and I didn’t sense it.


  Still, I watched for it.


  I found myself watching him all the time now. Waiting. For what, I wasn’t certain. Some sign that Verrick was breaking through, creeping around the edges. I told myself not to. I tried to shut off my senses and to block out my Knowing, but the awareness was always there, lurking just below the surface of my thoughts, as much as I willed it not to be. Susannah’s words echoed in my ears. The beast within them sleeps, she’d told me. She had meant other Harrowers, not Gideon—but I knew it was in him, as well. And now that I knew, I couldn’t unknow it.


  Gideon sensed that something was wrong. There was a disconnect between us, a gap we couldn’t close. But neither of us wanted to speak it. If he still had nightmares, he didn’t mention them to me. He hadn’t asked me for any more readings, and I’d left my Nav cards where I’d shut them away in my closet months ago. Instead we went on pretending, keeping up the careful fiction that nothing had altered. Ever since the day I’d lied and told him he was Kin. It was a promise, a pact sealed between us.


  Now, he continued smiling as he detached Isobel and set her on the ground. “Go get Dad’s glove from the shed,” he told her, then pulled off his own mitt and tossed it to me.


  I caught it easily, feeling the soft, worn leather, still warm from his hands. I smiled back. “Thanks. You’re a lifesaver.”


  We stayed there in the dwindling light, passing the ball back and forth between us until the fall of dark.


  That night I dreamed of Iris.


  It wasn’t the usual dream. This time, there was no Susannah. No flash of red hair melting into black, no sly curving smile. There was no swirl of snow, and no taunting words that hissed through the air. Her back was to me, one hand lifted before her. She turned, slowly, pressing a finger to her lips. Her face was shadowed. I couldn’t see her eyes, couldn’t tell if they were the milk-white of a Harrower, or the dusty St. Croix gold.


  Audrey, she said.


  We were standing on a street again. At first, I thought it was Minneapolis. Downtown. The area was familiar. I saw the rise of the skyline around us, yellow lights against a dark backdrop of sky. But then the lights began to fade. The world grew dim and gray. Shapes twisted before me: streetlights bending, cars that were mangled and gone to rust. Decay crept up everywhere. The pavement underfoot was warped and scarred. Our shadows fell before us, the warm, rich color of blood.


  We were Beneath. We had been here before.


  Audrey, Iris said, her long hair whipping out. Listen.


  But there was no sound inside the dream. I knew her words; I didn’t hear them. The void swallowed up all other noise: my footfalls, the beat of my heart.


  Iris stepped toward me and reached for my hand. I recoiled, flinching backward. I turned to flee.


  The dream fragmented, rearranging itself. The street spun. The sky shifted, horizon sliding down and city rising up until all the buildings lay horizontal. Everything was abstract, made up of angles. I stood on solid emptiness. A flock of crows swept up around me, their wings shaking the air. And then they were not crows. They were paper cranes folded, falling, burning from beneath. Little flames that leaped.


  At my side, Iris had altered as well. Her hair floated upward around her. All the black had bled out of it. What remained was bone-white, brittle, turning to smoke at the ends. Audrey. Listen. Wait, she said.


  I waited.


  We’re not alone.


  And finally there was noise.


  A high, thin sound. Far away. Beginning to swell.


  Now the change in the dream became a change in me. My flesh flaked off, revealing the cold silver of scales up and down my arms. My fingers curved into claws, red and cutting.


  I cried out, voiceless.


  I woke with my hands clenched into fists, so tight it was painful to uncurl them. When I did, I found my nails had bitten into my skin. Little crescent moons etched upon my palms, wet with blood.
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  The Drought and Deluge was dark when I arrived. The sign in the window declared it closed, but I knocked lightly on the glass, peering inside. The daylight spilling in revealed part of the interior—the chairs stacked onto tables, the edge of the bar—but the far corners remained in shadow. I hesitated a moment, listening for some sound from within. I wasn’t certain my dream had been a Knowing, but by now I knew better than to chance it. And if I wanted to find out whether or not Iris might be alive—and near—there was only one person I could ask. Thankfully, getting my driver’s license meant I no longer had to rely on Leon or Gideon to take me places. It also made it considerably easier to meet with demons in secret.


  I tested the door. Closed apparently didn’t mean locked. I pushed it open and stepped inside.


  “Shane?” I called. Silence answered. Dust motes hung in the air, turning gold in the light. The faint smell of alcohol drifted to me.


  I moved forward slowly, feeling a sudden lump in my throat. My footsteps were loud in the stillness. I hadn’t been in the club since the fight with Susannah, and now I had to suppress the urge to retreat. The walls had been recently painted, I noticed—a dark blue that turned black where the sun didn’t touch it. The broken furniture had been replaced and the carpet looked new, but the very air felt heavy, full of memory. My gaze skimmed along the walls, across the tables and booths, and my thoughts slid down dark paths. For a second I could almost see the scene replay, burned like an afterimage. There. There was where my mother had been shot. There she’d lain bleeding.


  There was where Drew had fallen. Drew, who had hunted Susannah from San Diego to the Cities—to fight her, to face her, to die for his charge. There he’d released his last breath.


  “I’ve been thinking I ought to have sent your Kin a bill. I had to redo the entire place. Bloodstains didn’t do much for my decor.”


  I turned toward his voice. “Shane?”


  I found him near the back of the room, seated at the edge of a table. He was facing the mural of the Beneath he’d painted. I gazed at it as I approached him: the Minneapolis skyline, bleak gray and white shapes below a canopy of bloodred stars. Parts of it appeared to be fresh. There were broad, haphazard brushstrokes at the bottom edge of the mural, long gashes of red that seeped toward the ground. I could smell the paint, and now that I looked closer, I could see a trace of it on his hands.


  When he didn’t speak, I asked again, “Shane?”


  “I heard you the first time, sweetheart. I simply neglected to respond.”


  “Uh…are you okay?” It seemed an odd question to ask a Harrower—by definition, they weren’t ever really okay, neutral or not. But something felt off. Not a Knowing—I’d never gotten any sense from Shane, at all—but something in the tone of his voice. A hint of disquiet. An edge.


  Or maybe it was just the fact that he was sitting alone in the dark, staring at a decidedly unsettling painting.


  “Perfectly.” He hopped down from the table and faced me, smiling. I wondered if I’d imagined it. He looked as he usually did, dressed in gray jeans and a dark green Drought and Deluge shirt that matched his eyes, his blond hair carefully tousled. And his smile was warm, genuine. All human, no hint of Harrower. “How may I be of assistance? I’m assuming by your presence here that you do, in fact, require help.”


  He stepped toward me. His feet were bare. There was a smear of paint on his shirt, as well. A thin slash of red on his sleeve.


  “Not help exactly,” I said.


  “Out with it, angel.”


  “You know my cousin. Iris.”


  He nodded. “The girl we fetched up from the dark depths of Beneath, only to discover that she was far happier there than here.”


  “I’m not sure happy is how I’d describe Iris,” I said.


  “You’ll note the word I used was happier. Referring to a spectrum of emotion, not a stopping point. When it comes down to it, that’s all any of us have, isn’t it? Relativity.” He pulled two chairs from the table and offered one to me, seating himself backward on the other. He draped his arms across the chair’s back. Tilting his head slightly, he peered at me. “But that’s not the purpose of this tête-à-tête. Shall I hazard a guess? You fear a family reunion is imminent.”


  I remained standing. “Is it?”


  “How should I know?”


  “I was wondering if you’d seen her. If you know where she is.”


  “I haven’t Seen much of anything of late, I’m afraid.”


  “I meant Beneath,” I said.


  “As did I.” There was that edge to his tone once more, an undercurrent I couldn’t quite read. But I didn’t get the chance to question him further. With one smooth motion, Shane rose from his chair and crossed to me, taking hold of my hands and turning them so that the bandages on my palms were visible. His skin was cold; I flinched. “What happened to your hands?”


  I pulled free from his grip, shoving my fists into my pockets.


  He gave me a searching look. “Bad dreams, is it? What did you see?”


  “Iris. I saw Iris.”


  “I wouldn’t fret overmuch. The wolf has lost its teeth. I expect she’s little threat without Patrick Tigue, and your mum was kind enough to see an end to him.” When I didn’t answer, he raised his eyebrows. “But I gather that’s not the source of your distress. What is it, then? You worry what frightful secret she might let slip? How is our demon-in-disguise these days?”


  “He’s fine,” I said quickly.


  Shane smiled again. “Naturally he is. You would hardly tell me otherwise, would you? That’s a perilous path you tread, angel. Have a care where you step.”


  “I’m not here to talk about Gideon.”


  “Verrick,” Shane said, stretching the syllables. The word was loud in the quiet around us. “Speak his name. Give voice to what he is.”


  “I thought you said it wasn’t your business.”


  He shrugged. “It isn’t, particularly. The choice is yours, if you wish to plummet off this cliff. I’m merely pointing out the edge.” He moved away from me, standing in front of his mural. He glanced up at it a moment before continuing. “It’s near time I quit this Circle. I should hate to overstay my welcome. And a man who doesn’t age can only linger in one locale for so long.”


  That surprised me. “You’re leaving?”


  “Sooner rather than later, I think. On the chance that we don’t meet again, let me give you a bit of parting advice.” He paused again. He stepped up to the wall, raising his hands and pressing his fingers against the mural, tracing the grooves of the paint. “You have a good heart, angel. Try not to lose that.”


  I watched him dubiously. “What, that’s it? No cryptic warnings or dire predictions?”


  “You wouldn’t like the only warning I have to give. I told you once before, and you preferred not to heed it. But since it bears repeating, I’ll say it again.” He turned toward me. His voice went soft, almost gentle. For once there was not a hint of humor in it. “Audrey, that boy is not your friend.”


  I swallowed. I didn’t answer, and Shane didn’t seem to expect it. He returned his attention to the painting. But this time when he pressed his hands against it, his fingers had shifted into talons. With slow, deliberate slashes, he raked his claws down the mural, leaving wide gouges in the paint. Once, twice. Again. Again—until a series of scratches cut across the cityscape. Red and gray flaked out in long curls all around him. The sound of the scraping sent a shiver down me. He clawed across one of the buildings, then another. The stars fell to the floor to rest near his bare feet.


  “Take care, angel,” he called to me.


  Unnerved, I turned and left.


  Wednesday morning was hot and bright, the sun already boiling by eleven a.m., when Tink and I made our way to the bleachers to watch Gideon’s baseball game. I was Tink’s ride, since she’d almost hit a turkey on her way home from the mall on Monday and was now refusing to drive. She said it was the least I could do to make up for all the times she’d played chauffeur for me—which was, at my count, twice. Not to mention the fact that I refused to lend her Leon.


  “He’s my boyfriend, not a taxi,” I told her as we left the parking lot and headed toward the stands. Tink’s mother had loaded us up with water bottles and a cooler full of chicken salad sandwiches, all of which Tink was making me carry. The grass was damp from the sprinkler system, stray bits of green sticking between my toes.


  Tink sighed. “If I had to be given powers, why couldn’t I have gotten something useful?”


  I wouldn’t have called the enhanced strength, speed, and healing that came along with being a Guardian useless, but I didn’t argue.


  We found a spot on the bleachers that Tink claimed guaranteed us the best view of the players, but unfortunately didn’t offer much in the way of shade. I’d forgotten sunscreen, and the sun was busy adding a new batch of freckles to my nose. And since my shoulders were already slightly red from an afternoon I’d spent swimming last week, I figured I’d be lucky if I didn’t turn tomato. Tink, however, wouldn’t hear of relocating.


  “You must suffer for the greater good,” she decreed.


  The greater good being the opportunity to ogle boys from the optimal angle, I assumed. “I’m taken, remember?” I said.


  “That doesn’t mean you can’t appreciate.”


  “I appreciate Leon.”


  She rolled her eyes. “Suit yourself.”


  “I thought you’d sworn off boys for the summer, anyway,” I reminded her.


  “Touching, not looking.”


  Which was her final word on the subject. She stretched her feet out in front of her, removing her flip-flops and plucking at the blades of grass her toes had collected. Tink herself had managed to tan without burning, and the sun had bleached her blond hair even lighter. She’d foregone glitter today, but her toenails had been painted to match her bright red sundress. She appeared to have fully recovered from the fight with the Harrowers. Since she normally avoided any mention of Guardians or the Kin—and for once I was inclined to agree with that practice—I wasn’t planning to question her about it. But, to my surprise, she brought up the topic on her own.


  “Warning,” she said, muttering under her breath so that I had to lean close in order to hear her. “Ryan might be giving you a call to ask about Saturday night.”


  “Why? What more does he want to know? Harrowers showed up, we killed them. Isn’t that the whole purpose of patrols?”


  “Leon killed them,” Tink said. She gave a quick glance around us, but though the bleachers were about half full, the only person close enough to overhear us was a harried-looking woman yelling into her phone. “And he only killed one of them. The other just sort of…died.” She shuddered. “Anyway, I guess Ryan wants to know if there’s some detail we missed. There haven’t been any Harrower attacks at the other Circles for months. Just here. Just us, actually. He thinks there must be something going on.”


  “Wait, he’s worried because Harrowers aren’t attacking us? Are you sure he’s not just bored because school is out and he doesn’t have any students to torment?”


  “Do not ask me to explain that man’s logic. It is far beyond my ability.”


  Any further discussion of the Kin was put on hold by the start of the game.


  I knew a few of the other members of Gideon’s team. Stanley, their starting pitcher, went to school with us, and the left-fielder, José, had been friends with Gideon since we were kids. Tink singled out the first baseman—neither of us knew his name—as her eye candy for the afternoon, and she spent most of her time giving him very obvious looks. I focused on cheering for Gideon, who was playing shortstop.


  We sat through two innings before Gideon came up to bat, at which point Tink immediately started hooting and hollering so loudly that the woman next to us, who was somehow still on the phone, shot her several disapproving looks—which Tink of course ignored. If anything, she increased her volume.


  “You weren’t kidding about that ‘scream ourselves dizzy’ thing, huh?” I said.


  She paused in order to shrug and say, “I’m just being supportive.” And then she went back to shouting encouragement. I laughed.


  The first two pitches went wide, and Gideon didn’t swing.


  I didn’t see the third throw.


  Sudden Knowing shot through me, so intense it was almost blinding—too insistent for me to shut out. I bent double, fighting nausea and gasping in air. Distantly, I heard Tink’s voice, but her words didn’t connect. My senses were in chaos. There was no coherent scene or impression to this. It wasn’t a flicker of thought or memory, and no images flashed. It was raw awareness, sharp and painful, a perception that went beyond Knowing. Panic seized me, but the panic wasn’t mine. It came from somewhere else—from someone else. And it wasn’t alone. With it came an overwhelming sense of wrath. Something vengeful and angry sparked in the air, and was gone just as fast.


  The chaos receded. Sound returned, noise exploding all around me: Tink’s excited shouting; an abrupt, booming crack. It took me a second to register that it was the slam of the baseball hitting Gideon’s bat. I glanced up in time to see the ball as it spun into the sky, sailing overhead before it disappeared from view. Then there was only wide blue above, hot, beating sun.


  Tink went crazy. “Holy shit!” she shrieked, and then started jumping up and down on the bleachers.


  I was still trying to slow the racing of my heart. I tasted blood and realized I’d bitten my lip. With effort, I cupped my hands around my mouth and did my best to cheer, waiting for Gideon to run the bases.


  But Gideon didn’t run.


  While José, who’d been waiting on first base, did a quick circuit and loped home with his arms in the air, Gideon walked hurriedly away from the plate and then scrambled behind the dugout.


  Tink’s shouting ceased. She stared after Gideon. “What happened?”


  “I don’t know,” I said, but I felt a surge of alarm. An echo of my Knowing. My throat constricted. Icy dread clawed up my spine. “I’m going to see if he’s okay.”


  “Is that allowed?” Tink asked.


  I didn’t answer. Ignoring the unsteadiness in my limbs, I leaped down from the bleachers and rushed across the field toward where Gideon had vanished.


  When I found him, he was leaning with his hands against the dugout, nodding to something his coach was saying. His entire body was shaking. His helmet lay in the dirt at his feet, and his hair was sticking up in damp clumps.


  The coach was worried about heat exhaustion. He kept pushing a water bottle at Gideon, which Gideon finally accepted—though he insisted he didn’t need to go to the ER.


  “I’m just sick,” he said. “I haven’t been feeling well all week.”


  After a while, the coach seemed to accept this explanation but still made the decision to send him home. He clapped a hand to Gideon’s shoulder. “That was a hell of a hit, Belmonte. Straight into the stratosphere.”


  Gideon only nodded again.


  “Are you all right?” I asked.


  He turned and looked at me. His eyes were watery, his face slick with sweat. “I threw up.”


  “You’re sick?” Tink asked, coming up behind me.


  I stepped toward Gideon, but he flinched away.


  “Don’t—don’t touch me,” he said. Then, after a moment he added, “Sorry.”


  Worry gnawed at me. I wanted to comfort him, but I didn’t know how. I didn’t even know if it was possible. It wasn’t overheating that had caused his agitation, and it wasn’t illness.


  He was afraid.


  That panic I’d felt was his. It was in each word he uttered, each breath exhaled. It radiated out of him.


  I knew then what had happened. Somehow, for the briefest of instants, the sleeper had stirred. Verrick had touched the surface. And Gideon might not understand what had occurred, but he sensed it. I thought of the swing I hadn’t seen, and the ball arcing above us. Whatever burst of strength he’d gotten in that moment, it hadn’t been human. It wasn’t natural, and Gideon knew it.


  You’re Kin, I thought, closing my eyes, willing him to believe it.


  “Sorry,” he repeated.


  “You don’t have to be sorry,” I said. “You’re the one who’s sick.” Like it was the flu, I thought. In a week he’d be over it.


  “Are you going home?” Tink asked. “Are you okay to drive?”


  “I’m better,” he said, though he didn’t particularly look it. “I’m just gonna go home and take it easy.”


  I stepped forward again, and this time he didn’t pull away. I wrapped my arms around him, hugging him fiercely. I could feel the bones of his shoulders, the rapid drum of his heart.


  Tink hugged him next, sliding her slim arms around him and squeezing him tight. “Someone arrest this boy,” she said once she’d released him, reaching upward and ruffling his sweaty hair. “He just broke the law of gravity.”


  He gave her a thin smile. Then, with a promise that he’d call us later, he turned and walked toward the parking lot. We watched him go.


  “You think he’s all right?” Tink asked once he was out of earshot.


  I kept my tone casual. “If not, we’ll invade his house and feed him chicken soup.”


  “Annoy him into feeling better. Good plan.” She grinned, heading back toward the bleachers, where we’d left our belongings.


  My eyes lingered on Gideon’s departing form.


  It was only a trick of the light, I told myself, the way the sun glinted on the grass, that made it seem—just for an instant—as though the shadow he cast was red.
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  That Friday was the Fourth of July, and though the closest Mom got to being patriotic was eating one of the red, white, and blue cupcakes Leon brought home from the bakery, she insisted we attend the fireworks at Powderhorn Park that evening.


  Fireworks were something of a Whitticomb family tradition. When we’d lived up north, Mom, Gram, and I would sit in the grass and light sparklers, watching them sizzle and burn while fireflies glowed all around us. Four sparklers, always: one for each of us, and one for my grandfather Jacky, who had died when Mom was fifteen. Later, once we’d moved to the Twin Cities, the three of us would take a blanket and a cooler of watermelon and go from suburb to suburb, viewing a different city’s display each year.


  After Gram died, we switched to watching the fireworks in Minneapolis. But this year we had been expanded to include Mickey as well as Leon. And even though I reminded Mom of the disaster that had occurred the last time she’d forced me into a double date, she wouldn’t hear of us attending separately.


  “Weren’t you just arguing against clinging to tradition?” I asked. “We’re supposed to be celebrating independence.”


  “From the British, not your mother.”


  I would’ve protested further, but Mom forestalled me.


  “Next year, you can go ahead and give me the finger,” she said. “Until then, unless you sue for emancipation, I still get to order you around.”


  “You never obeyed Gram. She told me all about it.”


  “Fortunately, you’re a much better daughter than I was.”


  Then, before I could come up with a response, she unleashed a mother’s ultimate weapon: guilt. “This is about family,” she said. “You’re the only family I’ve got.”


  There wasn’t really a way out of that one, but I tried anyway. “There’s Aunt Thena,” I pointed out.


  Mom shot me a look. We only heard from her father’s aunt Thena, who lived in Nebraska, once a year—when she sent us Christmas cookies that tasted like Saran Wrap.


  “Well, there is,” I argued.


  “When Aunt Thena agrees to take your place at festivities, you’re free to do what you will.” She paused, narrowing her eyes. “And dressing Gideon up in your clothes won’t work, either.”


  The Christmas we were ten years old, Gideon and I had snuck out of our houses in the middle of the night and swapped places—a stunt which neither of our families had found nearly as funny as we did. But thinking about Gideon led to worrying about Gideon, and I’d been trying not to do that. I’d called him that morning, and he’d assured me he was fine. So all I said was, “He wouldn’t fit anymore, anyway.”


  And then I resigned myself to an evening spent with my mother and her boyfriend—instead of just with my boyfriend.


  Not that I thought the night would’ve been particularly romantic, anyway. I’d put on so much bug spray, it was likely to double as boyfriend repellant. Leon probably wouldn’t want to get within three feet of me, but I wasn’t willing to venture out of doors defenseless. I already had eleven—I’d counted them—tiny red welts from mosquito bites, and every one of them itched.


  “Are you trying to make a statement?” Mom asked when I came downstairs and plunked myself on the couch in the living room to wait for Leon. “Or is this some new form of passive resistance?”


  “Mosquitoes find me very attractive. I’m attempting to discourage them.”


  She snorted. “You’re not going to discourage them. You’re going to vaporize them.”


  When Leon appeared in the room, he just started laughing.


  Mickey arrived a few minutes later. He didn’t have any groceries with him tonight. Instead, when he stepped into the living room he handed me a small paper package, tied with twine.


  “It’s a belated birthday present from my mother,” he said.


  I’d met Mrs. Wyle all of twice, so I thought that was rather nice of her—though I was a little perplexed by the gift, which turned out to be a rose-colored woolen scarf that was taller than I was.


  “She knitted it,” he explained.


  “It looks really…warm,” I replied.


  His eyes crinkled. “She’s going through a phase. Last year it was pottery.”


  “She didn’t knit me anything?” Mom asked, somehow managing to sound both relieved and offended.


  “I believe you’re next.” He leaned down and kissed her.


  Mickey no longer appeared as rumpled and weary as he had when I’d first met him, but he still had a brooding look about him. His gray eyes always seemed slightly sad. I knew he was still troubled by his experience Beneath, and I didn’t blame him. I had been Beneath myself. I could remember the chill that had crept up my skin as I wandered through the void, that sense of something watchful in the emptiness. Something hunting me. Hating me. I had felt its craving. And my own stay had been brief, only a matter of hours. Susannah had kept Mickey Beneath for days. Being held captive by a deranged demon bent on ending the world would be enough to give anyone nightmares—and that was before having been forced to shoot his girlfriend. Mom had spent the past few months trying to convince him that it wasn’t his fault, but it still weighed on him. Maybe it always would.


  He was typically open, easy to read, and though he was smiling, I sensed it in him now. A sort of quiet he carried. The memory of cold.


  Mom must have sensed it, too, because she took his hand and squeezed it before hustling us all out the door.


  The air outside was muggy, but it was at least cooler than it had been, and the sky was clear, with only a few wisps of cloud marking the blue. There was a hint of breeze, which sent clumps of dandelion seeds billowing upward like tufts of cotton. All along the avenue, the twilight had turned the trees black. Leon caught my hand and laced his fingers through mine.


  Powderhorn Park was already crowded by the time we arrived, but we were able to find an open spot near the water with relative ease. I figured it helped that Mickey, while dressed casually in jeans and a black T-shirt, still looked every inch the detective. And even though he was sort of the opposite of scary, some little boy who ran into him let out a squeak of dismay and then scurried away at just under the speed of light.


  “And that’s why I never had kids,” Mickey sighed.


  It was another twenty minutes before the fireworks started, and while Mom and Mickey got into a lengthy discussion of whether or not it was acceptable for her to leave a mugger duct-taped to a tree—she said yes, he said no, and I merely hoped they were speaking in hypotheticals—Leon and I sat back in the grass, watching the city lights hit the water.


  Leon hadn’t been in Minneapolis for the previous Fourth of July. He’d spent most of the month up north in Two Harbors, taking care of his grandfather, who had died of leukemia that August. Though Leon didn’t speak of his grandfather often, he was on his mind now. “He hated fireworks,” Leon told me. “Said they were a waste.”


  I tugged off my sandals and slid my toes into the edge of the water, scattering ripples across the smooth surface. “Too bad he never met Gram. That would’ve been an argument to see.”


  Leon gave me a crooked grin. “Oh, they met. He said he’d never known anyone who spoke so much nonsense.” He ducked away as I smacked him on the shoulder with one of my sandals.


  “Then I bet he was just thrilled to have you guarding her granddaughter,” I said.


  “He was thrilled, actually.”


  “Tell me about him,” I said, watching Leon’s face. The dusk had darkened his eyes, making them appear more black than blue. His smile had softened. “What was he like?” I knew a little about his grandfather already, but I was curious. After Leon’s parents had died, his grandfather had been the one to raise him. I’d never seen any pictures, but I could form an image in my mind, pieced together from bits of Knowing and Leon’s occasional mentions. A tall man, hair touched with silver; a warm smile; a tinge of sadness. When Leon was growing up, his grandfather had brought him to the Cities for a few days each summer, to visit the lake where his parents had exchanged their wedding vows. And to the cemetery, to visit their graves.


  Leon plucked a blade of grass and twisted it between his fingers. “Smart. Stubborn. Always convinced he was right.”


  I arched my eyebrows at him. “Sounds familiar.”


  He grinned again. “He usually was right. He was right to train me.” That was true, I supposed. Leon hadn’t wanted to be a Guardian and had resisted his grandfather’s attempts to prepare him. When he’d been called to protect me, he’d fought against it for months. “I told him that, when I saw him,” Leon added. “I told him about you.”


  “What did you say?”


  “That you were a pain in the ass, but I liked you anyway.”


  I rolled my eyes. “You could’ve let me in on that little secret.”


  “Which part?”


  “The liking part. I knew the other half.”


  He laughed, leaning forward and tilting his forehead against mine. “You know what he said to me? He said I told you so. Those were his actual words. He was pretty smug about it, too.” Then he shrugged, looking away. The blade of grass dropped from his hands. “He also said my parents would be glad.”


  Leon’s parents had died when he was only two years old. What memories he had of them were few and foggy. Now and then, I caught a hint of Knowing from him, an impression that was frayed and distorted, as though viewed underwater—the image of a toddler waiting at a door. Wide blue eyes that never learned to stop worrying.


  He’d hated his parents for a long time, he’d told me once. For dying together.


  They had died fighting Verrick.


  I shifted uneasily, drawing away from Leon. That was a topic better avoided. “Well, it’s a good thing you like me, since you’re stuck with me.”


  One corner of his mouth quirked upward, but he didn’t answer.


  The fireworks started then, interrupting our conversation. Light and color exploded overhead, flares of green and gold, vibrant blue, glittering white that left trails smoking in the sky. Their sparks fell to earth in dizzy arrays. I watched the reflection of the light wrinkling on the water, and between the blasts I heard the chatter of the crowd. Most of the stars were hidden, but a few stray gleams pulsed through, shy glimmers against the blaze of colors that split the horizon. Directly above, three were shining now. Bright red. Crimson bleeding into the night around them. Fireworks, I thought—but they didn’t burst into shimmers, and they didn’t fall.


  I blinked, my chest feeling suddenly tight. The air in my lungs seemed to burn.


  Beside me, Mom swore.


  “We have a problem,” she said, turning.


  I felt it a second later, as Leon’s hand closed on mine.


  Somewhere out there in the crowd, there was a sudden shift. A change in the atmosphere. The night came into sharp focus, dividing into separate elements. Within the clamor of murmurs and laughter, a silence formed. Under the scents of sweat and beer and garbage, I smelled blood. There was something else here. A presence I knew.


  Leon and I jumped to our feet. I spun, searching for the Harrower. My eyes caught details—Mom’s bright hair, Mickey standing tense and alert.


  Then the demon came stalking out of the crowd toward us.


  He wore his human disguise, but he was recognizable all the same. And he wasn’t neutral. There was no mistaking the flatness of his eyes, the sinister edge to his expression. It was there in the way his lips curved, the twist to his mouth that suggested nothing of warmth or humor, but of a predator hungry and eager, ready for the kill.


  Mom was in motion before I could even gasp.


  The Harrower saw her. He broke into a run.


  The throng parted around them. The din of the spectators turned into a confusion of cries and shouts, punctuated by the burst of fireworks crackling overhead. Mickey took a step forward, but Leon’s free hand shot out and caught him by the arm.


  It was over in a matter of seconds.


  The Harrower leaped at Mom. His talons flashed out, dark scarlet slicing toward her, but the blow didn’t connect. Almost before I could begin to worry, her right hand caught his arm, bending it backward until it snapped and hung loose and useless. His screech, so loud it drowned out all other noise, was cut off mid-note. Mom’s left hand went for his throat. At her wrist, colors flared out, burning into the twilight around us. There was the sound of a sigh, a sudden crack. The Harrower went limp in her grasp. His skin dissolved into scales as he slid to the ground, lifeless. Where he fell, the grass seemed to hiss. An acrid odor fouled the air. For a moment, the humid July evening had the chill of deep December.


  The Beneath would gather him back into it, I thought. Even now it was collecting him.


  But I didn’t watch.


  A hush fell around me. The cries of the onlookers dimmed and then died, like someone had pressed mute. Above me, the fireworks exploded in silence. I heard only one voice. One word.


  Audrey.


  My eyes skimmed over the crowd. I didn’t see her, but I knew her. Recognition raced through me, up my spine, down my skin. Her voice was clear and strong. It echoed at the edge of my hearing. It wasn’t a threat, I sensed. It was supplication. A plea repeating.


  I closed my eyes, trying to close out my thoughts. But even if I hadn’t heard her, I felt her there. Near. Here. Knowing surged within me, impressions I couldn’t deflect. A girl haloed by rain. The smell of roses at a funeral.


  Iris, my senses screamed. The triple knot shining on a silver chain. The gleam of a ring, too large for the thumb that wore it. The memory of her calling to me across the snowy darkness six months ago. Audrey.


  Blood pounded in my ears. Iris. Iris.


  I opened my eyes.


  This time, I couldn’t deny it. It wasn’t a dream, and it wasn’t my imagination. It was real. It was her.


  Iris had come home.
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  I stood in silence, searching faces.


  Leon said something to me; I didn’t answer. I felt his hand in the small of my back, but the warmth of his fingers didn’t erase the shiver that crept over me. I turned slowly, moving my gaze inch by inch. The crowd was in chaos, though Mickey had already stepped in to take charge. Everyone was speaking at once, but I wasn’t interested in their words. The voice I listened for had gone quiet. I clenched my fists, watching, seeking something familiar within the strangers that surrounded me. I looked for Iris in the arch of an eyebrow, in the curve of a jaw, along angles of forehead and chin, across mouths that opened and closed. I caught pieces here and there: a wave of black hair, eyes that glittered brown and gold in the half-light. But the features were wrong—the shape of the nose, or the slant of the brow. Iris’s face did not appear.


  She’d slipped away. She’d been there, I was certain. But she was gone again. Beneath.


  For now. Not forever. Or even for long, I suspected. She’d come home—and I was going to have to deal with her.


  Leon’s words finally reached me. “Audrey—are you okay?” he was asking. He’d wrapped both arms around me. “You’re shaking.”


  I made an effort to calm myself before answering. I shrugged. “I’d sort of like to get out of here,” I said, then turned and gave him my best attempt at a smile.


  Unfortunately, it took nearly half an hour before we were able to leave the park. Although the Harrower ability to cloud human senses meant that most of the spectators hadn’t quite seen what occurred—at least not enough that they could give accurate descriptions or identify particulars—there was still an uproar to be quelled. While Mickey dealt with the crowd, Mom called her boss at H&H Security, letting him know the Kin needed to do damage control.


  “Will that work?” I asked, once she’d finished her call. “How are they going to explain away”—I lowered my voice—“demons?”


  “Human minds tend to just fill in the blanks,” Mom said. “What they can’t understand, they simply rationalize away.”


  And if one or two did find monsters in the shadowy depths of their memories, they wouldn’t be believed, I supposed.


  I glanced toward Mickey, still busy handling witnesses. “I guess dating a detective comes in handy, huh?”


  If Mickey was shaken by the night’s events, he didn’t show it. After his last experience with demons, I doubted he was thrilled about encountering more of them—but he managed to placate most of the spectators, and then, instead of fleeing at the first opportunity, he accompanied us back home.


  “That’s one way to make a holiday memorable,” he said, once we’d moved into the living room. “I thought they didn’t like to attack so openly. I’d expect a lot more calls about demonic activity, otherwise.”


  “Do you get calls about demon sightings?” I asked.


  “Just the occasional crackpot raving about aliens invading.” He paused a moment, rubbing his chin. “Maybe that’s not so crazy, after all.”


  “They just come from below, not from above?” I suggested. I sank onto the couch, holding one of Gram’s needlepoint pillows, while Leon took up his usual position of leaning against the wall and frowning. Mr. Alvarez called Mom to give her an update on the situation at Powderhorn Park, but after a moment or two of answering his inquiries, she got him off the phone with an impatient, “Later, Ryan.”


  “The Kin are taking care of it,” she told us. She usually liked to keep non-Kin out of Guardian business, so I was a little surprised when she didn’t just shoo Mickey out the door. But I supposed that, having been Beneath, he was as involved in Kin dealings as he possibly could be.


  “Is that how you normally handle this sort of thing?” Mickey asked.


  “Nothing about that was normal,” Mom answered. “You’re right—Harrowers don’t attack openly. They like seclusion. They like dark spaces and easy targets, and they don’t play to an audience. Especially the weaker ones. And this one was about as weak as they come, this side of the Circle. I’m not even sure how he breached it. This attack wasn’t random. This was…something else.”


  I glanced at Leon and found him watching me. When he spoke, his voice was soft. “Audrey.”


  My heart thudded. I didn’t answer. He wasn’t talking to me. He was talking about me.


  Mom set a hand on her hip. “What about her?”


  “She was the target.”


  “The demon went after Mom,” I said.


  “Because she went after it,” Leon replied. “A month with almost no Harrower activity, and then two attacks in a single week. And you’re the common denominator, Audrey. You were the target.”


  I bit my lip. I could argue that it was coincidence, but I knew it wasn’t. “Iris,” I said. “It was Iris.”


  There was a beat of silence, broken only by the tick of the hall clock. Mom closed her eyes briefly. “Please clarify,” she said.


  “At the park, right after the Harrower attacked. I heard her voice. She said my name.”


  “Iris,” Leon repeated, giving me a searching look. “What about Saturday?”


  “I wasn’t certain that time. I thought I imagined it—that’s why I didn’t mention it.” I glanced away quickly.


  “This is your cousin?” Mickey asked. “That girl who was at Harlow Tower. The one who was responsible for all those killings last year.”


  I thought of the twin scars on the backs of my ankles, slender lines of puckered flesh where Harrower talons had torn through the skin. Tink bore those scars as well. But we were the lucky ones. We were alive. Patrick Tigue and Iris had bled Kin girls all across the Cities in their hunt for the Remnant, and most had not survived. She and Tigue left a trail of bodies behind them—names that were etched in my memory, faces I still saw in my sleep. Mickey’s investigation into the deaths was how he’d stumbled upon the Kin’s secrets in the first place. But, guilty or not, it wasn’t as though Iris could be arrested and prosecuted.


  Mom must have had the same thought. Though Mickey alerted her to any suspicious reports that might indicate Harrower movement, there wasn’t much he could do in this situation. “Iris is a Kin problem,” she told him.


  Mickey snorted. “She’s an everyone problem, from what I remember.”


  “But not everyone can deal with her. We can.”


  He ran a hand through his hair. “She’s been there—Beneath—all this time?”


  Mom hesitated a moment before answering. “We think so.”


  I looked at Mickey. He knew better than any of us just what the Beneath was like. But for once, he was entirely unreadable, his face blank. No hint of Knowing came to me—not that familiar sense of stillness and quiet. No flicker of memory. Finally, he said, “Poor kid.”


  “Sympathy would not be my first reaction,” Mom said.


  The blank expression vanished. He gave Mom an amused look. “Wasn’t mine, either. It was just the better one.”


  “Regardless,” Mom continued, “if Iris is back, we need to figure out what she’s after.”


  “Revenge,” Leon suggested. “She’s trying to get back at Audrey.”


  But that didn’t seem right. Iris had never wanted me dead. She’d needed me. Needed my blood.


  For an instant, Harlow Tower rose in my mind. I saw the gold lettering that spelled out its name, the flat surface of its roof, powdered with snow. I saw Iris across from me, the triple knot burning against her throat. She kicked a knife toward me. The metal was cold in my grip. Show me your blood or I’ll show you his, she said.


  And then—


  Audrey.


  “I don’t think she was meaning to attack me,” I said. “She’s been trying to communicate with me. She’s…” I remembered my dream. Listen. “She’s trying to tell me something.”


  “By sending Harrowers after you,” Leon said.


  “Sounds like her standard MO,” said Mickey.


  “No,” I said. Another memory surfaced: the two of us standing on a deserted street. An empty gray sky above us. Something clicked into place. “She’s trying to break through the Circle, I think. She must be trapped Beneath. When we were there before, she couldn’t get us back out on her own, remember? We needed Shane to bring us back out. She must be trying to use the demons’ powers to get through and talk to me.” And since Kin powers didn’t work well Beneath, it had apparently taken more than one attempt.


  “Last time she wanted to talk to you, she tried to get you to unseal Verrick,” Mom said. “I think we can agree that whatever she wants, it isn’t anything good.”


  “But what are we supposed to do about it?” I asked. “Go Beneath and ask her to stop? Send Shane with a cease and desist order?” If he was even still in town.


  “If she’s tried this twice, she’ll try again,” Leon said.


  I was worried about Iris, too—but not for the same reasons. “Hey, I’m not helpless anymore, remember?” I said. I might not have had any Guardian powers of my own, but neither did Iris. “If it comes to an Amplifier versus Amplifier showdown, I’m pretty sure I can take her.”


  Mom sighed. “On her own, Iris isn’t strong enough to pose any real danger. But if she’s allied herself with another powerful Harrower, then we may have a situation on our hands. Esther needs to be made aware of this—and loathe as I am to even say it, the elders should be involved. I’ll let Ryan know the Guardians need to be on the lookout. And I don’t want you taking any chances, Audrey. Keep your phone on you at all times. If you sense something suspicious, don’t wait for Leon’s instincts to kick in. Call him. And then call me. Got it?”


  “Got it.” I paused. “What happens if the Guardians catch her?”


  “Then a decision will have to be made,” Mom said. She looked away. “Iris did some terrible things. Even if she wanted to come back to the Kin, they most likely wouldn’t let her. She got Guardians killed. The elders will never forgive that. It’s probable they’ll seal her powers, to guarantee she’s no longer any sort of threat.”


  The sealing of powers wasn’t an easy subject with Mom. Or with me, for that matter. “Is that what you would do?”


  “I don’t know, Audrey. Ask me when she’s not endangering my daughter, and I’ll give you a better answer.”


  I didn’t reply. I looked past her, through the window. Dark had fallen outside, and tiny insects were collecting on the screen. Shadows were thick in the yard.


  Iris was out there somewhere, waiting in the Beneath. And whatever her purpose was, she wasn’t going to stop before succeeding.


  Leon was right. She was going to try again.
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  In the days that followed, Iris’s return was never far from my thoughts. I found myself listening for her, always—a thread of sound in the air, that particular pitch to her voice as she spoke my name. She seemed to whisper just beyond my hearing. I was alert for any sense or sign, any prickle of Knowing. At night I tossed and turned, chasing sleep. My dreams were nebulous and disjointed, images of smoking skies and sunlight underwater that evaporated the moment I woke.


  I called Gideon as soon as I got out of bed on Saturday, to make certain that Iris hadn’t tried her hand at haunting him.


  “For the fiftieth time, I’m fine,” he told me. Some of my tension eased; his exasperation was strangely reassuring. “And the role of my mother is already taken, so you and Tink can quit auditioning any time now.”


  “Tink’s been pestering you, too?”


  “When is she not pestering me?”


  “Fair point,” I said with a laugh. “But admit it. You like us fussing over you.”


  I was relieved to hear him sounding like himself, but I couldn’t quiet the voice that echoed in the back of my mind, murmuring that Iris was here, Iris was home. Biding her time, maybe, waiting for any opportunity. She would emerge from Beneath once more. And Iris knew.


  I wasn’t the only one struggling with Iris’s reappearance. Shortly after I’d finished my conversation with Gideon, Elspeth called.


  “You saw my sister,” she said. Her voice was thin and strained.


  “I didn’t really see her,” I answered. “I heard her.”


  “How did she sound? Is she okay?”


  Iris hadn’t exactly been okay before she’d gone Beneath, and I doubted an extended stay had improved her any. I hesitated, choosing my words carefully. “I don’t know. I’m sorry, Elspeth.”


  “If you see her again…tell her to come home. Just to come home.”


  I guessed that meant Elspeth didn’t share Mom’s theory that the Kin elders would have Iris’s powers sealed if she were ever caught. Or maybe Elspeth just wanted her back in any capacity. Within the worry of her tone, I caught the faint note of hope.


  I swallowed. “I’ll tell her.”


  Tink was right—Mr. Alvarez did call to ask for my input on the Harrower attack the previous weekend. But since he’d been informed of Iris’s involvement, most of his questions revolved around her: when I first heard her; what I thought I heard; why I thought she might be contacting me. I came up with a hasty excuse to get him off the phone.


  Leon wasn’t quite as easy to dissuade.


  We spent Monday morning in the basement of the house, where Mom’s exercise room functioned as our training space. When we’d first begun our lessons, Leon had taught me the basics of fighting as a Guardian and defending myself against Harrowers. Then, after I’d started amplifying, the focus of our sessions shifted. Most of our time was spent practicing fighting together, working side by side. We’d concentrated on learning to move in sync and to anticipate one another’s actions. Recently, we’d gone back to sparring.


  Now that I could share Leon’s powers, we were more evenly matched, but since the Amplification meant he was still stronger, he was wary of injuring me. I felt no such compunction. I doubted I could hurt him even if I tried. But the best part of training together was that Leon could no longer just vanish and reappear across the room. He flatly refused to teleport while I was amplifying. Ever since he’d accidentally transported us to Iowa a few months ago, he’d decided it was too dangerous to even attempt.


  That also meant he wouldn’t consider letting me try it on my own. Sharing his powers technically meant that I could have teleported—if I’d known how. But if there was a secret to it, Leon wasn’t telling.


  How do you Know? he’d asked, the one time I’d brought it up. How do you breathe? It’s not something I can explain. It’s instinct. I just do it. Then he’d paused. And even if I could explain it, I wouldn’t.


  His newest training idea involved trying to break my Amplification. He claimed this was to help me work on maintaining the bond, even under duress. To me, it seemed more like he was just trying to see if he actually could break it—and it had turned into something of a competition between us.


  I was expecting another round of our ongoing contest when we began our session, but Leon wasn’t concentrating. Or at least, not concentrating on training. I managed to throw him almost immediately, and instead of going on the offensive, he just lay there on the exercise mat, his forehead knotted in a frown.


  I nudged his shoulder with the tips of my toes, then pulled back quickly in case he decided to catch my foot. “All right, what’s your strategy here? Are you trying to lull me into a false sense of security?”


  “I’m thinking,” he said.


  “Horizontally?”


  He hopped to his feet in one smooth motion. “I’ve been trying to figure it out. Iris has been gone for six months, so why has she come back now? What is it she wants from you?”


  “You said you thought it was revenge,” I replied.


  “You said you thought it wasn’t.” He paused, his frown deepening. There was a slight hitch in his voice. “Do you think she’s still trying to unseal Verrick?”


  “It wasn’t Verrick she wanted,” I said quickly. “It was his knowledge of the Remnant. And the Remnant is gone.” I hadn’t seen Brooke Oliver since the day Leon and I had killed Susannah, but I knew the elders had sealed her powers, and that she and her mother had been sent away from the Astral Circle. As a Remnant, Brooke had had the ability to open new passages Beneath—an ability that Harrowers coveted, and the Kin feared. An ability that had been deemed too dangerous to even be allowed to exist.


  “Iris might not be aware of that,” Leon continued. He ran a hand through his hair. “Or she might just want to unleash him anyway.”


  I didn’t want to talk about Iris, and I definitely didn’t want to talk about Verrick. “Or maybe she just decided that spending the rest of eternity in a realm overrun by reptilian hellbeasts wasn’t such a good plan, after all.”


  Something in my tone must have alerted him. His hand came down on my shoulder. His words were quiet. “Do you know something?”


  Instead of answering, I turned and threw him again.


  From the ground, he made a noise that was half-laugh, half-sigh. “Audrey.”


  “What? It’s not my fault you’re not paying attention.”


  “I’m trying to have a conversation.”


  “And I am trying to train. Isn’t that why we came down here?”


  He stood once more, but now he was on his guard, observing me closely. I studied him back. His tie was askew and his hair was in disarray, but he still had that easy grace and confidence in his stance. He was all vigilance, watchful and ready for any movement I might make. His blue eyes were intent on mine. A smile tugged at his lips.


  “That’s better,” I said, grinning.


  When I attacked again, he was prepared for it. He caught me in a hold as I went for the throw, and though I still managed to unbalance him, we both ended up on the floor.


  I rolled away, laughing, and scrambled to my feet. Leon was half a second behind me.


  Though I was already amplifying, I hadn’t really been using his powers until this point. Now, as we circled each other across the exercise mat, I felt the hum of the bond and the surge of strength in my veins. It burned between us, crackling, almost tangible. Leon gave me a crooked smile. He feinted, but I didn’t react. I waited, watching for an opening.


  When I saw an opportunity, I didn’t hesitate. I rushed forward with all the accelerated speed of my borrowed Guardian powers.


  This time I didn’t attempt a throw. Instead, I caught his shirt at the shoulders and steered him backward, shoving him against the wall. Hard. Then I jumped up, pushing my body against his, and kissed him.


  For a long moment, he kissed me back. Eagerly. Hungrily. His arms tightened around me, one hand tangling in my hair. I pressed my fingers to his chest and inched even closer.


  Abruptly, he lifted me from him and set me on the ground, moving a few steps away. His face was flushed, but all he said was, “That isn’t working this time.”


  “Kissing you?”


  “Distracting me.”


  “You seemed pretty distracted,” I said.


  “Audrey, we need to be serious here.”


  I felt a flash of annoyance and let it flare. “I don’t know what Iris wants with me, okay?” I said, clenching my hands into fists. “She didn’t send the Harrowers out with some secret coded message—two snarls for peace and friendship, three for impending doom. I don’t know why she’s targeting me. And I’m not to blame for it.”


  “I didn’t say that. I’m just trying to—”


  “To protect me. I know.” I stalked toward him, erasing the distance between us. “But I’m fine. If she sends another Harrower, we’ll take care of it. I won’t hesitate. I promised you that already. You protect me and I protect you, that’s how this works, remember?” Still amplifying, I pushed him with such force that he stumbled and sat down on the mat.


  He raised an eyebrow. “You have a strange notion of protection.”


  “Sorry.” I reached out a hand to help him back up, but he hooked a foot around my leg and sent me hurtling down to the mat beside him.


  “Sorry,” he echoed, smirking.


  It was the smirk that did it. Something inside me snapped. Furious, I whipped around and launched myself at him. He’d been climbing to his feet, but I bowled us both over. I landed awkwardly, the breath rushing out of my lungs, but I didn’t relent. We grappled a moment, rolling. My elbow connected with his ribs. He grunted, trying to thrust me away from him. When that didn’t work, he caught me, clasping me against his body. I stilled.


  “Okay,” I said. “You win. Are you going to let me go?”


  Leon wasn’t fooled. He didn’t relax his hold. “That depends. Are you done going crazy?”


  In response, I wriggled and kicked, trying to free myself. Finally, he flipped me over, pinning me to the ground with my hands above my head.


  “I guess that’s a no,” he said.


  For once, he was using his full Amplified strength. I couldn’t break loose. I glared up at him mutinously. “You’re cheating,” I said.


  “I’m employing necessary self-defense measures.”


  “And, what—you’re just going to keep me here indefinitely?”


  “You could try telling me what’s going on with you,” he suggested.


  “I thought you needed to be taught a lesson.”


  The smile he gave me now wasn’t a smirk—but it was close. “How’s that working out for you?”


  My glare went from mutinous to murderous.


  He laughed, then rested his forehead against mine. “All right, brat. Let’s try this again. If I let you go, are you going to play nice?”


  I responded by biting his lip.


  The bite became a kiss, and the kiss was hot and dizzying. Any thought of retaliation evaporated. Leon released my arms, and I looped them about him, one hand in his hair, the other tracing the ridge of his spine. His hands slid down me, and his mouth trailed along the hollow of my throat.


  When he stopped again, I opened my eyes to find him grinning down at me. “I win,” he said.


  Breathless, I gaped at him. It took me a second to realize what he was talking about. I’d stopped amplifying.


  “That’s not fair,” I panted.


  “Now who’s distracted?”


  His mouth came down on mine again before I could answer.


  There was no sign of Iris during the following week, and no further Harrower activity. The Cities were quiet—but it wasn’t a calm sort of quiet. It was tense, expectant, like a breath being held. The Guardians were on edge. Iris’s role in the hunting and harming of Kin girls had not been forgotten, and her culpability in their deaths would not be easily forgiven, if that was what she was seeking. I thought of Anna Berkeley, the girl I’d hoped to save, her blond hair and the plum-colored coat she’d worn. I thought of slashed ankles. A street turning red.


  Since the Kin had no courts, and no way of bringing Iris to trial, the Guardians—in conjunction with Esther and the elders—were formulating a plan.


  “The system isn’t perfect,” Mom said. “But it’s the only one we have.”


  For once, I didn’t want to know the details. My hope was that Iris would simply never resurface. It could be that the Beneath would swallow her once more, I told myself. Just carry her off into the farthest recesses, into the dark heart of the void, and she would never again breach the surface. Maybe she was happier there, as Shane had said. Maybe she had only meant to say good-bye.


  I didn’t believe that, but I didn’t have many other options.


  Tink had been talked into continuing her training and patrols, but since she’d learned of Iris’s involvement in the Harrower attacks, she hadn’t asked me to come along again. In fact, she’d asked me not to come along again.


  “If I’m going to swim in the ocean,” she’d said over the phone Tuesday night, “I’m not doing it with blood in the water. And you are a giant gaping wound.”


  “Way to flatter a girl,” I’d said.


  “Sorry, but I’m not the one who drew a bull’s-eye on your back. All I’m saying is, I would prefer not to creep down dark alleys with you just now, okay? We can still see each other during the day.”


  “Tink, are you breaking up with me?”


  I almost heard her rolling her eyes. “Trust me. When I break up with you, you’ll know it,” she’d said. I figured that wouldn’t be anytime soon, however, since she was still traumatized by her near-poultry experience. A few of our friends had organized a barbecue for the following afternoon, and she needed me to drive her to the lake.


  Though thunderstorms had ripped across the sky all Tuesday evening, turning the horizon a sickly sort of yellow, Wednesday morning dawned clear and bright. Droplets of rain still clung to the grass when I awoke, but they’d melted away by the time I loaded up Mom’s car with potato chips and French onion dip—my contribution to the barbecue—and headed for Gideon’s house.


  I hadn’t seen him since the baseball game, but he seemed considerably improved. He looked healthy, and even happy. There was no indication of that panic I’d sensed in him, and his brown eyes were warm and untroubled. He grinned as he hopped into the car, his hands full with a bag of charcoal and a can of lighter fluid. At some point in the past few days, he’d acquired a painful-looking burn on his arms that was already beginning to peel. Since I’d actually remembered sunscreen, I tossed the bottle at him and ordered him to slather himself with it while we drove to pick up Tink.


  “No Leon?” Tink asked as she climbed into the back. Instead of sitting and buckling her seat belt, she shoved bags of food out of the way and draped herself across the seat, propping her feet against the window.


  “He’s working, and then he has class,” I said.


  She wrinkled her nose. “That’s no fun.”


  Tink’s philosophy was that half the point of having a boyfriend was being able to show him off. I laughed. “Agreed.”


  The beach at Lake George was busy enough that we could hear splashing and a low hum of chatter all the way to the parking lot, but Kit and Erica had arrived early and secured a picnic table. They were both sitting on top of it, waving their arms wildly as we approached. Next to them was a much more subdued boy in glasses and a baseball cap, who turned out to be Erica’s cousin from Wisconsin. He glanced up from his phone long enough to say “Hey” and then spent the rest of the afternoon texting his girlfriend.


  Since Gideon claimed that Belmonte children learned the basics of barbecue around the same time they learned the alphabet, he was put in charge of the grill. While Tink made straight for the water, I sat in the grass next to him and handed him the hot dogs and burger patties Kit had packed into his parents’ cooler.


  I pictured a four-year-old Gideon standing next to his father on their patio and decided he had to be exaggerating. I adored Gideon’s family, but I had to admit they weren’t the most graceful of creatures. The majority of his childhood stories involved shrieks, tears, tantrums, and trips to the emergency room. A few years ago, his middle sister had actually had to have her thumb sewn back on after a disastrous incident involving a hayride and a tractor. “How is it that none of you set yourselves on fire?” I asked, sucking on a piece of ice I’d stolen from the cooler.


  “I said the basics,” Gideon replied.


  “And what are the basics of barbecue?”


  He grinned again. “Lesson one: don’t set yourself on fire.”


  I shook my head.


  I was able to relax as the day wore on. The sun was warm, but not blistering, and the water just cool enough to provide a pleasant contrast. The storms appeared to have passed by. A few tufts of cloud drifted lazily above, but there were no flashes of light across the sky, no rumbles of thunder. Tink, Gideon, and I rested in the sand between swims. I lay back on my towel, shutting my eyes and feeling the sun on my face.


  Then I snapped into awareness when Tink asked Gideon, “When’s your next game?”


  I sat up in time to see Gideon tense. He’d been drawing little circles in the sand with a twig, but now he stopped, hunching his shoulders and closing his fist. Around us, the sounds of the beach faded, the peals of laughter and squealing of children suddenly distant. I heard the twig crack. “I quit the team,” Gideon said, tossing both pieces of the stick into the nearby crabgrass.


  Tink and I exchanged a glance. A furrow appeared in her brow, but all she said was, “Oh.”


  Gideon shrugged and smiled, rising to his feet. “Maybe I’ll play again next year. I haven’t decided. I’m going swimming.” Without waiting for a response, he took off toward the water. He paused a few steps in, the current lapping at his ankles, and turned to wave.


  Beside me, Tink had fallen quiet. We watched as Gideon vanished into the lake, propelling himself from the shore with long, sure strokes. Sunlight glinted off the beads of water in his hair, and then he was below the surface, lost among the ripples and waves.


  He was always better at swimming than I was. Quick and confident, even when we were little. Whenever he joined my family at our cabin or I went on lake trips with the Belmontes, he would be gone in an instant, swimming fast and far, all the way to the buoys, while I was still standing near the shore. I would linger there, watching the flash of the minnows darting around me. And then he would come back. He would go out, touch the buoy, and come back.


  “Okay, are you going to say it, or am I?” Tink asked, leaning back on her hands.


  Cautiously, keeping my eyes on the lake, I said, “Say what?”


  She sighed, gesturing toward the lake. “Something is seriously going on with him.”


  I inched forward on my towel, digging my toes into the sand. I hadn’t told Tink the truth about Gideon. And never planned to. “I think he still misses Brooke,” I said.


  Gideon had had a crush on Brooke Oliver for years, as long as I’d even known him. And though I wasn’t certain how much of that was Verrick’s fevered obsession with the Remnant, and how much of it was genuine, Gideon hadn’t taken her absence well. She had occupied so much of his mind for so long, her loss left a gap. A sudden blank space to be tiptoed around.


  Tink wasn’t convinced. She was frowning toward the water. “But you’d think he’d get past that eventually. It’s been months, and he’s getting worse.”


  “Just because he doesn’t get over someone in a week like you do doesn’t mean he’s broken.”


  She turned toward me, squinting against the bright sun. “I’m going to take this moment to point out how bitchy that statement was. Luckily for you, I am unoffended.”


  “Sorry,” I said, meaning it. “That was uncalled for.”


  “Accepted. So now we can turn our attention to the problem at hand. Pining solves nothing. Maybe we should find him a girlfriend.”


  “Because that’s worked so well in the past.”


  Tink had tried to fling girls at him before, with varying degrees of success. Gideon was too friendly and polite to outright rebuff anyone, but sooner or later they’d all been gently rejected. Brooke had remained the sole source of his hope.


  “He was still fixating on Brooke.” She paused, running her finger along the circles Gideon had drawn in the sand. “You know, I’m not even sure it’s about her, though. It started before then. You really didn’t notice?”


  “I noticed,” I admitted, somewhat surprised she had. As far as I knew, Gideon hadn’t discussed his nightmares with her—and Tink had had her own problems to deal with at the time. Like being called as a Guardian.


  But apparently Tink was more observant than I realized, because she chewed her lip and said, “I think it began when your cousin took him to Harlow Tower.”


  It had, but not for the reason she assumed. “It was a pretty traumatic experience,” I hedged. I saw him lying at Iris’s feet, snow in his hair. “If that’s what’s upsetting him, there’s not a lot we can do about it.”


  “You don’t think it has something to do with her—with Iris coming back?”


  I hunched my shoulders. “How would he know? I didn’t tell him. Did you?”


  “No…I don’t know. But he has gotten worse. It’s not just him quitting baseball. It’s like—he’s afraid of something.”


  I thought of that surge of panic I’d felt from him the day of the baseball game. The sweat beading his brow. He wasn’t afraid of something. He was afraid of himself. And there wasn’t any cure for that.


  “So are you,” I told Tink. “So am I. Demons, remember?” I gave an exaggerated shudder.


  She sighed again. “I suppose therapy is out, since he can’t really discuss demons. Maybe we could…I don’t know, hire a hypnotist. Get him to forget it.”


  “Right. Repression is definitely the answer here.”


  “Hey, I am just trying to help.”


  “I don’t think a hypnotist is going to do the trick.”


  “Fine. Then we’re back to finding him a girlfriend.”


  While Tink went through a list of candidates, counting them out on her fingers, my mind strayed.


  He’s getting worse.


  Tink wasn’t wrong, as much as I wanted to deny it.


  But maybe she wasn’t wrong about the solution, either.


  Not hypnotism. Not getting him to forget what had happened, exactly. But maybe there was a way to reverse the damage.


  I glanced down at my wrist, the tiny notch of a scar just under my palm.


  It went back to Iris. It went back to the knife in my hand, five small cuts. We hadn’t unsealed Verrick, but the process had been started. I had felt him stirring there, poised at the very edge of consciousness, fighting to awaken. I had felt his eyes begin to open. He was sleeping still, but it wasn’t a heavy slumber. He was worming his way through the cracks, clawing them wider. But if my blood could be used to unseal him, maybe the opposite was true as well. Maybe he could be locked away again. Permanently.


  I just needed to figure out how.
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  If I wanted information on sealing, there was only one place to go: the Kin elders.


  That was something of an unsettling prospect. I didn’t know the elders well, and I would have preferred to keep it that way. Tink was terrified of them, and I didn’t blame her. You could feel their eyes whenever their gazes landed on you, and the looks they gave were so sharp, it felt as though they could see right under your skin and dissect you. I’d never felt at ease in their presence.


  Not that I’d seen much of them. They mostly chose to keep to themselves. Esther was in charge of the day-to-day management of the Kin, and the elders were only consulted on matters deemed of high importance—or, as Tink had discovered, used to frighten reluctant Guardians into obedience. What they did with the rest of their time, I had no idea. I only hoped it didn’t involve ritual sacrifices.


  But if I wanted to help Gideon, I would need to brave a meeting. And they were marginally less intimidating when encountered separately¸ so on Friday morning I called Sonja Reimes, the least alarming of the trio, and asked if I could stop by her house.


  I’d spent the night coming up with a plan of what to say. A sequence of lies, really. I was curious, I would tell her—because of my father, and because of Iris. I simply wanted to know details of the sealing. What was involved, how it was done. For my own peace of mind, I would say. And hope her shrewd perception didn’t cut through to the truth.


  I took Mom’s car and drove across town, parking a short distance down the road and making my slow way up toward her house as I tried to calm my shaky nerves.


  But as I neared her door, I hesitated.


  I thought of my father.


  Seventeen years ago, he had become linked to Verrick, their lives—and their blood—bound inextricably. Sealing one had meant sealing the other. And so my father had given up everything in order to stop Verrick. He’d gone to the sealing willingly.


  I thought of how he had looked when I’d met him. His image was fixed in my memory: a tall man, near forty, with dark hair that curled like mine and a dotting of freckles on the crooked bridge of his nose. I recalled how I had stood there before him, unable to speak. How the seconds had ticked past, and no flicker of awareness had entered his eyes, no trace of the boy he’d once been had shown in his expression. His voice had been kind but flat, empty of emotion. And though I’d reached out with my Knowing, the only sense I’d gotten from him had been a faint confusion, distant and ambiguous.


  I wasn’t certain I’d be able to reverse whatever aspect of Verrick’s unsealing Iris had begun six months ago, but now another voice whispered into my thoughts. They were tied to each other still.


  And if some part of Verrick was beginning to break through, it was possible my father was also.


  I had felt a glimmer of him, that night on Harlow Tower. Just the slightest sense, at the edge of my perception. He was still there, somewhere. Hidden away.


  Sealing one had meant sealing the other, I thought again.


  The opposite was true as well. If Verrick became unsealed, so would my father. The sleeping heart would wake.


  But Gideon would be lost in the process.


  I closed my eyes. My father had made his own choice. Gideon was innocent in this. And he needed help.


  Sonja’s house was a little yellow square at the end of the street, fringed with flower beds and a tall hedge that hid the yard from view. A lattice archway set between the bushes had vines of morning glories climbing skyward, and beyond it a path of red and brown brick, lined with marigolds, zigzagged its way to the door. The windows were dark, I saw, but Sonja had told me to just keep ringing the bell if she didn’t answer.


  Halfway down the walkway, I paused again.


  The front door was ajar.


  The gap was slight, almost unnoticeable. It could’ve been eased open by the wind. Nothing else in the yard looked awry. No broken windows, nothing disturbed or out of place. The lawn was recently mowed, the smell of the grass mingling with the strong scent of the marigolds. A bumblebee was humming among the rosebushes tucked close to the house. The wind chime hanging nearby sent soft notes into the air. I retreated a few steps, gazing at the street around me. Everything was quiet, serene: a warm summer morning, sunlight filtering down between the passing clouds. A sleepy neighborhood just beginning to rouse.


  But something stayed me. I lingered a moment, considering. I could ring the doorbell. I wouldn’t step inside—I’d seen enough horror films to know better than that—I’d just ring the doorbell and wait.


  Or I could call Leon.


  Mom had instructed me to call him if I felt anything amiss. The problem was, I wasn’t entirely certain I did. My Knowing was silent. If there was some menace here, it had slipped beneath my radar—I didn’t sense a threat, or even a change in temperature, the way I’d always felt a slight chill whenever I’d neared Susannah. There was just that door, the tiniest sliver of space between it and the frame. And calling Leon might require me to explain what I was doing here. Not to mention that it would be rather embarrassing if it turned out nothing was wrong, and Sonja was just sitting inside, playing solitaire and drinking iced tea.


  I stared at the door.


  I took a step forward.


  And then I called Leon.


  He had a shift at the bakery, but he hadn’t yet taken his morning break. I heard him tell his supervisor he was going for a quick walk down the street. A moment later he appeared in front of me, still wearing his apron, a faint dusting of flour in his hair.


  Though I felt relief at seeing him, I also felt a bit self-conscious. The smile I gave him was wobbly. “Apologies in advance if this turns out to be a big waste of time, which is kind of what I’m hoping.”


  He gripped one of my hands, swinging it between us. “It’s not a waste.”


  “It’s probably nothing. Maybe you shouldn’t have come.”


  “If it’s nothing, then I can be back well before anyone starts to miss me. And if it’s not, then we need to know.”


  “You don’t think I’m being paranoid?”


  “I find caution incredibly hot,” he teased.


  I laughed. “You would.”


  He grinned, dropping my hand. “On that note: stay here,” he said, and vanished.


  “Leon!” I hissed into the empty air, crossing my arms and turning to face Sonja’s house.


  So much for caution, I thought.


  I tapped my foot against the brick of the walkway, listening to the wind chime and the traffic from down the street. I couldn’t see into the house at all, or get any sense of Leon’s movements. I was trying to think of precisely how I was going to explain sending him in to spy on an unsuspecting woman when, all at once, my senses began screaming.


  It didn’t come just as Knowing. It was much stronger than that, like a physical blow almost. It filled my every perception, the open space around me, the air I breathed. It was the sudden taste of blood on my teeth, the odor of decay. My skin felt clammy, my throat dry. Around me, the marigolds appeared to droop on their stems. The roses wilted in the bushes, their petals dead and brown and crumbling; I blinked, and they were blooming once more, lush red and white, no hint of rot within them. Noises flashed through me—a cacophony, harsh and strident at first. I heard the screech of nails against a smooth surface and a long, thin wail rising. Then softer: a rustle of breeze, the flap of bird wings. From far off, the sound of a sob. And then a deep and terrible silence.


  I had felt all of this before, somewhere. In some moment just out of memory. It was familiar, echoing. A dread that took root within and climbed inch by inch up my flesh, keeping me frozen where I stood.


  And it wasn’t accidental, I realized. It wasn’t a glimmer of insight caught by chance. It was a message, something transmitted. Both warning and beckoning. Something here Knew me. Something here wanted me to Know.


  Within the chaos of my senses, another thought surfaced. Leon.


  He had gone into the house. And whatever it was that I felt—it was in there, waiting.


  I found myself in motion and discovered that I was running, running toward the door, throwing it open, stepping inside without thought or direction. The house was dark and quiet, but I Knew where to go. Glass crunched underfoot as I hurried forward. My eyes adjusting to the gloom, picking out edges and angles: the corner of the wall, the arm of the sofa pushed askew. The blood I smelled now was real, not Knowing. Its coppery taste tinted the air. My pulse pounded in my ears.


  Then I was there. It was a small room tucked in the back of the house, filled with bookshelves. Most of the books were on the floor when I entered, thick hardcover volumes and paperbacks scattered on a circular rug, others strewn haphazardly across the bare wooden floor. A teacup was smashed at my feet, broken into tiny shards of white porcelain with lilac-colored paint.


  Sonja Reimes was dead.


  She was crumpled near the far wall, soaked in blood. The only wound I saw was a long, ragged slash across her front, but I didn’t need to see any more than that. Her head was twisted at an awkward angle, her arms curled up against her chest. My stomach knotted. Nausea gripped me, and I fought against it. My gaze went to Leon.


  He lay on his back a few feet from me, near a bookcase. Several of the books had spilled over him, and the shelf itself looked unsteady, as though it were about to topple. Like he’d been thrown against it. With considerable speed and force.


  My hand went to my throat. I choked out his name.


  I ran to him, kneeling and shoving the books aside as I searched for signs of injury. He was unconscious, but breathing. The only blood I saw was a trickle at the corner of his mouth. There was a glow of Guardian lights at his wrist and fingertips, faint but pulsing.


  “Wake up,” I urged, shaking his shoulder gently. “We need to get out of here.”


  Keeping one hand on him, I turned, scanning the room for the Harrower I knew had to be there.


  All I saw was Shane.


  He stood in the doorway, as though he’d followed me in. He stepped over the shattered teacup and moved to the wall across from me, leaning back against it and folding his arms. He wore the same green Drought and Deluge shirt he’d had on the last time I’d seen him—there was that smear of red paint—but it was torn down one shoulder now, three long gashes that caused the fabric to hang loose across his chest. His blond hair didn’t look perfectly tousled anymore; it just looked unkempt. He was watching me intently.


  “Shane?” I asked, my voice a thin thread. My fingers tightened on Leon, shaking him once more. “What happened?”


  Something flickered in Shane’s eyes. “We’ve met before.”


  “Um, yeah.” I shifted slightly, my gaze sweeping the room. We appeared to be alone, but I didn’t trust that. Whatever was here hadn’t left. Though my Knowing was quieter now, it still hummed below my skin.


  “I know you,” Shane said. “I’ve seen you. The dark star. The fire keeper. Your shine lit the way, but now it’s dim. Barely burning.”


  His tone was strange, but his obscurity was at least familiar. “Great. Even more cryptic than usual. I thought you were leaving town. Did you See something here?”


  “I Saw you. You’re going to open the circle.”


  “Very helpful,” I said. Leon’s skin was warm beneath my fingertips; I could feel his pulse, the rise and fall of his breath, but he hadn’t stirred. I darted a glance toward Sonja’s body. My stomach roiled once more. “So you don’t know what happened?”


  “I happened.”


  Two words, and all the air left the room.


  I stared at Shane. My mouth opened, shut. Opened again. “You did this,” I said dully. I floundered, struggling for coherent thought, but it slipped from my grasp. The information didn’t connect. All I could say was—“Why?”


  “Because I wanted to.”


  That was when I noticed his feet.


  They were bare, as they had been at the Drought and Deluge. Bare, and wet with blood.


  My entire body went cold.


  He laughed. Not the friendly chuckle I was accustomed to, but a harsh, abrasive sound that felt like pins in my flesh. “Would you like a different answer? I will give you one: it was needful.” His head turned almost imperceptibly toward Sonja, but his gaze remained fixed on me. “She wanted to die. The hunger filled her. It was an ache—to touch the void, to taste that final gasp. Her crime cried out for answer. I satisfied its thirst.”


  My mind was still spinning, trying to process. I watched him, seeing the crooked tilt to his lips, those green eyes that had so often gleamed with humor. There was no humor in them now. They reminded me of Susannah, of Tigue: smooth and empty, nothing but surface. A flaw in his human disguise.


  I’m not like you, pet, Shane had told me once. I’m one of them. One of the monsters you see in your sleep.


  Part of me hadn’t believed him.


  He was neutral, I thought. He had helped us. I remembered that night in the alley outside the Drought and Deluge, when the world had disappeared all around me, until there was nothing but darkness and terror and the feel of my body falling. It was Shane who had caught me. His arms that had lifted me, his hands that had held me steady. He’d saved me, and he had saved Tink. He hadn’t needed to. He could have let us both die then. He could have let us bleed.


  Susannah’s voice echoed in my ears. Her laughter rang. The beast within them sleeps, she taunted.


  It wasn’t sleeping now.


  But I needed time. I needed Leon to wake.


  “Her crime? What crime?” I asked, slipping my arms between Leon’s so that I could lift him against me.


  “The crime of your people. And others, more recent.” Shane’s lips curved upward again, more of a sneer than a smile. He hadn’t taken a step toward me, but somehow he seemed much nearer. “Deep down, you know. You’ve wondered. They were warned of its coming. Would they really let it walk the earth unguarded?”


  “What are you talking about? It?”


  “She. The echo. The thing that remains.”


  “The Remnant,” I said.


  “In ancient times, they gave it other words. It was known as a poison of the blood. That was how your elders saw it. And so they cut the Kin-child open and let the poison out. Now that’s all she is. Remains.”


  Brooke’s face flashed before me, damp with tears. I shook my head, shoving the thought away. “The elders sealed her powers,” I said. “You know that. They sent her away from the Circle.”


  “No. She is with the worms. She is rotting in the ground. She is beyond my reach. But you aren’t. They would have killed you, had they known.”


  I was afraid then, really afraid. Afraid in a way that surged past dread, cut deeper than panic. This fear had teeth. It sank them into my skin and didn’t let go. My stomach heaved. I couldn’t seem to draw breath.


  Shane’s smile widened, gleaming red. His tone was cold as the Beneath. “You fear, and rightly. You feel it. The chill in those brittle sticks that you name bones. The quickening of the meat that pumps life into your cells. You are a corpse taking air.”


  A sudden stench filled my nostrils. Near the wall, Sonja’s body had begun to decay. Under the sticky glaze of blood that covered her, congealing, her skin began to bloat, turning mottled and gray. Wisps of shadow curled up around her, thickening. They wrapped her ankles and thighs, the red mess of her torso, the terrible angle of her neck. The Beneath, I thought wildly. It was drawing her into it, collecting her. Feeding. Like she was a Harrower.


  Shane was still watching me. “You are going to die, Kin-child. Just not today.”


  And then his gaze flicked to Leon.


  Horror flooded me as I realized his intent. I wrapped my arms around Leon’s chest, still trying to lift him. “Wake up, please, you have to wake up,” I begged, clutching at him, holding him tight against me. I began to amplify, hoping to accelerate his healing the way I once had with my mother. But my agitation made it difficult to concentrate—and however fast his healing was, it wouldn’t be fast enough. He didn’t rouse. His body lay slack in my arms, his head against my shoulder. The glow in his fingers brightened, but his eyes didn’t open.


  Shane walked toward us, leaving bloody footprints with every step.


  He meant to kill Leon, I knew.


  He was going to kill Leon.


  And he was much stronger than I’d known, stronger than any of us had ever imagined. He’d incapacitated Leon in a matter of seconds. He’d torn Sonja open and given her to the Beneath. I couldn’t hope to fight him, even sharing Leon’s powers. It wasn’t just fear, it was fact. Inescapable truth, strident inside me. Shane would attack. Leon would die. I couldn’t hope to stop it. I couldn’t hope to save him.


  “Please,” I whispered again. My hands were shaking, my teeth chattering. I tightened my grip on Leon. His back was heavy against me, weighing us both down. I felt his heart. I felt the burn of the bond between us, erratic but growing stronger. I felt the surge of power in my veins. Guardian powers. Leon’s powers. Desperately, I squeezed my eyes shut.


  How do you Know?


  Like breathing, I thought.


  You just have to do it.


  Blindly, I reached out—and teleported.


  Darkness enveloped me. All senses fled. There was no cold in this darkness, no heat. There was no sound or smell, not even the feel of Leon in my arms or the thud of his heart against me. The universe contracted into pinpoints. As the void expanded and seconds elapsed, I had the sudden, terrible thought that we would be trapped forever in some formless in-between, a black hole that offered no escape. Or that we would reappear under the earth. Our lungs would fill up with soil. Roots would twine all around us, crunching our bones.


  And then the dark receded. Then there was daylight: warm sun above, half-hidden by the motion of heavy gray clouds. There was grass beneath us, short spikes that jutted up through my open fingers as I groped toward the ground, feeling it solid and safe under my hands.


  With one arm still curled around Leon, I felt for his pulse, and then looked about, trying to make sense of our surroundings. A young girl, no more than three or four, stood a short distance away, plucking dandelions out of the grass. Her mouth dropped open when she saw us. She gave a little squeak, letting her bouquet fall from her hands, and went galloping away. Beyond, I saw the beginnings of a sandy path that led toward a beach. Red picnic tables were clustered nearby, paint peeling here and there, revealing the scuffed wood underneath. Far away I could see the glint of sunlight on cars and the dark tar of a parking lot.


  Warner Lake. Leon had brought me here before. He came here to think, he’d said, because his parents had been fond of the area. Later, he’d told me this was where they’d been married—down on the beach, near the water, at the end of one scorching summer after they’d been dating three weeks. Since my own parents had been together something like six years without ever marrying, I’d found that funny. Now, I wasn’t certain if it was some inner compass of Leon’s that had directed us here, or if I’d done it myself—I was just glad we’d survived. Gradually, my panic began to ease.


  “Leon,” I said again, stroking his hair. His eyelids flickered, but he didn’t wake. He murmured something, not quite a word. I felt dampness on my face and realized I was crying. I took long breaths, trying to slow the slamming of my heart. I could still taste the tang of blood in my mouth. I thought for an instant that the scene we’d fled had somehow followed us—some trace of the atmosphere, maybe, or Sonja’s body, drawn back up from Beneath—and then realized that I’d bitten the inside of my lip. My hands were trembling as I pulled out my phone. It took three tries before I got it to dial.


  First I called for an ambulance. Then I called my mother.


  She answered on the second ring, her voice muffled and groggy from sleep.


  My words came out in a rush, so tangled I wasn’t even certain what I was saying. “You need to warn the Guardians. You need to find Shane. He’s not neutral any more. He’s dangerous. He killed Sonja Reimes. He hurt Leon.”


  Mom’s lethargy vanished. “Where are you? Are you okay? Is Leon okay?”


  “We’re at Warner Lake. I don’t know. He’s breathing on his own, but he hasn’t woken up.” My voice came steadier now. Leon began to stir slightly, and his fingers grazed mine. A light drizzle had started, matting my hair against my head. Overhead, clouds hid the sun, turning the sky dismal and gray. The raindrops that spread across Leon’s clothing hung in the little curls of his hair.


  “I’m coming to get you,” Mom said.


  “You don’t have a car. It’s at Sonja’s. But you need to tell the Guardians about Shane.”


  “Audrey,” Leon murmured.


  “He’s awake,” I said into the phone. “I’ll call you back.”


  Leon struggled to sit. He was clearly disoriented, but the relief I felt at seeing him awake made me cry again.


  “How did we get here?” he asked, shifting in my arms and looking around.


  I didn’t release my hold on him. “I’ll tell you later.” Wrapping both arms around him once more, I molded myself to him, pressing my face against his back. I felt the damp fabric of his shirt against my cheek, the warmth of his skin, the solid muscle beneath. I closed my eyes and breathed in the faint earthworm smell of the rain.


  Though only the little girl had noticed our arrival, our presence didn’t go unnoticed when the ambulance arrived. We had a small crowd gathered around us as the EMTs tried to usher Leon into the vehicle. He insisted that he was fine and a trip to the emergency room wasn’t necessary, but since his speech was sluggish and he was still having trouble focusing, we eventually managed to coax him into the back of the ambulance. I sat beside him, gripping his hand, while I explained to the emergency workers that I hadn’t seen what had happened, and Leon claimed he couldn’t remember. I wasn’t certain whether that was true or not, but until we were alone, I had no way of asking.


  Mom called several times and finally agreed to meet us at the hospital, where it was discovered that Leon had three cracked ribs and a concussion. He was released after a few tests, with instructions to return immediately if his condition worsened. Leon was impatient to leave. He’d called the bakery to let them know he’d been in a minor accident, and now that his confusion had faded, I could tell he was anxious for answers.


  I wanted answers of my own. I couldn’t stop seeing Sonja being dragged Beneath, or the look in Shane’s eyes as he’d stepped toward us.


  You are going to die, Kin-child.


  The phrase stuck in my mind. Froze there, touching something familiar, half-forgotten. Words I had heard before, if only I could recall where. But the memory eluded me. It slithered away, leaving only the faint certainty that I was holding a puzzle with a missing piece.


  Mom spent most of our time at the hospital—and the drive home—making calls. Her face was grim as she spoke into the phone, her body tense. Instead of depositing Leon at his own apartment, she brought him back to our house and made him lie on the couch.


  Then she told us what she’d learned.


  “Ryan checked the Drought and Deluge.”


  “Alone?” I asked. Leader of the Guardians or not, I didn’t think Mr. Alvarez would be able to handle Shane. Leon had been injured in a matter of seconds—and Leon could teleport.


  “I think he feels responsible,” Mom said. “He believed Shane was neutral. He trusted him.”


  So had I, but I kept my silence.


  “It doesn’t matter,” Mom continued. “The club was deserted. Ryan says the whole place was trashed. There wasn’t any trace of Shane.”


  “You think he’s Beneath?”


  “Likely. But we’ll have someone watching the club, in case.”


  If he did resurface, I thought, mere surveillance wasn’t going to be much help. His voice whispered into me.


  You are a corpse taking air.


  I shuddered.


  The news only got worse from there. The other two elders, Deirdre and Julia, were missing.


  I shook my head, feeling strangely hollow. “They’re not missing. They’re dead.”


  Mom frowned. “We don’t know that, honey.”


  “They’re dead,” I repeated. “He killed them, and he took their bodies Beneath. We won’t find them.”


  She dragged a hand through her hair. “I want you to stay here with Leon. You should be safe, but if you sense anything—anything—the two of you teleport first, and question it later. I need to go take care of a few things.”


  “You have a plan?” I asked.


  Her expression turned hard. “Simple. Find Shane. Kill him.”


  “Be careful, okay? He’s a lot more powerful than we knew.”


  She pulled me in for a hug, kissed the top of my head. “Try not to worry.”


  As though that were in any way possible.


  After she left, I turned to find Leon looking at me.


  His face was pale, and there were dark circles under his eyes. His hair had dried oddly, curling and clumping. A few blades of grass still clung to his shirt, and his tie was a complete disaster. I bent down to straighten it for him.


  “How are you feeling?”


  “Alive,” he said. He caught my hand, folding it in his. His words were soft. “Thanks to you.”


  “That’s how it works,” I said. “Remember?”


  “I remember.” He drew in a breath. “You teleported.”


  “I didn’t have a whole lot of choice. And I have no plans to do it again, so can we please not argue about it right now?”


  His gaze flicked away. “It was my fault. I shouldn’t have gone in there alone. It was careless. I endangered myself”—his face contorted—“and I endangered you.”


  “You didn’t know,” I whispered. I climbed up onto the couch, curling myself beside him, careful not to hurt his ribs. I pictured Shane’s face, the red curve of his smile. I lay my head against Leon’s shoulder. “None of us did.”


  
    
  


  [image: ]


  The last flickers of the sunset slanted in through the windows, turning the room orange and red. I sat on the couch, my knees drawn up, and fixed my focus on the slope of light that lay across the floor in front of me, watching the way it pooled. It was the night after Shane’s attack on the elders, and Mr. Alvarez had arrived at the house to coordinate with Mom—and to pry more details out of me.


  I wasn’t paying much attention to them. I’d been reliving the scene at Sonja’s house again and again over the past twenty-four hours. Much of it had begun to blur in my mind. Images shifted and changed, blending together: A cup shattered against the hardwood floor, spilling blood instead of tea. Fallen books soaked the liquid up into their pages, the words inked in crimson. No, I reminded myself—that hadn’t happened; of course it hadn’t. But I imagined that Sonja’s eyes had been wide and staring when I saw her. Her eyes were a deep brown, almost black, I knew; I had felt that keen gaze often enough. The thought had followed me into sleep. My dreams had been a collection of fragments: Rosebushes wilting, Shane’s skin going silver beneath a sea of red stars. Sonja’s eyes, open and watchful. Seeing me.


  I couldn’t have seen them, I told myself now. Her head had been turned from me. Her face had been hidden. Other details I couldn’t shut out: Her blouse, drenched red. The way she had clenched her arms against her.


  She struggled, I thought. To the last moment.


  “Whitticomb?” Mr. Alvarez said.


  Deliberately, I gave myself a slight shake. I rubbed at my face with my hands, returning my attention to the present. Mr. Alvarez was asking me about Shane. And if the details were confused in my thoughts, Shane’s words were not. They were seared into my memory. Scalding to the touch. “He told me I was going to die,” I said. “He told me—I was a corpse taking air.”


  Mom and Mr. Alvarez exchanged a look. She crossed the room and leaned down to hug me, so long and tight that I wriggled away, pushing at her hands.


  “I don’t think he meant to kill me, though,” I added. “He said I was going to die, but not that day. He didn’t even hurt me. It was Leon he attacked.”


  Mr. Alvarez sighed, turning and running a hand through his black hair—which was, for once, not spiked up, but sitting quite normally atop his head. He looked at Mom. “We should have seen this coming. You always believed he couldn’t be trusted.”


  “But I didn’t think he was a threat. If I did, I’d have taken him out.” She snorted. “Clearly, I should have taken him out.”


  “There has to be some sign we missed. When a Harrower stops being neutral, there’s usually some indication.”


  I was still trying to reconcile in my head that Shane wasn’t neutral anymore. I’d been accustomed to think of him as harmless, if not precisely an ally. “He was acting weird the last time I saw him,” I said. “But not…homicidal weird.”


  Mom and Mr. Alvarez both stopped to stare at me.


  “Weird how?” Mr. Alvarez asked.


  “Saw when?” Mom asked.


  I decided to address Mom first. “Last week, Drought and Deluge. And you don’t need to give me a lecture, because I have more than learned my lesson, believe me. I will be enormously happy to never see Shane again.” To Mr. Alvarez I said: “He told me he hadn’t seen anything recently and that he was leaving town. And then he started destroying the mural of the Beneath he painted.” I thought of him scraping at the paint, shredding the skyline, his hands sliding into claws. It had been unsettling, but he hadn’t seemed hostile then. He hadn’t seemed threatening. He’d seemed almost…sad.


  You are going to die, Kin-child.


  I shivered.


  “What about the other neutral Harrowers in the Cities?” I asked. “Do they know anything?”


  “There aren’t any,” Mr. Alvarez said. “They’re gone. Some of them Drew killed, but most began to disappear around the time Susannah showed up. The rest have vanished since. Shane was the last.”


  That seemed like an ominous portent. “Does that mean none of them are neutral anymore?”


  “I don’t have any idea what it means. Except that we all need to be on our guard.” He sighed again, turning to Mom. “I’ve been in contact with the Kin at other Circles. They’re putting their elders under Guardian protection for the time being, in case the attacks turn out to be more widespread. But we need to figure this out. Why target the elders? Why take their bodies Beneath? What is he after?”


  “I don’t care about why or what,” Mom said. “I care about where.”


  Which meant, I supposed, she was sticking to her Find him, Kill him plan.


  After Mr. Alvarez left, I followed Mom up the stairs to her bedroom and lingered in the doorway as she set about preparing to leave for the night. She exchanged her jeans for black pants and grabbed her Morning Star hoodie, tying her hair up in a bun.


  “Where did the elders send Brooke?” I asked. In the immediate aftermath of the incident with Shane, I’d been too frantic to fully consider his claims about Brooke. But now the thought took hold, tightened its grip.


  “I don’t know, honey,” Mom said. She zipped up her hoodie. “Away from the Circle. Somewhere safe. Are you worried because Shane knows who she is? Her powers are sealed.”


  “He said they killed her.”


  She swung back toward me. Her lips parted. “Then he was lying.”


  “Are you sure?”


  Her forehead knit. “He was probably trying to upset you.”


  I hugged my arms. “It worked.”


  The thought persisted. That night I lay awake, staring into the darkness of my bedroom. I pictured Brooke as I had last seen her: hunkered in a corner of her house, her face streaked with tears. When she’d looked up at me, her eyes had been swollen and red. She’d barely been able to speak through her terror. We’re your Kin, I’d told her. We’re here to help.


  I’d believed that. Then.


  Now, I wasn’t certain what to believe. As a Remnant, Brooke had been a threat to the Kin, maybe the greatest threat that existed. More dangerous than any demon. She’d had the power to tear open the barrier between worlds, and the Harrowers had known that. They’d craved that power, hungered for it. Hunted her. For seventeen years, Harrowers had searched for the Remnant. Verrick had restlessly stalked the Cities as he awaited her birth; the Harrowing he’d begun had led to his blood being sealed—along with my father’s. Iris and Tigue had killed Kin girls to find her. And Susannah. Susannah had had an army waiting, ready for her to cut a passage to the Beneath. Using Brooke’s powers, Susannah would have opened the Beneath entirely. I’d felt it within her, seen it in her eyes: the city overrun, Harrowers in the streets.


  Susannah was only the most recent. She wouldn’t have been the last. Unsealed, Brooke would never have been safe again. And neither would the rest of us.


  But a sealing could be undone.


  Death was a bit more permanent.


  In the morning, I drove to St. Paul to speak with Esther.


  According to my grandfather, she was still feeling under the weather—which the events of the past few days had only worsened. The news of the elders’ deaths had come as a tremendous shock to her. She agreed to see me, however, and Charles led me into her sitting room, where she was resting in her large plush chair, drinking coffee against doctors’ orders. She had a book open before her, and a pair of bifocals sat on her nose.


  She glanced up at me when I entered, removing her glasses and setting the book in her lap. “I take it you are not here to inform me that Lucy has agreed to consider my proposal.”


  I sank into the seat across from her, looking her over critically. Now that she was out of the hospital, she seemed more like herself. Her face was less sunken, her eyes less vague. Her hair was impeccably groomed, and the familiar scent of the rose perfume she wore wafted to me. But there was still a sense of frailty about her that I was unaccustomed to. I noticed how thin her frame was beneath the business suit she wore. When she raised the coffee mug to her lips, her hands had just the slightest tremble.


  “Nor are you here to offer me condolences on the deaths of my associates, I suspect,” she continued, after setting the coffee mug back on the little table beside her chair. She lifted her bifocals to her eyes once more, leaning forward and observing me. “I’m told you witnessed one of the attacks. Are you well, Audrey?”


  Her words flustered me. I supposed I knew, in an abstract sort of way, that Esther cared about my well-being, but she’d never questioned me on it before. Though her voice still had a slight rasp in it, it lacked its familiar edge. As she watched me, her expression was solemn, not sharp. And so what came out of my mouth wasn’t a polite comment or a flippant remark. It was the truth. “I’m scared,” I said.


  “You are not alone in the sentiment.”


  “I need to ask you something,” I said. But I didn’t say it immediately. I waited, biting my lip. I thought of my Nav cards, and how I had tucked them away in my closet, in an old shoebox filled with postcards and handwritten notes. I had set them inside and shut the lid. That was the day I’d lied to Gideon. The day I had told him he was Kin. I hadn’t touched the cards since. I had decided, then, that there were some things I didn’t want to know. Places I didn’t want to look.


  She is with the worms, I heard Shane jeer.


  I hesitated so long that Esther arched her eyebrows and said, “Yes?”


  I had come this far already. The time for retreat had passed. And this wasn’t something I wanted to know; it was something I needed to. I looked up, meeting her gaze. “I want to talk to you about Brooke Oliver. The Remnant.”


  I Knew it then, before she even drew in a breath.


  It didn’t come to me in images or impressions; it wasn’t some memory that crept into my thoughts. I saw it in the way Esther’s eyes flicked from mine, just for a moment, to gaze down at her hands, in the way her jaw tightened. I heard it in the silence that lengthened between us. It crackled in the air around us. My heart stopped. My lips parted, but no sound came out. I wanted to rise from my chair and run from the room, but my legs wouldn’t obey. I sat frozen.


  “Tell me,” I said.


  Esther’s mouth was set in a hard line. When she spoke, her tone was clipped. “There is nothing to tell.”


  “They killed her,” I said. They’d really done it, as Shane had said. They had cut her open and let the poison out. I rocked back in my chair, covering my mouth with my hand. I stared at Esther. This was the secret she’d been keeping, I realized. I had sensed it that day at the hospital—the worry that had weighed on her mind, troubling her thoughts. “They killed her and you knew.”


  Her gaze sharpened. “I didn’t.”


  “But you guessed. You found out,” I accused. There was a lump in my throat.


  Esther didn’t answer. We looked at each other, unspeaking, and now another Knowing came to me, some stray memory that surfaced. It wasn’t an image of Brooke, as I’d expected. It was of a young woman holding an infant, her fingers twining in the soft down of his hair. She rocked him gently, cradling him against her, and though a smile curved her lips, there was an element of sadness about the scene, a sense of mourning.


  I didn’t want to see it. I didn’t want to Know whatever grief Esther held close. There was a sinking feeling in my stomach. A sense of futility, like I was underwater, being weighed down even as I clawed toward the surface. “You found out,” I repeated.


  “Yes.”


  “And you didn’t stop it.”


  “No.”


  “You let them butcher a girl whose only crime was existing. Do you know how completely messed up that is?” I felt sick. Tears stung my eyes, and I wiped them away angrily.


  Esther didn’t even flinch. Her gaze remained steady. “Are you awaiting some justification? I don’t know that it was justified. Only that it was the decision they made.”


  “Well, you definitely picked the wrong person to succeed you then, because there is no way Mom would go along with decisions that involve murder.”


  “I know.” Esther stood, moving toward the window, where the thin morning light pushed in through the curtains. “I remember Lucy as she was in her youth. A more willful creature I had never known. She wasn’t just rebellious, she was wild. Completely heedless of others. Angry at everyone and everything. But she had so much strength of spirit. She had heart. You could never grudge her that. Adrian softened her edges somewhat, but the steel was always there, underneath. She fought so hard against his sealing. She begged us to wait, to find another way. At the time, I believed there was no other option. The Kin needed protecting. Verrick needed to be stopped. I understood the cost, and so did Adrian. But I look at my son now, and I wonder if we made the right choice. If perhaps I should have fought harder.” She cleared her throat, turning to face me once more. “As for the girl. The Kin are safer for the death of the Remnant. But I cannot say if we are better for it. And it has occurred to me that perhaps we could benefit from a little disagreement.”


  Disagreement was certainly one of Mom’s specialties. “That’s why you want Mom to take over?”


  “I don’t know that the right choice was made. I do know that it was the same choice we have made throughout history, and that it is a choice we’re sure to make again.” Her expression turned wry. “But if there is another path to tread, I have no doubt Lucy will be the one to find it.”


  “Brooke will still be dead,” I whispered.


  “As will the elders, so it appears the question is moot now, isn’t it?” She sighed, rubbing her temples. “I’m tired, Audrey. And I have no desire to discuss morality with you further. We have other matters to occupy us. There will be more death soon enough. The elders were merely this demon’s opening act. I fear there is far worse yet to come.”


  I felt a prickle on the back of my neck. “Worse how?”


  “His choice of targets was deliberate, not random. It was a culling. It was a statement of intent.” She strode across the room toward me, reaching out and gripping one of my hands. I tried to pull away, but she held fast. Her skin was chilled. Her face was grim. “We are not simply being hunted this time. We are being Harrowed.”


  We are being Harrowed.


  The words reverberated in my head as I drove back to Minneapolis. I tried to push them away. I tried to concentrate on the highway before me. I had the windows rolled all the way down, and I listened to the roar of the traffic, felt the wind whipping against my face. I cranked up the radio to drown out the echo of Esther’s voice. I didn’t want to think. If I thought too hard, I would see Shane standing over Sonja, her body being dragged Beneath. I would see Brooke cowering, tears streaming down her cheeks. I would hear myself promising to help her. I would hear We are being Harrowed.


  Eventually, the blur of the highway became the quiet of neighborhood streets. A light rain had darkened the pavement, and all along the sidewalks, lawns glistened. I turned the corner and my house came into view. The windows were dark. Mom wasn’t home, and though Leon and I had plans to train again today, he had class until the afternoon. For a moment after I pulled into the driveway, I just sat in the car, gripping the steering wheel and gazing out toward the house. A strange lethargy had come over me. The radio blared in my ears, but I barely heard it.


  I wondered what they had done with Brooke’s body.


  I wondered what they had said to her mother.


  Finally, I shut off the car, leaning my head against the steering wheel briefly before I stepped out. I shut the door harder than intended and jumped at the sound. I turned toward my house, letting out a low sigh. Warm sunlight touched my shoulders.


  But a chill crawled up my spine.


  My lethargy dissolved. I spun about.


  It happened quickly. One moment, the Harrower appeared: half-human, the gleam of scales showing through his forearms and face as his pale eyes watched me. The next moment a hand reached out from behind him. Fingers curled around his throat, squeezing. Before he could even scream, there was the sound of a crack. He slid to the cement, limp and lifeless.


  Behind him stood Iris.


  We faced each other across the driveway, the demon’s broken body between us. The Beneath collected him almost immediately. There was a sucking noise as shadows curled around him. The sickening stench of rot filled the air. His body twitched once, all Harrower now, no trace of humanity remaining. A gurgle escaped his open mouth. Then he was gone.


  I studied Iris warily. At first glance, I almost didn’t recognize her. Her long black hair had gone silver, and instead of falling to her hips in thick waves, it lay lank and brittle against her. Her clothing was in rags. The sweater she wore—it may have been blue once, but had since faded to a pale shade closer to gray—was riddled with holes. The hem of her skirt was frayed, trailing threads. Her lips were dry and cracked, and there were scabs up and down her bare legs, some open, oozing. The triple knot still hung from her throat, and on her left thumb she wore Patrick Tigue’s silver ring. In her sunken face, her eyes were once more St. Croix gold, not the blank white of the last time I’d seen her. She was smiling broadly.


  I reached my hand into my pocket, touching my phone.


  Iris saw the movement. “I’m not here to fight. No reinforcements necessary.” Her voice was hoarse, almost hissing. She kept her distance, lifting one hand and idly touching the triple knot. Her smile stayed wide, showing her teeth.


  “So. Iris. Still crazy?” I gripped my phone, removing it from my pocket and holding it near me.


  She tilted her head back slightly and laughed. An eerie, croaking sound that sent a shiver up me.


  “I’m going to take that as a yes,” I said. I fought the urge to retreat a step. “What is it you want?”


  “To talk. We can do that, can’t we? Just a friendly little chat between cousins.”


  “Our last one didn’t go so well,” I pointed out.


  “I’ve learned a few things since then.”


  “And forgotten about hygiene, apparently,” I said. I crossed my arms. “You’ve been sending demons after me. Not really the sort of gesture that says you want to kiss and make up.”


  “You have your own personal bodyguard. I figured you’d survive. And, oh look, you did.”


  “So, what happened? You decided the Beneath isn’t such a pleasant vacation spot?”


  “Patrick saved me,” she whispered, her smile faltering and her eyes going vague.


  “Yeah, you mentioned that before. And that was why the two of you went on your romantic yearlong murder spree. Next time you’re on the hunt for a boyfriend, maybe you should try one without scales.”


  Her gaze sharpened. “Be careful with glass houses, Audrey. Yours is already showing cracks.”


  Meaning my friendship with Gideon, I assumed. My own gaze narrowed. “Thanks to you.”


  “We’re getting off track. What I meant was that Patrick saved me again.” She grazed a finger across the ring on her thumb, turning it slowly. “He wanted me to live. So I did. So I have.”


  “And you just woke up one day and decided to come home?”


  All trace of her smile vanished. “I was thinking I might like your mother dead.”


  “Okay. We’re done here,” I said.


  I unlocked my phone to call Leon, but Iris stopped me once more. “Wait.”


  I shouldn’t have. I knew that. But I wanted to keep our conversation private as long as possible. “If you have a point, make it.”


  She let out another short, croaking laugh. “You have a problem, Audrey.”


  “I have a couple, and one of them is standing in front of me. Care to remove it?”


  “Pay attention. This is important. It was you who began it. You have to be the one to end it.”


  “If you want me to pay attention, try making sense,” I said.


  “The Beneath, Audrey. Can’t you feel it?”


  “Sorry. Unlike you, I’m not plugged in.”


  “But you Know it,” she said. “You met it. I know you did. You must have sensed it when you were there. It must have spoken to you. It’s there, always, watching. You feel it in every Harrower who steps out into this world. Their corruption. The beast they carry. Patrick used to tell me about it. It tormented him. I tried to help, but he said he could feel it slipping through, whispering into his thoughts. But it was sleeping then. It was dormant. Whispering was all it could do.”


  As she spoke, a memory stirred: the day we had fallen Beneath. I recalled a world made up of gray, the blank horizon, the colorless sand under my feet. For hours, I’d wandered aimless, alone. But not alone. Everywhere, the nothingness had seemed to breathe. Slowly, awareness had crept over me. I had sensed something there in the void, something cold and ancient that dwelled within the endless empty. Some presence slinking nearer, closing in, hungry, hating. With each step I took, I had felt its anger, its eager gaze. It had Known me. Known my blood. And it had spoken to me. It had told me—


  You are going to die here.


  The words resounded. Another voice echoed, a taunt that rang loud in my ears. It became a chant, repeating again and again. You are going to die, Kin-child.


  My heart picked up speed. I stared at Iris. “What is it you’re trying to say?”


  “We didn’t just wake Verrick that night on Harlow Tower. We woke the Beneath.”
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  The universe came to a sudden stop. For an instant, I didn’t breathe. Distantly, I was aware of the sun glaring down hot against my face, and the sweat beading on my forehead; I was aware of the staccato chug of a sprinkler system nearby, and the groan of an engine from down the block. But the details were mere information. They didn’t connect. I was back in Sonja’s house, feeling again that icy sense of dread that swept over me. I shivered beneath my sweat. I saw the smashed shards of the teacup, thin porcelain slivers painted lilac. In the corner: Sonja’s crumpled body, the twist of her neck. I saw Shane’s torn shirt, his unkempt hair. The bloody footprints and his bare feet. His blank, dead eyes as he looked at me. How he had smiled, showing red teeth.


  “We woke the Beneath,” I repeated dully. “That’s what killed Sonja and the other elders. It wasn’t Shane.”


  The Beneath.


  Impossible, I wanted to say. But Iris was right. I had felt it. I had Known it, just as it had Known me.


  We’ve met before, it had told me in Shane’s body, with Shane’s voice.


  Iris tilted her head, her gray hair rustling against her. The triple knot swayed on its chain. “At the moment, it’s choosing to inhabit him,” she said. Her voice had lost some of its hoarseness, as though she was slowly remembering how to speak. “But it’s not going to stop with him, either. It’s gaining in power. Gathering strength.”


  “And we woke it?” This was so far beyond my comprehension, I couldn’t even begin to process it. I just kept staring.


  “You have to put it back to sleep,” Iris said.


  “With what? A lullaby?”


  Her eyes were hard. There was no smile on her face now. “Kill Gideon.”


  “Right. You know, for a second there I forgot I was talking to a murdering psychopath. Thanks for the reminder.”


  “You need to listen to me,” she said, almost hissing again. She took half a step toward me, and then seemed to think better of it. “Gideon is the problem, Audrey. He’s connected to the Astral Circle, just like you are. But he’s a Harrower. That means he’s also connected to the Beneath. When you released the Circle’s power, the Beneath woke up. And since then it’s been feeding. Drawing on the Circle’s energy. That power is what’s keeping it awake. Sever his connection to the Circle, and it goes back to sleep.”


  “Why should I believe a word you’ve said? You don’t care about the Kin. You’ve been Beneath all this time, and now you just pop up out of nowhere and tell me to kill my best friend? For all I know, you’re still trying to get me to unseal him.”


  Her face twisted into a sneer. “You’re wrong. You don’t know anything. If it were just you and your mother, I’d say let the world burn. But I won’t let it have my family. I won’t let it have my sister.”


  “What is it going to do to Elspeth?” I asked, recalling Sonja’s body being dragged Beneath. We are being Harrowed, I heard Esther say.


  “What it’s going to do to everyone if it isn’t stopped. You remember Valerie. Her vision. The end of the Kin. She saw what was coming. She knew it would happen here. But that Harrower you killed got it wrong. It was never about the Remnant. It was about now. It was about this.”


  Valerie’s vision of the Kin’s destruction was what had begun Susannah’s search for the Remnant. It was the reason she’d come to the Cities, the reason she had gathered an army Beneath.


  But Val hadn’t just seen the future, Daniel had told me.


  She’d seen two.


  Two futures.


  The Remnant was never the one who decides it, he’d said. You are.


  My mind raced, stray thoughts that reached toward understanding, and then skidded away. Memories surfaced. You set something in motion that night on Harlow Tower, Susannah had told me. That was the night Valerie had had her first vision, she’d claimed. The night she saw the doom of your Kin.


  “No,” I said. I shook my head. “You’re crazy if you think I’m killing Gideon.”


  “It has to be you. You’re connected to the Circle. To him. You have to do it. You’re the only one who can.” She turned her head, listening to something beyond my hearing. In the street behind her, a blackbird stalked back and forth and then suddenly took to flight. A feather floated down on the air beneath it, blown upward by the breeze. Iris closed her eyes. When she opened them again, they were white as a Harrower’s. “And you have to hurry. You have to go. You have to do it now.”


  Alarm surged through me. A familiar chill crept over my skin. “What’s happening?”


  “The Beneath. It’s near. Gideon is part human now—it can’t inhabit him. It’s going to unseal him. Hurry, Audrey. Go.”


  I spun around, groping toward the car.


  The driveway at Gideon’s house was empty. The drapes were closed, the windows dark. One of his sisters’ bicycles lay abandoned in the yard, but there was no sign of its owner. No one home, I thought at first, fighting down panic—but no, Iris had told me to go, to hurry. Whatever she’d sensed was close. And I had felt that chill of dread, that rush of horror. It was coming here. It was going to unseal Verrick.


  I parked quickly, leaving the car running. I’d tried Gideon’s number as I drove, but my calls had gone unanswered. I tested the door and stepped inside when I found it unlocked. I made for the basement at half-gallop, not pausing to see if anyone else was there. Nothing mattered but getting to Gideon.


  “Gideon!” I called when I reached the basement steps.


  I didn’t know what I was going to do when I found him. I didn’t have a plan beyond reaching him. I would drag him to the car if I had to, and then I’d just drive. Drive and keep driving, until we were so far from the Circle that no Harrower could push through, no matter how powerful. After that, I would decide what to do. I would think of something to tell him—anything but the truth. But I’d think of it later. First I had to find him. First I had to save him.


  “Gideon!” I shouted again.


  “Audrey?”


  Relief poured into me. I ran down the rest of the steps and pitched myself toward his room, nearly colliding with him as he opened his door and stepped through it. He looked like I’d just woken him from a nap. His hair was sticking up, and he blinked at me sleepily, rubbing his face with his hands. I grabbed his hand, gripping it tightly and drawing him toward the stairs.


  He didn’t resist, but his pace was sluggish. “Are you okay? What’s wrong? What’s going on?”


  I kept tugging him, urging him to move faster. “I’ll tell you later. You need to come with me. Just trust me, okay? We need to go. We need to go right now.”


  “Go where?”


  “I’ll explain, I promise—”


  Abruptly, we were flung apart. Gideon’s hand was jerked from mine, and I found myself airborne, crashing against the wall. My shoulder took the impact, but I felt it all through me, sharp pain shooting out along my limbs. Dizzily, I groped my way back to my feet. Through the fog in my vision, I saw Shane.


  My stomach plunged. My throat constricted. I had failed. Shane was going to unseal Verrick, and I couldn’t prevent it. Leon would arrive any second, I knew. And this time he wouldn’t even pause. He’d just grab me and teleport away.


  “Gideon, run!” I cried.


  But he couldn’t run. I knew that, even as I shouted it. There was no exit here, no avenue of escape. Shane—or the Beneath—had found him. If Gideon moved, it would follow. If he ran, it would give chase.


  And it would catch him.


  There was no question of that.


  Gideon lay on his side, clutching his head. He made a noise, trying to pull himself to his feet. Shane stalked toward him.


  His feet were still bare, I saw. The bottom ends of his jeans were brown with dried blood. Up to his ankles.


  “I have heard the singing of your blood, prisoner,” the Beneath said with Shane’s voice. “I hear the drag of your chains. I am here to loosen your bonds.”


  I wondered how I had ever mistaken it for Shane. I felt its malevolence in every word it uttered, every gesture it made.


  “Run!” I screamed.


  Gideon scrambled backward on his hands.


  “You know me,” Shane said, herding him, keeping him cornered. “You’ve always known. You hide it away, you deny it. But you have felt it. You have tasted its call. The fury that feeds you. The thirst for the kill that hums in your blood. You understand who you are. This Kin-child lied to you. She speaks in untruths. She draws fictions out of air. She is not your friend. She is not your kind.”


  “RUN!”


  “Do you know what her kind did? What her Kin did to the girl you loved? They opened her veins. They gave her to the earth and let it gorge. I will gift you something in return. I’m going to give you vengeance. I am going to give you back your wrath.”


  I struggled to my feet. Unthinking, uncaring, I hurled myself toward them.


  Shane caught me one-handed, lifting me from the ground. “Your blood is not required, Kin-child.”


  He tossed me backward. I hit the floor hard.


  I rolled, trying to pull myself up onto my hands and failing. My arms buckled. My hands wouldn’t hold me. Something sharp sliced into my palm. I raised my head, and in the darkness of the basement, across the distance of the room, my eyes met Gideon’s. Our gazes locked.


  Everything stilled. For a moment, there was no sound, no sense, no feel of the floor beneath me. I no longer saw Shane’s blood-crusted jeans or his bare feet. I saw only Gideon. In reality, it measured no more than a heartbeat, a blink, but in that moment, time was elastic. It drew us backward, across years, across memory, into a long ago morning and a sunny classroom that smelled of licorice and crayons. We were eight years old, and I was making my slow way through the door, pausing as I stepped. Gideon was there at his desk, turning to face me. I saw the light that clung to him, that beautiful, burning light, clean and shining. He smiled. I smiled. And I knew, right then.


  We’re connected, I thought now. We are bound. By the blood of my father, and by the light of the Astral Circle, blazing so brightly around him. A thread drawn between us. And we would stay there, in that single stopped second. The rest of the world would go on, but we would remain. Nothing would touch us. Nothing would change.


  But the heartbeat passed. Time sped forward once again. Gideon sucked in a breath. I saw a flash of understanding in his eyes, truth cutting through the fiction. He knew what he was. Somewhere inside, he’d always known. And he knew that I lied. I wanted to plead, to apologize, but my mouth wouldn’t form the words. Darkness swelled across my vision. My thoughts slipped away.


  The last sound I heard was Gideon screaming.
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  My mind slid backward into memory. Consciousness flickered and faded; I heard voices, someone speak my name. I felt arms lift me, a warm touch on my face. But I resisted. I retreated into sleep—or perhaps into Knowing. It wasn’t like a dream, drifting from thought to thought or scene to scene. It wasn’t abstract or ambiguous. Behind my eyes, images collected and took shape: thick grass stretching in every direction; insects humming in the cool, clean air; the rise of pines in the distance.


  Above, the last edge of light was retreating from the night sky. I recognized the setting—the dirt road trailing off out of sight, Gram’s rusty blue truck parked in the gravel. It was our old house up north, where I’d spent the first eight years of my life in the sleepy quiet of the country. It was late summer, and the flowers that crept up toward the porch were beginning to droop and die. There was Gram, seated beside me on the porch swing. I was little, maybe six years old, my feet bare and dirty as I pulled them up onto the swing and tucked myself against Gram. She hummed a tune, stroking my hair idly. I listened to the rise and fall of the notes and the creak of our swing as it swayed.


  We were watching the stars come out. Counting them, giving each a name—this one Jacky, for my grandfather, that one Lady, after our greyhound. They had names already, I knew, real names, but Gram asked why that should matter to us. The stars didn’t care. They did not belong to Earth. Some were distant suns, shining for distant planets. They were the beacons of all the cosmos, she said—pinpricks of light in the darkness, where all hope begins. And on our porch, we would name them what we wished.


  “Listen, sweeting,” Gram said, her voice soft. “I’m going to tell you a secret.”


  It wasn’t a secret she told me, but a story.


  She had told me it before. It was about my grandfather, who had died before I was born. “I wasn’t supposed to marry Jacky,” she confided, lifting her hand to tuck a stray curl of hair behind my ear. “I was engaged to his brother, George.”


  I knew the details already. A wedding had been planned, and then delayed. Gram’s white dress had been left in the closet to gather dust. Then George had been killed overseas, and for two years Gram had withdrawn into herself, barely eating, barely speaking. The world outside her window had no color, she told me; food had no taste. The turn of seasons didn’t touch her. Chords strung together had no music in them.


  “Jacky,” she said. “He was my lodestar. The flame that guided me home. That’s what you do when you’re lost, sweeting. You just look for the flame.”


  “But he died,” I said.


  Gram only smiled. “He is in the earth now, but I’m never alone. Even when we die, we’re still a part of the people who carry us. I keep him here”—she touched her heart—“and there.” She raised her arm, pointing to the horizon. I lifted my eyes to follow the motion.


  But when I looked at the sky once more, all the stars were red.


  I woke in my own room, in my own bed, warm blankets tucked up to my chin. Late afternoon light streamed in around me. My window was open, letting in the sound of birds, the smell of the lawn. Everything seemed quiet and peaceful. As though nothing had occurred. I wanted to close my eyes and pretend nothing had.


  Instead, I tried to move. My head swam. Groggy and disoriented, I groped toward the wall, pressing my hand flat against it until my vision ceased its spinning. Then, carefully, I climbed up out of the covers and swung my legs over the side of the bed. I sat there a moment, evaluating. My shoulder ached. There was dirt on my shorts and tank top, a thin smear of blood on my arm. After taking a steadying breath, I stood and padded toward the door.


  Downstairs, there were voices.


  I made my way slowly, clutching at the railing. The stairs creaked as I stepped, and the voices went silent. I heard footsteps. My mother appeared, peeking her head out from the living room. Her mouth slanted downward.


  “You shouldn’t be up yet,” she said.


  “I need to know what happened.”


  “You may need to be the one to answer that,” she said. She helped me down the last few stairs, taking hold of my arm and guiding me toward the living room. Mr. Alvarez stood inside, near the mantel. He glanced toward the door, frowning, when I entered. Leon was leaning against the wall, his arms crossed, his expression blank. He didn’t look at me.


  Mom settled me on the couch, then turned to Mr. Alvarez. “I would prefer to delay this until she’s feeling better, but it seems my daughter has other ideas.”


  “What’s going on?” I asked. My voice squeaked out of me, sounding strange to my ears. I curled my hands, then felt a sharp pain. There was a cut across one palm, jagged and beginning to scab over. “How did I get home?”


  “How do you think?” Leon said.


  Mom’s brow furrowed. “You don’t remember? You seemed awake when I brought you up to bed.”


  “No. I just remember passing out. And…red stars. A sky the color of blood. Dreaming.”


  “I was in class,” Leon said. “It took me a minute to get out of sight to teleport. He was already gone when I found you.”


  “Who?” I whispered. My heart clenched.


  Mr. Alvarez turned to face me. He closed his eyes briefly. “Verrick. He’s alive, and he’s loose.”


  “She knows,” Leon said.


  My voice broke. “He’s Gideon.”


  His face flashed before me. His crooked little grin, the dimple that sometimes appeared in his cheek. His brown eyes were warm, full of humor. I heard him say my name. I heard him scream.


  Shane had warned me, I thought. When he’d still been Shane. The choice is yours, if you wish to plummet off this cliff, he’d said. I’m merely pointing out the edge.


  But he’d been wrong. I’d left the ledge far behind without even realizing it. There was no ground beneath me. There was nothing left to do but fall, and keep falling.


  I swallowed, feeling tears on my face. My whole body felt hot. I couldn’t seem to draw in enough air.


  “How long have you known?” Mr. Alvarez said.


  “Is that relevant?” Mom asked.


  There didn’t seem any point in hiding it any longer. “Since the day we killed Susannah,” I said, stumbling over the words. “When I figured out who the Remnant is. Was.”


  “Three months.” Mr. Alvarez sighed. “Well, we can’t do anything to change that now.”


  I made an effort to brush the tears from my face, then grabbed one of the couch pillows and hugged it against me. “Will you at least tell me what happened?”


  “He attacked Camille,” Leon said.


  I bit my lip, looking at Mr. Alvarez. “Is she okay?” Camille was Mr. Alvarez’s ex-girlfriend, and even though they’d broken up—which may or may not have had something to do with him using her as Harrower-bait—I figured he’d be visibly upset if she’d been seriously hurt, but I didn’t let out my breath until he nodded.


  “He doesn’t seem to be at his full strength,” Mr. Alvarez added. “He retreated when she fought back. But he told her who he was, and she called me.” He turned to Mom. “We don’t know where he is now. Camille said she didn’t think he’d gone Beneath, so we need to search the streets. We can’t rely on him retreating next time. Our window of opportunity here is brief.”


  Their opportunity to find him and kill him. Panic surged. Fresh tears streamed down my cheeks. “It’s not his fault,” I choked out. “He’s not Verrick any longer. The Circle did something to him. It changed him. It made him into something else. He’s not just a Harrower, he’s human.”


  Mr. Alvarez’s voice was gentle, but his words sliced into me. “Regardless of how he’s been living the past seventeen years, Verrick has been unsealed. Gideon is gone.”


  “No,” I said. “I won’t believe that. I don’t believe that. There has to be some way to save him.”


  “Maybe he doesn’t deserve to be saved,” Leon answered.


  My eyes snapped to his. He was looking at me finally. His face was hard and angry.


  “What happened at Gideon’s house?” Mom interjected, sinking down onto the couch beside me. “How is it that he got released?”


  The scene replayed before me—Gideon’s fingers clasped in mine, our hands separating, the two of us flying apart, the look in his eyes in that final second before the world dimmed around me. If I could just rearrange events, I thought, reverse and rewrite them. This time, Gideon would stand, lifting himself up from the ground. He’d walk to me, take my hand. Shane would not appear. We would reach the stairs unhindered. We’d run.


  “Audrey?” Mom asked.


  “It was the Beneath. It unsealed him. I don’t know how.”


  Mr. Alvarez gave me a quizzical look. “What do you mean, the Beneath?”


  “It was the Beneath that killed the elders,” I said. The words came out in a rush. “Iris found me just before I went to Gideon’s. She said—she said the Beneath got woken somehow. And that it’s been growing in strength. That’s why there wasn’t any sign that Shane had stopped being neutral. He didn’t. It just…sort of took him over, I guess. And Gideon—the Beneath can’t inhabit him, so it unsealed him. That’s what Iris told me.”


  Mr. Alvarez blinked. “A physical manifestation of the Beneath?”


  “I don’t know that you want to trust anything Iris has to say,” Mom said.


  I shook my head. “No. She wasn’t lying about this. It’s what she’s been trying to tell me, the whole reason she came out from Beneath,” I said. “And she’s right. I felt it, Mom. At Sonja’s house. And at Gideon’s. It was the same thing I felt when Iris and I went Beneath.”


  I didn’t know how to explain it. How to describe the abyss given form, a black hole that walked and breathed. And it wasn’t just sense or feeling, either. It had a smell. A taste. I could almost taste it now, in the stifling air of the living room, with the windows open and the humidity sticking in my lungs. Rancid and sickly sweet. My stomach twisted.


  My face must have conveyed what my words couldn’t, because Mr. Alvarez said, “If that’s true, I’m not sure how we’re meant to fight it.” He sighed, tapping his fingers against his leg. “The elders might have had a solution, or at least some idea if anything like this has ever happened before. Maybe the other Circles will have information.”


  “We fight Harrowers,” Mom said. “As many as it takes.”


  “It may take a lot,” Mr. Alvarez said. His voice was grim. “That could be why there hasn’t been any Harrower activity at the other Circles. It could be they’re all converging here.”


  I thought of Susannah’s army, the demons she had gathered just beyond the edge of the Circle, waiting to surge forth once the barrier was opened. That had been bad enough. Now I imagined all the Beneath teeming with Harrowers’ bodies, a sea of scarlet and silver clawing toward the surface.


  Mom must have had a similar thought. “That’s not good,” she said.


  “I don’t have any evidence to back it up,” he added. “It’s just supposition.”


  “A worrying supposition.”


  Leon’s eyes narrowed. “And so, just like that, you’re going to forget that Verrick is running free? Do you remember what Verrick did?”


  “I’m not forgetting anything, Leon,” Mom answered. “But if what Audrey says is true, we may actually have bigger problems.”


  “Audrey is not an impartial source in this.”


  I hopped to my feet. “You think I’m lying?”


  “You’ve been lying for months.”


  “I didn’t lie. I just didn’t say anything.”


  “It’s the same thing, and you know it is,” he shot back.


  “Argue about this later,” Mom said.


  But I didn’t stop talking. I had to make Leon understand. My hands balled into fists. “I couldn’t tell. The Kin would have killed Gideon. The elders would have killed him, the way they killed Brooke.”


  My words hung in the air. There was a long moment of silence, broken only by drone of an engine from outside.


  Finally, Mr. Alvarez said, “Brooke Oliver’s powers were sealed.”


  I shook my head. “I asked Esther. She told me the truth.”


  “Audrey…” Mom said. She covered her mouth with her hand. “Jesus.”


  Mr. Alvarez stared at me. He looked as though he’d been slapped. Or like he was about to be sick. His dark eyes were huge in his face. He didn’t move. He didn’t speak. Though I’d grown accustomed to seeing him outside of school, I still had trouble separating Ryan Alvarez, leader of the Guardians, from the stern, no-nonsense math teacher he always presented in class. Now, abruptly, I remembered how young he actually was. Too young to lead the Kin, Esther had told me. Too raw.


  Too innocent.


  He swallowed. A muscle in his jaw twitched. Then, without saying another word, he turned and left the room.


  Mom rose from the couch and followed him. “Ryan—”


  He quickened his pace. I heard the front door slam and then his car roll down the driveway.


  Mom stopped in the living room doorway, her hands on her hips. “Perfect,” she sighed. After a second, she turned to face Leon and me. “I need to see what I can do to handle this mess. I’m going to speak with Esther. Don’t go anywhere, either of you, until we figure out what’s going on.”


  “Wait,” I said, as she headed for the door. “Just…so you’re aware. Iris is no longer Beneath. I don’t know where she went, but I think she stayed up here.”


  Mom sighed again. “Any other complications you want to throw my way?”


  “Esther said we’re being Harrowed.”


  “Well, that isn’t a surprise at least,” she said. “If the Beneath is suddenly sentient and hijacking bodies, I doubt it’s doing it to make friends.”


  I gripped my arms. “You think this is the start of a Harrowing?”


  “We’re going to end it before it gets that far.”


  “Are you still going to kill Shane?”


  She didn’t answer. I would have said more, but I suspected I’d already used up my It’s Not His Fault argument on Gideon, and any other words of that nature would not be well-received. I watched her leave.


  And then turned to face my reckoning.


  We watched each other in silence, the length of the living room between us. I lingered near the edge of the couch, my fingers grazing the soft fabric of the upholstery. I wanted to go to Leon, but I sensed he would retreat if I did. There was a wary look in his eyes, and his entire body was tensed, like a deer ready to bolt. It reminded me of the night he’d first arrived in the Cities, nearly four years ago now. In the late-summer twilight, the moon above us had been hazy and glazed with heat, the stars hidden by the glow of the city. I remembered how Leon had parked his motorcycle at the end of the driveway and stepped slowly forward through the grass, a backpack slung over his shoulder. His helmet had matted his hair to his head, and in the thin half-light, the blue of his eyes had been darkened to black. There had been a hint of bewilderment within his serious expression—a sense of puzzlement, like he wasn’t certain where he was, or if he should be there. But then he’d looked at me, and we’d smiled at each other, and the lost look in his eyes had dissolved.


  I studied him, noting the differences four years had brought. He was just as skinny as he’d been that night, but he was taller now, and his shoulders had broadened. His hair was shorter, though the ends still curled slightly. There was a spot of blood on his shirt, a faint streak turning brown. My blood, I realized, from when he’d found me at Gideon’s. And I knew a smile wouldn’t solve this problem.


  I felt hollow. There was a sudden emptiness within me that seemed to keep growing. It had edges, sharp enough to cut. But I couldn’t explain that. I couldn’t tell him how it had felt, that morning when I had done my final reading for Gideon. To look into the blank card and see Verrick’s face. How hard I’d been trying to forget.


  Eventually, I just repeated: “I couldn’t say anything.”


  His jaw tightened. “No. You chose not to say anything.”


  “I told you why.”


  “Because the elders would have killed him. Which is exactly what needed to happen.”


  I opened my mouth to respond, but Leon continued before I had the chance.


  “The last time he was loose, he started a Harrowing,” he said. “He threw the Kin into chaos. He slaughtered his way through the Cities. You knew who he was. You knew he was a threat. And you chose to protect him.”


  My temper flared. “Of course I chose to protect him! I couldn’t even kill a Harrower. You think I’d let the Kin kill my best friend?”


  “What about all the people he’s going to kill?”


  His words knifed into me. I froze. My stomach plummeted. I looked away from him, keeping my focus on anything but his face: the afternoon light that lingered on the walls, Gram’s garage-sale coffee table, the worn carpet that needed replacing, the space between us. “You don’t know that will happen,” I whispered.


  “What else do you think is going to happen? He was unsealed for maybe an hour before he went straight for a Guardian. Camille survived—but what about the next person he attacks? And the next? He’s not going to stop until we stop him. Every person he hurts—that’s your choice.”


  “That’s a terrible thing to say.”


  “That doesn’t make it any less true.”


  I felt heat on my face. Anger bubbled up once more, but anger was better than guilt. I didn’t even try to contain it. “I thought it would be okay!” I railed. “I thought he would be okay. I just wanted things to be normal. He’s not just Verrick anymore. I thought if no one found out, he’d just be able to live his life. As a human. That’s what he wanted. He didn’t want to be a Harrower. He wanted to be Kin. That’s why he was trying to do all along—to become Kin.”


  “You think his intentions matter? That it somehow absolves him?”


  “That’s not what I’m saying.”


  Leon’s voice was hard. “You’re saying he should get what he wants.”


  “Gideon should. Gideon is innocent.”


  “You can’t just erase who he is. What he did. Do you even know?” he demanded. I wouldn’t have needed a Knowing to read the fury that blazed all around him. His face was taut. I could see his fingers digging into his palms. “Twelve,” he said. “That’s the number of Guardians he killed. Eighteen. The number of Kin. Should I name them for you? I can give you two off the top of my head. Do you think they wanted to die?” He turned and stalked out of the room.


  “Leon,” I said. I chased after him, catching his arm. “Wait.”


  He jerked out of my grip. “Don’t.”


  “Just listen to me, please,” I said. “You don’t understand.”


  “You don’t understand. He killed my parents, Audrey. Do you get that? He killed my parents.” He backed away from me, into the arch of the doorway, and this time I didn’t follow.


  “I know. But—”


  “No. You don’t get to talk right now. He killed my parents, and you knew it, and you still chose to protect him.”


  “And you want revenge, is that it? Why do you even care? You told me you hated your parents!”


  I knew as soon as I spoke that it was the worst thing I could have possibly said. Leon had made that admission to me when I was upset about my own father, when he was trying to comfort me—and now I’d thrown it back in his face. I clapped a hand over my mouth. “I’m sorry.”


  His voice was quiet, almost inaudible. “I don’t want revenge. I wanted to be able to trust you.”


  “You can trust me.”


  He looked at me. It wasn’t his Hungry Puppy look, the sad eyes I always accused him of using to get his way. It was the other one, the kicked-puppy look, all lost and wounded and alone. And the most horrible part was that I was the one who had kicked him.


  I was crying now, but what was worse was that he was crying. He lifted his arm to cover his face and turned away.


  “Leon, I’m sorry,” I said again.


  His voice was thick. “I can’t—I can’t be around you right now.”


  The distance between us had turned solid. I couldn’t have crossed it if I tried. “Please don’t leave,” I sobbed.


  “I…” But he didn’t say whatever he’d intended to.


  He disappeared while I stood there, hugging my arms, still pleading with him to remain.


  Mom found me in my bedroom.


  I was sitting in bed, the covers pulled up over my legs, even though my window was still open and the warming evening air was thick around me. I was waiting for time to pass, for the tightness in my chest to ease. I kept checking my phone, to see if Leon had texted me. I wondered where he’d gone, when he’d come back.


  There was no if to that statement. He had to come back. He was my Guardian. He couldn’t escape me, even if he wanted to. Which he probably did.


  I’d tried calling Gideon, but I wasn’t certain he even had his phone on him. I’d texted him, as well—but after a moment the absurdity of texting a Harrower had struck me, and I’d started laughing in a raspy, croaky sort of way that reminded me of Iris, and that only made me laugh harder. Eventually, that had stopped, too, and I sat in silence, staring at my wall. Gram and I had painted my room the spring before she died, covering up the pastel pink with a blue so pale it was almost white. I wished she were there now, telling me stories and secrets, telling me it would be all right. Even if I wouldn’t have believed her.


  I turned to the sound of footsteps. Mom paused in my doorway, looking at me.


  Fresh tears welled up in my eyes. I felt my lip wobble. “Are you here to yell at me, too?”


  She sighed, stepping into the room. She had her Morning Star hoodie on, but it was unzipped, showing the bright yellow of her shirt beneath, and her hair was still down. She crossed the room and sat at the edge of my bed, scrutinizing me.


  “You can’t blame Leon,” she said.


  “I don’t.”


  She reached a hand toward me, grasping the end of my hair. She let the curls slide through her fingers. “You’ve got your father’s hair, you know. I used to tease him about it. I always said it would look better on a girl.”


  Through my tears, I gave a snort of laughter. “That’s…mean.”


  “Yeah, I don’t know why he ever put up with me.” She gave me a sad little half-smile. “Adrian’s hair. But your crappy decision-making, that’s all me.”


  I hunched my shoulders. “Thanks.”


  “I’m not going to lecture you. I have no moral high ground to stand on. Seventeen years ago, I’d have risked the safety of the entire Kin rather than go along with Adrian’s sealing. If it had been a choice between him and the world, I’d have chosen him. Every time.” The corner of her mouth quirked higher. She caught my hand. “Love changes the rules. Maybe it shouldn’t, but it does. I know how much Gideon means to you. You were looking out for your friend. I can’t say you were wrong. I don’t know if you were. We make our decisions and we live with them. That’s all we can do.”


  “You’re not mad at me?”


  “I can’t say I’m happy to face Verrick again.”


  I swallowed, remembering the last time she’d faced him, that long ago night when they had fallen from Harlow Tower wrapped in the Astral Circle’s light. I had seen it with her memory, felt the rush of the wind about her, the lurch of her heart. That was the night my father’s powers had been sealed. The night she had gone to Lake of the Isles to meet him and found herself waiting there alone. “If he’s unsealed,” I said quietly, “that means my father should be, too.”


  She hesitated a moment before answering. “He is.”


  My breath stilled. My lips parted, but I didn’t speak.


  “That’s what I came here to tell you,” Mom said. “He called Esther, to warn her what had happened. And it seems that whatever the Beneath did to unseal Verrick, it severed the link with Adrian. Resealing isn’t an option.”


  “Is he”—it took me a moment to get the sentence out—“is he coming back here?”


  Mom shook her head. “Not in the near term. Esther decided it wasn’t safe, and for once I agree with her. His brother, Elliott, is flying to New York to stay with him. He’s going to have a bit of an adjustment period, I’m afraid.”


  Like waking from a seventeen-year coma. Everything he’d known about the world had altered. Nearly half his life had passed without him even feeling it, days and hours just evaporating into the wide, open air.


  But he was unsealed. His heart would no longer sleep. My father had returned.


  Leon’s parents never would.


  I shoved the thought away, looking at Mom. “What are you going to do about Gideon?” I asked.


  She sighed again, rubbing her forehead with one hand. “Honey…”


  I crossed my arms. “Esther said to kill him, didn’t she?”


  “Believe it or not, Esther didn’t venture an opinion.”


  “She probably just took it for granted that you would kill him.”


  “I may not have a choice.”


  “But he’s not just Verrick anymore,” I insisted. “I know he isn’t. I felt it. He’s been so afraid, Mom. He doesn’t want to be Verrick at all. There has to be some other way.”


  I leaned back against my wall and turned toward the window, where outside the sky had gone milky and gray in the dusk. Gideon was out there, somewhere. I knew he was. And there would be some way to bring him back. I just had to find it.
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  When Gideon and I were eleven years old, we’d gotten into our first (and only) major fight.


  Thinking back, I couldn’t quite remember the cause of it, but the fight had been my doing; I knew that much. Gideon never could hold a grudge. There had been an argument, and then some name calling, and then finally I’d punched him in the stomach—and watched in horror as his legs buckled and he toppled to the ground. It had startled me almost as much as it startled him. I wasn’t certain what I’d intended, but seeing him there in the grass, gaping at me as he wheezed in air, had felt like a kick to my own stomach. I’d felt my cheeks burning. Instead of apologizing, I’d fled. Even now, years later, I could see that bewildered look in his eyes, like he couldn’t quite understand what had occurred.


  Mom and Gram had told me to just apologize. They’d made chiding remarks about how my temper was its own punishment, and that I was only making myself miserable—but I couldn’t bring myself to speak to Gideon. For an entire week, I’d pretended he didn’t exist.


  Then, one afternoon, Gideon had simply shown up at my house like nothing was wrong. He hadn’t even realized we were still in a fight—or that we were as far as I was concerned. He was over it and assumed I was as well. He’d invited me to some family outing and then asked if we had any ice cream. And that had been that.


  Part of me kept hoping that was what would happen now. I’d step outside my house and find him there, waiting out in the yard, grinning his usual grin and wondering why it was that I looked so upset. It would all have been a misunderstanding, an argument easily forgotten.


  It didn’t happen, of course.


  Instead, the following afternoon, Gideon’s mother called to ask if I’d had any contact from him. They’d arrived home yesterday to find Gideon gone, she said. He hadn’t answered his phone, and he hadn’t returned. One of the neighbors thought they might have seen my car there yesterday morning. I told her I’d stopped by to see him, but the house had been empty. I asked her to tell me if she heard from him.


  The Guardians were concerned that she would hear from him, I learned. Mom told me the Guardians had set up surveillance on Gideon’s house. As a precaution. And for the family’s protection.


  “He wouldn’t hurt his family,” I insisted.


  “Gideon wouldn’t,” Mom said. “Verrick might. I know you want to believe that Gideon still exists, but even if he does, at this point, which side of him is stronger is a complete unknown.”


  I hadn’t heard from Leon. When I tried calling, it went straight to voice mail. He didn’t answer my texts. I considered just showing up at his apartment, but I didn’t want to make matters worse—and anyway, he could disappear whenever he wanted to. The ability to teleport gave him the perfect means of avoiding me.


  “Just give him time,” Mom said.


  There weren’t any sightings of Gideon or Shane over the next few days. Though the Guardians were on alert, and I knew Mickey was sending Mom any suspicious reports, both of them appeared to be lying low.


  Then, Tuesday night, I arrived home from martial arts—where I’d gone in an attempt to clear my head—to find Tink sitting on my porch.


  She was perched on the top step, her elbows on her knees, her chin resting in her hands. She glanced up when she saw me but otherwise didn’t move.


  “How did you get here?” I asked, looking around and not seeing her car.


  “I walked.”


  “From your apartment?” Though it wasn’t precisely on the moon, it wasn’t what I’d normally have considered walking distance—especially since Tink was wearing flip-flops. Her short hair had been blown into whorls by the wind. There was a smudge of dirt on her yellow sundress.


  “I wasn’t really intending to,” she said. “I just found myself here. If you want to give me a ride home, I won’t complain.”


  I sat down beside her on the steps. The light was fading in the west, and little moths fluttered around us. Tink lowered her hand to flick a June bug off the porch, sending it sailing into the yard. She let out a soft sigh.


  “You heard about Gideon,” I said. Not a question.


  “You knew,” she said, a quaver in her voice. “And you didn’t tell me.”


  “I couldn’t,” I said. “Believe me. I didn’t even want to know. Please don’t be angry. I can’t have you mad at me, too.”


  She was quiet a long time. She wrapped her arms around her knees—then sat up, straightening her shoulders. “Well, what are we doing about it? What’s our plan?”


  I wasn’t certain what reaction I’d expected, but it wasn’t that. I blinked at her. “Our plan?”


  “To fix Gideon.”


  “I haven’t figured that out yet,” I admitted. Or even if it were possible.


  “But you’re working on it, right? Because I am not fighting him. I don’t care. I couldn’t deal with that.”


  “Iris says I have to kill him.”


  “And we’re taking the advice of your psychotic, Harrower-dating cousin since…when?”


  “We’re not,” I assured her. “I don’t suppose you have any ideas?”


  “Intervention? Exorcism?”


  “It’s not like that. He’s not possessed. He’s…” I didn’t want to speak it. I’d been trying so hard not to believe it.


  Tink said it for me. “He’s Verrick. I know. But can’t we just—seal him again?”


  “He was linked to my father the first time. That was the reason it worked. They sealed both of them. I was trying to find information from Sonja, when she…”


  “Oh.” She rubbed at her face with her hands. “God. This is so messed up.”


  I stared down at the cement beneath my feet, the edge of green where the steps met the lawn, and breathed in the clean scent of the soil. A moth landed on my shorts, then floated back into the darkness with a dusty beating of wings. I thought of patterns, the way Gram had said that moments intersected, each connecting to the next, reaching endlessly back into the past. Not fate, she’d said. Reaction. And you couldn’t alter the past, but you could decide how you would react.


  This moment stretched backward seventeen years, to Harlow Tower gleaming under an inky sky. Maybe further. Maybe all the way back to the moment the Old Race had first crossed over from the Beneath and locked it away behind the Circles, leaving it in bottomless darkness. They’d taken the light with them, Gram had said. The very last pinprick of light. And they had taught Harrowers hate when they did.


  That was all it was. Push and pull. Reaction and reaction. Another circle we were caught within. Gideon’s eyes flashed before me. Frightened. Accusing.


  He wanted to be Kin, I thought.


  “It was always messed up,” I whispered. “We just didn’t know it.”


  Tink sighed again. “Well, if we’re going to be miserable, we should at least be miserable together.”


  “I take it that means you’re sleeping over?”


  “Yep.”


  I supposed that was preferable to another night spent staring at my phone. I rose to my feet, stretching my arms upward above my head. Tink paused to brush the dirt from her dress, and then we made our way inside. I saw the shine of tears on her face, but she wiped them away quickly. We stepped into the house, heading for the kitchen, and then paused in the hallway when we heard Mom and Mr. Alvarez arguing.


  “Ryan, this isn’t like you,” Mom was saying.


  “I told her she was safe. I told her I would protect her.” There was a long pause. His voice sounded strange. Thick. “And I delivered her to them.”


  He must have asked Esther about Brooke, I realized.


  “I know,” Mom said gently. “And you can’t undo it. But the Guardians need you. You can’t just fall apart.”


  His words came out in a snarl. “They don’t need me. We’ll be all right as long as we’ve got Morning Star to save us. You just need to know where, right? You solve it. You fix it. I’m done.”


  Tink and I looked at each other. Her eyes went wide as Mr. Alvarez came stalking out of the room past us, hardly sparing us a glance.


  His face was haggard, his eyes red-rimmed. He was still wearing the same clothes he’d been wearing two days ago—dark gray jeans and a faded T-shirt. I wonder if he’d slept in them, or if he just hadn’t slept. Dark stubble covered his jaw.


  Tink turned to follow him when he opened the front door. “You’re quitting? You can’t quit!”


  He swung toward her. “You know what, Brewster? I was wrong. This whole time, I’ve been wrong. You don’t want to be a Guardian? Then don’t. Make your own goddamn choice.”


  He disappeared as the door hit the frame with a resounding slam.


  “Um, holy shit,” Tink said.


  I nodded, feeling a bit stunned.


  Mom stepped out from the living room. “You all right, girls?”


  “Did that just happen?” I asked, jerking my head toward the door.


  “He’ll cool down,” Mom said.


  “I don’t know. He seemed pretty pissed.”


  Not that I blamed him. He’d been the one who brought Brooke to the elders. He had been the only one she’d trusted to help her. He’d told her the elders would protect her, and they’d murdered her instead.


  “That was not pissed,” Tink said. “I have seen that guy pissed, and that was not it. That was nuclear meltdown.”


  “Who’s going to lead the Guardians?” I asked.


  “Ryan will come to his senses,” Mom insisted.


  The look on Tink’s face said she was less convinced. I had to agree with her. Mr. Alvarez did not do things by half. Susannah had nearly killed him, and he’d still not only figured out her plan, he’d run off from the hospital to help coordinate a counterattack. If he said he was quitting, he meant it.


  But I still found it difficult to fathom. I remembered the first time I’d seen him, that sleepy, almost-forgotten moment when I’d seen him drive up the long road to our old house and step out onto the driveway, his black hair catching the sun. The day he’d told Mom that the Kin needed her, and asked her to come home. He hadn’t just led the Guardians—he’d stitched them back together.


  We didn’t have time to dwell on it further. Mom’s phone rang, and when she quickly disappeared into the kitchen, I could tell the news wasn’t good. Tink and I waited on the staircase, and as soon as Mom hung up, we hurried to the kitchen.


  The call had been from Mickey, she said.


  Although the Kin had cleaned up—or covered up—the scene at Sonja’s house before any suspicion of foul play had occurred, they hadn’t been as lucky with the other two elders. The police had found the homes of Deirdre and Julia bloodstained and wrecked, and had been quick to link the two.


  Tonight, Mickey told her, they’d found a third home in the same condition.


  Tink had followed me into the kitchen. She stood clutching her elbows, trembling. “That means…”


  “We have another member of the Kin missing,” Mom said. “Kira Wilbanks.”


  Between her words, I heard what she really meant.


  We had another Kin death.


  Late that night, in the darkness of my room, staring up at the shadows that crossed my ceiling, Tink and I played remember when.


  “Remember when Gideon got his tongue stuck to the ladder of the monkey bars?” she asked, her voice just above a whisper.


  That had been the winter of fourth grade, during recess. We’d been old enough to know better, but that hadn’t been much of a hindrance. “Because you dared him,” I said. I could picture it: Gideon in his blue winter coat, snow melting in his hair. Tink with her cheeks wind-reddened. Then, instead of waiting for one of the teachers to come and help thaw him, Gideon had ripped himself free. Tink, of course, had shrieked and fled.


  “Oh my God,” she said now, with a gasp of laughter. “It was disgusting. He bled everywhere.”


  “It ruined his coat. And his favorite shirt.”


  “That was the ugliest shirt I had ever seen. Still is.”


  For a second, I smiled up into the darkness. But when Tink began recalling the time she’d tripped and spilled all of her Halloween candy into the street and Gideon had offered her his, I made her stop.


  “He’s not dead,” I told her. “We need to stop talking like he is.”


  “What we need to do is come up with a plan.”


  “We will,” I said.


  In the morning, I drove Tink back to her apartment. She lingered near my car, holding the door open, chewing her lip.


  “You’ll let me know the instant you hear anything, right?”


  I nodded. “If you do.”


  She nodded back, then turned and jogged up the steps.


  Instead of going home, I drove to Leon’s lake.


  It wasn’t planned, but once I hit the highway, I sped past my exit and kept going, finding my way by memory. Leon and I had taken his motorcycle there last autumn, and stood near the park, in the dry and dying grass. I didn’t know the route well, but I mapped it in my mind—the bridge across the river, the old back roads thick with gravel.


  Part of me hoped I would find him there. I had it all planned out in my head: I’d park in the shade of the evergreens, walk slowly into the grass—green now, bright and growing—and cross the park to the red picnic tables. They would be empty except for a lone figure sitting on one, his back turned. I’d call his name. He’d walk to meet me.


  But the other part of me said he hadn’t forgiven me yet. He wouldn’t forgive me. If I found him by the lake, he’d simply leave instead.


  He wasn’t there at all, of course. There were a few groups of swimmers down on the beach, but most of the area was deserted. The clouds were dark and low, swirling through the sky and giving it a sickly yellow glow. I made my way to the shore, and then waded out into the water, up to my thighs, not caring when the current lapped at my shorts. I stared down into the little ripples that cut across the surface, the flash of minnows darting underneath.


  Leon’s parents had come here, I knew. I tried to picture them, though I had no image in my mind to draw from. They were mere silhouettes I tried to stage in the scene around me. There they reclined in the sand, waiting for the sun to seep through the clouds. There they guided a toddler along the shore, pausing to pick up shells. But the details eluded me. They were mere shadows, faceless specters who had died at Verrick’s hands.


  Verrick. I could see him, too. And he wasn’t faceless. He watched me through Gideon’s eyes.


  Maybe he doesn’t deserve to be saved, I heard Leon say.


  I shook the memory away.


  When an abrupt downpour began, I left the water and ran back to the parking lot, my hands covering my head. My sandals slapped wetly against the bottoms of my feet as I ran, and by the time I dove into my car, my clothing was soaked through. A glance in the rearview mirror told me my hair was clumpy and clinging, and it must have dried that way, because when I arrived home and stepped into the house, Mom did a double take when she saw me. I ignored her and darted upstairs to change clothes.


  After I’d made myself somewhat presentable, I found her in the kitchen, seated at the table, drinking coffee and picking at a plate of food. Mickey stood behind her, rubbing her shoulders.


  “You need to get more sleep,” he chided.


  “You tell her,” I said, stepping into the room. “A couple of weeks ago, I found her facedown in a bowl of Cheerios.”


  “That’s a complete fabrication,” Mom said.


  Mickey gave her a sidelong glance. She cocked an eyebrow at him. To me, he said, “I think I’ll go with her on this one.”


  “Probably smart, since she’s the one who can fold you into a football and then play catch.”


  Mom snorted. “I’m glad to see you’ve kept your sense of humor, but would you mind directing it elsewhere?”


  “But you’re the only ones here.” I frowned. “Wait, was that your way of telling me to get lost?”


  She smiled. “That was my way of telling you to put a sock in it.”


  I shrugged, crossing the room to pour myself a glass of orange juice, then took a seat across from her. I hesitated a moment, running my finger along the tablecloth. I took a deep breath and asked, “Any news?”


  Their silence answered me. Mickey rubbed his jaw with one hand. Mom looked at me a moment, frowning, and finally said: “Two more.”


  “Right,” I said. “Who?”


  Another slight hesitation. “Claude Camden and Rachel Brice,” she said.


  The names were familiar, but I couldn’t attach faces to them. I wasn’t certain if that made it better or worse.


  I gripped the edge of the table. “What are we doing to stop this?”


  “Everything we can, honey.”


  It didn’t seem like much to me. Mom explained that every member of the Kin had the contact information of the Guardians nearest them, and there was a dedicated emergency number to H&H that all the Guardians were connected to. It was a measure Mr. Alvarez had instituted before he’d stormed out the previous night.


  “No Gideon?” I asked.


  “No. There haven’t been any sightings. We’re not certain where he is.”


  That was a relief, at least. As long as he wasn’t attacking, I told myself—as long as he didn’t hurt anyone, there was still a chance. Still a hope.


  “You hanging in there, kid?” Mickey asked.


  I shrugged again. “My best friend’s a demon and my boyfriend hates me.”


  At least that was what I was assuming, since I still hadn’t had any word from Leon. Mom told me he’d been on patrol last night, which didn’t make me feel any better. I finished my orange juice and headed back up to my room.


  I was halfway up the stairs when my phone rang.


  Elspeth. I waited a moment before answering. I wasn’t certain I wanted to talk. But I hadn’t spoken to her since the morning she’d called to ask about Iris, so on the third ring I picked up.


  “Hey, I’m outside,” she said when I answered.


  “Outside my house?” I asked, loping back down the stairs to peer out the front door. Past the hedge that blocked most of our yard, I could see the curve of a tire and the metallic shine of blue paint. “What’s going on?”


  Her voice was soft but urgent. “I need you to come with me.”
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  The heavy rain had dwindled into a drizzle, and the road glistened as we drove. Down the block, all of the gutters were flooded. Stray leaves floated on the water, bobbing and spinning as they circled toward the drains. We turned the corner, heading toward the highway. My eyes locked on to Gideon’s house as we passed it. His father was seated on the porch, watching the rain. My throat constricted.


  I turned my attention to Elspeth. She still hadn’t told me our destination. She kept her eyes directed ahead, toward the road, and her expression was blank. But I sensed a difference in her. The edge of anxiety that had clung to her for the past several months had lessened. I didn’t catch that hint of sadness that had weighted her every gesture. I’d never had trouble reading Elspeth—and I didn’t have trouble understanding now. I finally clued in.


  “You’re taking me to see Iris.”


  She flicked a glance toward me. “Don’t be mad. She just wants to talk to you.”


  I couldn’t exactly scold her for harboring her own sister, when I’d spent the past three months hiding Gideon. But that didn’t mean I was happy about it, either. I crossed my arms, leaning back against the seat. “She couldn’t use the phone?”


  “She said you’d hang up on her.”


  Well, she was right about that. “We already talked. My answer was no.”


  “Hear her out, please.”


  “Do you know what she wants?” I asked.


  Elspeth didn’t answer immediately. Her hands tightened on the steering wheel. When she spoke, her voice was soft. “Yes. She told me. Can we wait to talk about this until we get there?”


  “She also said she wanted my mother dead. Did she tell you that?”


  “I’m sure she didn’t mean it.”


  I snorted, but I didn’t respond. We lapsed into silence. I watched the rain roll down the windshield. Beyond, the Minneapolis skyline was cloaked in gray. Headlights slashed through the thick haze of moisture that shrouded the highway. We crossed the river and passed downtown, and then Elspeth exited and turned onto a frontage road. She parked in the lot of a run-down motel and ducked out of the car.


  I sat there a moment, surveying my surroundings dubiously. The sidewalk ahead was full of potted plants and cigarette butts. The huge sign that rose above the building was missing a letter, or at least a light, so that it declared BLUE LOON MOTE to all the passing vehicles. The blue loon itself was nowhere in sight. It was the sort of motel you see in horror films and crime shows, where the cops open up the ice bin and find a corpse stuffed inside. Or the sort of motel where fugitives hole up on their way out of the country, I thought.


  “I guess Iris must feel right at home here,” I muttered, stepping out into the rain. Elspeth shot me a look. “How are you paying for this?” I asked as she led me toward room number five.


  “Grandmother’s credit card.” She pushed open the door, peeking inside. “Iris?”


  Iris was sitting cross-legged in the middle of the bed, eating cheese pizza and watching television. The ragged gray sweater and frayed skirt were gone. She appeared to be dressed in Elspeth’s clothing—a pair of pajama shorts and a black T-shirt that were both big on her, since Elspeth was nearly seven inches taller, and six months Beneath had rendered Iris’s already thin frame scrawny. She looked healthier than the last time I saw her, I noted. And definitely cleaner. Her silver hair had been pulled away from her face, and the dirt was gone from under her fingernails. Though her face was still drawn and gaunt, her eyes were once again their normal brown-gold. That was something of a relief, even if I wasn’t exactly pleased to see her.


  Elspeth flicked on a light, closing the door behind us. I walked across the room and seated myself at a chair near the window, while Elspeth pulled herself onto the bed beside Iris. I glanced around. There were a few pieces of luggage leaning against the wall, more of Elspeth’s clothing spilling out of them, and on the table were several items I recognized from Iris’s room in St. Paul. Elspeth must have brought her what remained of her belongings. I wondered if she really was planning to smuggle her out of the country—or at least out of the Circle.


  Iris set her piece of pizza back in the box, closed the lid, and shoved it at Elspeth. “Here. Put on some weight.”


  “It’s your fault she lost it,” I said.


  “Audrey,” Elspeth sighed.


  Iris twisted Patrick Tigue’s ring around her thumb for a moment before looking toward me. In the meager light from the hotel lamps, her eyes had a hard glitter. “You let Verrick get unsealed.”


  “There was no let involved.”


  “You were supposed to kill him.”


  “No, you told me to kill him,” I said. The chair I sat on wasn’t upholstered, and the rim of the seat dug into my legs. I pushed the chair backward, against the window, where I could hear the rain slap against the glass. I met Iris’s look coolly. “I didn’t agree to it, if you remember.”


  Her eyes narrowed. “I tell you the entire Kin is about to be annihilated and the only way to stop it is to kill Verrick, and you say no. What kind of stupid are you?”


  “The kind that doesn’t believe you.”


  “I spoke to Daniel,” Elspeth interjected. She’d set the pizza box aside and scooted across the bed so that her back touched the wall. A slender lock of black hair had come loose from her ponytail and curved around her jaw. “I asked him about Val’s visions, about the end of the Kin. He told me she didn’t just see one future. She saw two.” He’d apparently kept his belief that I was the one to determine it to himself, however, since Elspeth didn’t mention it. She just said, “It can be prevented, Audrey.”


  I didn’t answer. The end of the Kin, I thought, remembering the night Drew had stood in my house and whispered the name of Valerie. He’d told us of Val’s vision, and for a moment everything had come to a standstill. I hadn’t just heard his words; I’d felt them. Physically. They’d frozen the air in my lungs. Images had played out before me: Harrowers clawing through city streets under a sky awash in crimson; shadows curling up from the earth; the Astral Circle bleeding into nothing. Everything dark.


  But somehow, the words had lost their hold on me. “The end of the Kin,” I repeated. I clasped my elbows with my hands. Visions were often wrong, I reminded myself. Open to interpretation. And Val had seen a Harrowing; she hadn’t seen Gideon. Whatever future she’d witnessed, this wasn’t it. I hoped. “That isn’t going to happen,” I said.


  “It is unless you stop Verrick,” Iris said.


  I ignored her, turning an accusing glare on Elspeth. “You liked Gideon,” I said. “Remember? You danced with him at the Drought and Deluge.” If I closed my eyes, I could see it again—her blue dress, the smile she’d given him. “How can you just agree I should kill him?”


  She looked away. “I didn’t know what he was.”


  Iris gave one of her raspy laughs and smirked at her sister. “Guess it runs in the family.”


  I ignored that, too. “What he is is my friend. My family. Would you kill Iris if Esther told you to?”


  Elspeth raised her chin. “If the fate of the world depended on it.”


  “First of all, no you wouldn’t,” I retorted. I knew Elspeth well enough to know that. “You wouldn’t be hiding Iris here and feeding her pizza if that were in any way true. And there is no fate. The future isn’t fixed.”


  “Ugh. Don’t quote Grandmother,” Iris groaned. “Would you please use your brain, Audrey? You know what’s happening. You can feel it. The Beneath is gaining in power. Did you happen to notice the sky?”


  “Yeah, it’s raining. Alert the media.”


  “The stars. Red stars, Audrey.”


  That got my attention. I remembered the crimson glow I’d seen in the night sky, the scattering of stars that had gleamed before my eyes and then abruptly vanished. I hadn’t imagined it, then. I hunched my shoulders. “I’ve seen them,” I said.


  “The Beneath is leaking through. It’s getting closer and closer to breaching the Circle entirely. It’s been feeding off the Kin it kills. Gaining strength.”


  “Feeding?” I repeated. “Like, taking their blood?” I grimaced. That was why it had swallowed Sonja, then. Collected her. Why there were no bodies left behind.


  “The power in their blood,” Iris said, in a tone that said I should have somehow known that. “Kin blood still carries the power of the Old Race. A trace of it, at least. Guardians would be best, but right now it still seems to be picking easy targets. Those with the most Kin blood in their lineage. But it’s not going to do that forever. Right now, we still have a chance—but sooner or later, the Beneath is going to have enough power to send all of its Harrowers through, and then it will be the end of the Kin, and the future will be fixed. Unless you stop it.”


  “This from the girl who told me she’d let the world burn,” I snapped. “Forgive me if I’m having a little trouble believing you’d care.”


  “I told you I wouldn’t let it have my family.”


  I crossed my arms. “You can’t just put this all on me.”


  “It is on you. You’re the only one who can kill Verrick.”


  “How? I’m not even a Guardian! I couldn’t fight him even if I wanted to, which I don’t. Fighting Harrowers by sharing their powers is your thing, not mine.” I’d done that once with Susannah, and I never wanted to do it again. Even now, months later, I still remembered what it had felt like—the chill of the Beneath seeping into my flesh, the way its corruption had crept up into me, whispering into my thoughts, the surge of hate I had felt bubble within.


  “The Circle,” Iris said. “You used its power before.”


  “I released its power. On you. I’m all out of flaming magic tricks.”


  She leaned toward me, her thin hands tightly clasped. Once again, her voice came out like a hiss. “You’re both connected to it. You and Verrick. That’s how you can kill him. That’s what you have to do. The Beneath will go back to sleep, and all of this will end. Unless, of course, you’d rather the rest of us die so your friend can live.”


  “I guess it runs in the family,” I shot back.


  Elspeth slid off the bed and moved toward me. “Audrey—”


  “No,” I said. “This all started because of her.” I looked at Iris, sitting there calm, in control, while Gideon was out there somewhere, alone in the city. I felt anger coil inside me, hot and heady, and let it burn. My mouth twisted. “Why don’t we do an exchange? How about this: We kill you, instead.”


  Elspeth had reached my side. She grabbed my arm, but I yanked myself free, shoving her away.


  Iris only seemed amused. “And that would accomplish…what, exactly?”


  “It would save me having to listen to you, for a start.”


  “You really think you could?”


  “You really think I won’t?”


  She met my gaze unflinching. “Yes.”


  The trouble was, she was right. I’d struggled with killing Susannah. I’d hesitated when fighting a Harrower. As much as my anger fueled me, that was all it was—anger. I switched tactics. “Then you know there’s no way I would kill my best friend. Ever.”


  “This is getting us nowhere,” said Elspeth.


  Iris didn’t even glance at her sister. She kept her gaze pinned on me. “Fine. Let’s try math. I’ll keep it simple, since I know that’s not your best subject. We won’t count the thousands of Kin who will die if Verrick is allowed to live. We’ll use a smaller number. Four. I’ll even count them for you: Elspeth. That little blond girl. Your mother. Leon. You love them, too, don’t you?” Her eyes took on that hard glitter again. “Does your boyfriend know how hell-bent you are on protecting the demon that murdered his parents?”


  That subject was still raw, painful, making my stomach knot. I heard the echo of Leon’s voice in my ears, telling me Gideon didn’t deserve to be saved. But I didn’t let it show. This was a knife I knew how to twist. I matched Iris’s tone. “I’d ask if yours knows what you’re up to—but, that’s right, he’s dead.”


  She did flinch, then. I saw the words hit her, saw her recoil just slightly. A tremble moved through her. One of her hands made a fist. But instead of a ready retort, all she said was: “Weigh it, Audrey. Them or him.”


  I rose to my feet. “I’m done listening to you. Are you going to drive me home, Elspeth, or should I call a cab?”


  Elspeth looked between Iris and me, a troubled frown creasing her face. “I’ll take you.”


  “This isn’t going to go away,” Iris said. “It’s going to get worse. You know that.”


  I stepped outside and shut the door with a slam.


  “You’re not going to tell Grandmother, are you?” Elspeth asked as she pulled up in front of my house.


  I was still seething, all twisted up into knots. I fought the urge to lash out; it wasn’t Elspeth I was angry at. For all my resistance and denials, part of me wondered if Iris was right. The uncertainty was there, lurking in the darkest corner of my thoughts, a little voice I tried to drown out. I pushed it away, withdrew from it. No, I told myself. Even acknowledging the possibility felt like a betrayal. I shook my head slowly, deliberately, and found Elspeth still looking at me, awaiting my response. “I won’t tell,” I said. “Just…be careful. We don’t know what Iris is really after.”


  “She’d never hurt me,” Elspeth said with quiet conviction.


  Exactly what I’d said about Gideon and his family. The echo did nothing to improve my mood. “If you say so. I’ll see you later, okay?”


  “Wait,” Elspeth said. She reached to grab my arm, then seemed to think better of it. “Audrey, if it’s the only way to stop the Beneath, you have to consider it.”


  “You may trust Iris, but I don’t. I can’t.”


  Elspeth looked down at her hands. “I’m not stupid, you know.”


  I started to respond, but Elspeth cut me off.


  “The thing is—I thought I’d never see her again,” she continued. “For all these months, I thought she was dead. And part of me even thought it would be better if she was. So…I do understand, okay? I’m not lying to myself. I know what she did. I know who she is. I know what the Guardians will do to her once they find her. But she’s my sister.”


  As simple as that.


  Love changes the rules, I thought. For Elspeth, too.


  “You don’t want to believe her,” she said. “That doesn’t mean she’s not right.”


  “It doesn’t mean she is.” I leaned back into the seat, staring up at the roof. From outside, I heard the crash of thunder. “Even if I believed her…I wouldn’t even know how to begin to do what she’s talking about,” I said. In the months since I’d released the Astral Circle’s power, I had sensed my connection to it—but it didn’t go beyond connection. The feeling was tenuous and vague, something I didn’t fully understand. It was always there, at the edge of my consciousness, a heightened awareness. But nothing more. Whatever link I had to the Circle didn’t seem likely to help us. “There has to be another solution. A real solution. Mr. Alvarez said he was going to contact the elders at the other Circles and see if they had any ideas.” Before he’d decided to quit the Kin, anyway.


  Elspeth hesitated. “Grandmother has been in touch with some of the other leaders, but nothing like this has ever happened before.”


  “Can we at least agree that murder should be a last resort, not a first one?”


  “I’m really sorry, Audrey,” she said, her voice catching.


  I didn’t look at her. “Me, too.”


  I climbed out of the car and hurried toward my house. Another downpour had begun, and I nearly slipped on the rain-slick grass that crept up around the walkway. Once inside, I kicked off my dripping sandals, then looked around the darkened house. Mom and Mickey had departed, though the faint smell of coffee still hung in the air of the kitchen.


  Fatigue washed over me as I climbed the steps. My limbs felt heavy and drugged. I was just going to sink into my bed, I decided, curl up and pull the covers over my head. Maybe when I opened my eyes again, I’d find everything was somehow fixed. The Beneath would have released Shane’s body and withdrawn back behind the veil of the Circle. Gideon would return to himself. I wouldn’t have to worry about futures or visions or the end of the Kin, or whether or not I determined it. I trudged down the hall and pushed open the door to my room.


  I knew he was there before I stepped inside.


  Verrick. I had felt his presence often enough before to know it now. I had felt it within Mom’s memory, the night on Harlow Tower when I’d seen his face through her eyes, the malevolence within him. I’d felt it in my readings for the Remnant, that sensation of something watching me, searching as I searched. I’d felt it in my reading for Gideon, the cards almost burning against my fingertips. And I’d felt it that day of the baseball game, that moment when Verrick had briefly touched the surface.


  He was here. In my house. In my room. In the dark.


  I flicked on the overhead light.


  “Gideon?”


  He was sitting with his back to the wall, his knees drawn up against him. Rain trickled from his hair and clothing, soaking into the carpet. He looked wholly human, sunburn on his arms and face, no shine of silver showing through his flesh. The knuckles of his left hand were bloody. A thin trail of crimson rolled down his hand to the tips of his fingers, beading there a moment before falling. He was still dressed as he had been the last time I’d seen him. His T-shirt had a rip in the shoulder, but otherwise he looked no different. If I hadn’t sensed it, I might not have known.


  He raised his head and his gaze met mine.


  The color of his eyes hadn’t changed. It was still that deep, rich brown that was so familiar to me. But they weren’t Gideon’s eyes, either. I could see into them, through them, to the empty of Beneath. And beyond the Beneath, somehow. Impressions flashed through me, rapid and jarring. Fragments, visions, I wasn’t certain which—I saw birds wheeling above and then dropping like stones from a sky that was swollen and dark; I heard the sound of bones crunching, the sound of sirens; a scream and then a sigh. There was the thud of a heart. A throat sliced open, thick blood dripping onto a ground the chalky gray color of ash. All of that there, in his eyes. And rage, as well. An anger so intense it was blinding, choking.


  I inched backward.


  “Audrey,” he said.


  I scanned the room quickly, noting details I’d missed at first. My window was broken. Two or three shards of glass still hung from the frame, but most were scattered across the floor. A bolt of lightning that streaked across the sky outside made the shards spark and flare like they were alive. Gideon hadn’t come here from Beneath, then; he’d climbed up the house. I glanced at the blood on his knuckles, the growing red stain on the carpet below. He noticed my gaze land there, then lifted his hand and sucked at the injury.


  I stood there, divided. I wanted to run to him, to kneel beside him and wrap my arms around his thin shoulders; I wanted to flee in the other direction and never look back. In the end I did neither. I just kept watching him. As he huddled against the wall, I saw the quiet glow of the light that surrounded him. The Astral Circle’s light, pulsing faintly. It rippled into the air, warm and clear and familiar. I could feel the edge of its burn. The connection between us.


  The way I could kill him, Iris had said.


  I chased the thought away once more. There was a quiver in my voice as I said, “Your parents are really worried. Are you okay?”


  He gazed up at me again. I had to force myself not to look away.


  “You lied to me. You said I was Kin.” Though his words were strained, his tone anxious, his voice sounded the same. Like Gideon. His teeth started chattering. He clutched his knees tighter.


  “I’m sorry, Gideon,” I breathed. “I’m so sorry.”


  “Gideon never existed. He was just the skin I lived in.”


  “That’s not true.”


  The teeth chattering stopped. He smiled broadly. There was blood on his mouth from his split knuckle. The dimple in his cheek appeared, but a shiver crawled up my spine.


  “If it were true,” I continued, trying not to show my apprehension, “why did you come here?”


  “I came here to kill you.”


  I flinched. I stared at him, and now it wasn’t what I saw in his eyes that caused horror to grip me—but what I feared he saw in mine. Perhaps he could see into me, the way I had seen into him. Into that flicker of doubt I carried, the tiniest fraction of the smallest of seconds when I had wondered to myself if I should kill him. That instant when I hadn’t been his friend.


  “Why?” I whispered, the only word I could manage.


  “You killed Brooke.”


  “No—I didn’t.”


  “Your Kin did.”


  “I’m so sorry,” I repeated.


  “I don’t want your apologies. I want your death.”


  But there was hesitation in his voice. I felt it. Clung to it. “You cared about Brooke,” I said. “I remember. You tried to comfort her after Miss Gustafson died. Verrick only wanted her power. Gideon loved her. You loved her.”


  “I am Verrick, Audrey.”


  The weary resignation in his tone frightened me almost more than the look in his eyes had.


  “No,” I protested. “I saw Verrick. I saw Mom fight him. You’re different.” He spoke differently I realized. Not just his voice, but his words. The cadence. The slight hint of sadness in them. Though it wasn’t quite Gideon, it wasn’t quite Verrick, either. “The Circle changed you. It made you into something else.”


  “You know the truth. That’s why you hid it from me.”


  “If you’re here to kill me, why haven’t you? Why are you just sitting there? Why break into my room and wait? You wanted to talk to me. You want my help. Because we’re connected. We can figure it out, Gideon. We can find some way to fix it. I know we can. We just—”


  Abruptly, he rose to his feet and walked toward me. The rest of my words died unspoken. He was no longer Gideon. Something within him had shifted, distorted. His entire posture changed. He no longer had that hint of a slouch that sometimes bent Gideon’s shoulders, and he didn’t have his long loping stride. He moved with a sleek animal grace, stalking forward, that bloody smile once again on his lips. But it wasn’t his motion that made my heart freeze and my throat close up; it was the malice that thickened all around him. His wrath seeped into the air, and the hate that coiled inside him burned so hot I was surprised it didn’t sear the ground where he stepped.


  I remembered the first impression I’d had of Verrick—that if there was a hell, he’d surely crawled out of it.


  Crawled out and carried it with him, I thought now.


  But he wasn’t looking at me, I realized. He was looking past me.


  I spun around and collided with Leon’s chest.


  He wrapped an arm around me, holding me tightly to him. Face-first in his shirt, I squirmed, trying to wrench myself from his grasp. His arm didn’t loosen. But he didn’t teleport right away, either. In his left hand, I saw the flash of Guardian lights beginning to glow.


  “No!” I said, feeling a stab of horror. I broke free long enough to turn toward Gideon, then Leon caught me again, clapping my back hard against his chest. His grip was firm and unyielding. “You can’t fight him!” I cried.


  “I know you,” Gideon said, gazing at Leon. His tone had altered, too. There was a chill in it I recognized, and didn’t want to recognize.


  “You should,” Leon answered. His own tone was clipped.


  “You’ve known each other for years,” I said, still struggling in Leon’s hold.


  Gideon was smiling again. That broad, vicious grin. The words were Verrick’s. “You want to ask me a question. You want to know how your parents died. You’ve wondered all this time, haven’t you? It’s the question you take with you into sleep. The worry that haunts your dreams. Would you like me to tell you?”


  Leon tensed. He choked out one word. “No.”


  “They died screaming.”


  I felt Leon recoil, the hard slamming of his heart. I feared he was going to attack, but instead he lowered his left arm. The bright spin of lights under his skin dimmed. He tightened his grip on me.


  He was going to teleport us.


  “Leon, no—you can’t teleport me,” I said. “Leave me here. Let me talk with him. He was listening to me.”


  “You are out of your mind,” he hissed in my ear.


  “Don’t,” I said. I didn’t think. I started amplifying.


  He froze. “Stop.”


  “No. He hasn’t attacked. He isn’t going to hurt me. He wants my help. He needs my help.”


  “If you weren’t in danger, I wouldn’t be here.”


  His words stung, but I shook my head. I didn’t stop amplifying. I held to the bond, feeling the heat that coursed through my veins, the surge of strength.


  “Dammit, Audrey!”


  He wouldn’t do it, I told myself. He wouldn’t risk teleporting.


  And then he blinked us out of my room, into nothing.
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  The darkness closed around me, seconds lengthening. One heartbeat I was in the muffled yellow light of my room, pleading, twisting in Leon’s hold; the next I was in this blank, weightless void, and there was no air to give my words voice, and no arms clasped about me. Then that, too, receded; the darkness dissolved, the empty gave way, and there was gray sky above me, heavy falling rain.


  Leon released his grip so rapidly, I stumbled forward in surprise.


  “I told you to stop amplifying,” he growled. “Don’t ever do that again.”


  After steadying myself, I whipped around to face him. He was furious—but so was I. “Then don’t abduct me! I told you not to teleport!” I dragged my sodden hair out of my eyes. I could barely see through the rain. We were in a field of some sort. Tall grass climbed up to my ankles, bending beneath the downpour. In the distance, I glimpsed the bright beam of headlights along what might have been a highway. There didn’t seem to be buildings anywhere near us. No shelter to be found. I lifted my arms to shield my face. Rain dripped down my nose, clung to my eyelashes. My clothing was already molded to me. “Where are we?”


  “How the hell should I know?”


  Which meant he’d overshot the distance again. “Well, where were you trying to go?”


  “My apartment.”


  “This is clearly not it.”


  “Yeah, thanks.” He reached into his pocket and removed his phone, but instead of using it to pinpoint our location, he lifted it to his ear.


  “Who are you calling?”


  “Your mother, to let her know there’s a Harrower hanging out in your bedroom.”


  I turned away, squinting in the direction of the highway. It might not have been a highway at all, I thought—it could be a back road, some long dirt lane curving toward a farmhouse. Maybe Leon had teleported us north, across cities and suburbs, and accidentally carried us all the way to my old home. Maybe if I started walking, I’d find the pines swaying in the storm, the little yellow house with its porch swing and a light in the window, and Gram’s blue truck still parked in the gravel drive. I closed my eyes, imagining it. I understood now Iris’s desire to erase time. If I could walk backward and reach that house, and see Gram smile and point at the stars, I’d tell her that I was done with secrets. I wanted no more stories. I’d tell her she was wrong. There was such a thing as fate. You couldn’t escape it. It was like a carrion bird circling above you. Every second, every breath, you felt that circle tightening.


  I sighed. More likely we’d traveled south, since that was the direction of Leon’s apartment. We were probably in Iowa again—though, since my Amplification was much stronger than it had been three months ago, we might have gone even farther. For all I knew, we could be in Texas.


  When I turned back to Leon, I found he’d unbuttoned his shirt and was using it as a dripping, misshapen tent while he studied his phone’s GPS. There was a streak of lightning in the distance, and then a low boom of thunder. More headlights shone on the road, cocooned in the thick gray mist. After another minute or so, Leon returned his phone to his pocket, then strode toward me and wrapped an arm around my shoulders.


  My spine stiffened.


  He scowled. “Can I get us somewhere out of the rain, or are you going to object to that, too? Would you rather I just leave you here?”


  “Don’t you dare,” I hissed.


  Despite the increase in my Amplification ability, Leon had apparently learned to gauge the distance better, because we were still in Minnesota. We’d landed a few miles south of Northfield, and after a few more teleports—a vacant parking lot, another rainy field—we arrived at his apartment.


  Leon didn’t have a TV, and his only pieces of furniture were his bed and an old wooden desk he’d brought from his grandfather’s house in Two Harbors. Since he didn’t have shelves, he’d piled textbooks and paperbacks in tall stacks along the walls. That was the only part of the room that appeared cluttered. The hardwood floor was spotless—at least before we started dripping all over it—and his desk was clean, organized with his laptop beside a couple of notebooks, a pencil cup set near the back. The bed was neatly made. His walls were bare, though there were a few nails jutting out of the paint. In the hall outside, two people were arguing loudly. I glanced down at my feet, to my wet sandals and the pool of water that was growing steadily around me.


  The apartment was a studio, which meant Leon couldn’t just disappear into a room and avoid me—unless he planned on hiding in the bathroom for the rest of the night—but he made it clear he wasn’t interested in talking. Without a word, he left me in the middle of the room while he stalked off toward the closet. I said his name, but he ignored me.


  He yanked off his tie and let it drop to his feet. Next he tugged off his drenched button-up shirt, which was soaked into the consistency of tissue paper, followed by his undershirt, and then tossed them both onto the floor. I took that as further indication of his anger, given how tidy he usually was. Still not looking at me, he reached into the closet, and then tossed a towel in my direction.


  “Dry off.”


  “Yeah, I couldn’t have figured that one out on my own.”


  He shot me a glare. Then he turned his back again and stripped down to his boxers.


  I paused toweling myself in order to watch him, then quickly looked away when he glanced over his shoulder at me.


  “How soaked are you?” he asked.


  “I’m about to grow gills.”


  He dug into his closet again, balled up a shirt, and threw it at me.


  I caught it with both hands and clutched it against me a second. It was going to be huge on me, but I didn’t particularly care. I held it out in front of me. The fabric was a faded yellow-gold, and it bore the words Two Harbors Agates in maroon script. His high school team, I guessed. I brought the shirt to my face. It was soft, and smelled like soap and clean linen.


  “Are you smelling my shirt?”


  Embarrassed, I let my arms drop. “I’m just in shock that you own a T-shirt.”


  “If you don’t want it, give it here,” he snapped.


  Instead of replying, I dragged my wet tank top over my head and added it to the heap on Leon’s floor. “You were in sports?” I asked, somewhat surprised. He’d never mentioned it. And since I knew he’d skipped a grade in school, and his response to summer break from college was to take even more classes, I’d sort of figured he’d spent his pre-Guardian free time reading encyclopedias.


  Leon had turned sideways and was busy pretending he wasn’t looking at me. He hadn’t bothered to clothe himself yet. His hair was still damp and curling. “Track and field.”


  “That sort of counts.”


  “It counts. Are you planning to wear that or not?”


  I wrung out my own hair onto my towel before pulling on the T-shirt. “You know you’re never getting this shirt back, right?”


  “It doesn’t even fit you.”


  “It fits fine.”


  “Then I’ve changed my mind. You can’t have it.”


  I couldn’t tell if he was teasing or serious, but considering how angry he was with me, I suspected it might be the latter. I folded my arms over my chest, hugging the shirt against me. “Too bad.”


  He crossed the room in three long strides. I stood staring up at him, my heart thumping erratically. His blue eyes were dark and narrowed. A lock of hair was sticking to his forehead. He had that stubborn look on his face that usually foretold an argument. But instead of yanking the shirt up over my head, he backed me against the wall and kissed me. Hard.


  I tilted my face to his, returning the kiss—but I didn’t unfold my arms, in case this was some ploy to distract me. Gradually, however, the tension left my shoulders. The kiss turned hungry, heady. I eased toward him. Without raising my arms, I moved my hands and pressed them to his chest, feeling the heat that burned through his wet skin, the rushing of his pulse. He had his own hands on my hips, lifting me against him.


  And then, predictably, his phone rang.


  Once again, he released me so rapidly it was almost dizzying. I was dizzy, at any rate. While Leon turned to answer his phone, I wobbled to the edge of his bed and sat down, forgetting that my shorts were still drenched from the rain.


  “It’s Mom, isn’t it?” I said.


  Leon didn’t reply.


  “I told you: kiss radar,” I groaned, flopping backward onto the bed. His bedspread was dark blue, striped with gray. Warm cotton. I closed my eyes, taking a slow breath. For just this moment, I thought, everything was okay.


  “She’s at your house,” Leon said after he’d finished the call.


  I crashed back to Earth. “Is Gideon…”


  “Verrick is gone. Lucy’s packing you a bag. You’re staying with Esther again.”


  I lifted myself up on my elbows, watching Leon. He’d finally pulled on dry clothes and was once again avoiding my gaze. There was a tightness in his jaw that I recognized. I could never read him very well with my Knowing, but now he’d grown even more closed off than usual. He appeared to have remembered that he was mad at me. I sighed, rolling to face the wall, where through his window I could see the lights of Minneapolis pushing back the dark. Outside, the rain had finally stopped.


  At the St. Croix house in St. Paul, I was given the same guest room I’d had the last time I stayed there. That had been three months ago, after Susannah had appeared in my living room, injured and angry, her human disguise fading into scales. The night she’d taken Mickey Beneath. Relocating to St. Paul hadn’t made me feel any safer then, and it didn’t make me feel safer now. But Mom wouldn’t hear any arguments. Verrick had been in our house; that meant it was now off-limits.


  “Gideon knows where Esther lives,” I said. “He’s been to this house before. If he really wanted to come after me, he wouldn’t have any trouble finding me here.”


  Mom only tightened her lips. “I’ll see you in the morning,” she said, and then turned away, leaving the house to head off into the dark of the city. I lingered on the porch, watching her drive away. The sky had cleared, but far off on the horizon I could still see the edge of the storm, pulses of lightning shooting from cloud to cloud. The rumble of thunder was low and distant.


  Mom had packed two suitcases for me and placed them on the floor of the guest room, along with my purse. I flicked on the overhead light and stood in the doorway, staring at the old cherrywood dresser and night stand, the gauzy drapes open to the night air, the pale green bedspread with tiny pink roses embroidered along the edge. The room had once belonged to my uncle Owen, who had died beside his wife in a car crash one rainy evening and left his daughters, Iris and Elspeth, orphans—but there was no trace of him here. His belongings had long since been packed away, furniture replaced. There was just that clinging hint of sadness that lived in the walls of the house, a sense of mourning that never fully eased. The St. Croix family had known its share of grief, I thought. I felt it now, as I pulled out the dresser drawers one by one and slowly set about filling them; a subtle weight between my shoulder blades. The memory of footfalls and shrieks of laughter that echoed through the halls. Mom had sent me from the silence of our house to sleep among ghosts.


  Leon had returned to his apartment almost immediately after delivering me to St. Paul. He’d only stopped a moment to speak with Esther. Then his eyes had met mine, and his brow had furrowed. He hadn’t spoken, not even to demand his shirt back again. I was still wearing it. I wore it to bed that night, curling up tight beneath the green-and-pink bedspread and listening to the drone of traffic out my window and desperately hoping not to dream.


  The next few days were tense. Every time my phone rang, every time I saw Esther’s grim face, or Charles worried and frowning, I expected news. When it came, it was never good. Another member of the Kin had vanished, and then another. No bodies were recovered, but the crime scenes matched. Houses found trashed, furniture broken. Blood on the floor.


  And then came the words I’d been dreading.


  “Verrick attacked another Guardian,” Esther informed me Thursday evening.


  My throat was so tight, I had to fight the word out. “Who?”


  “Anthony.”


  I nodded. I knew Anthony, peripherally. He’d been injured during one of Susannah’s attacks. “Was he hurt?”


  Esther’s answer was a succinct: “He will live.”


  She didn’t offer many details beyond that. Gideon had retreated once more, after wounding Anthony—but he was growing bolder.


  More like Verrick. Less like Gideon.


  I was still trying to find a solution of my own. Iris’s warnings rang in my ears, loud accusations that it was me, my fault, that I had to kill Gideon. I’d been puzzling through her words, dissecting them. If she was right about the reason the Beneath had woken up—that it was the Astral Circle’s power that was feeding it, through Gideon’s link to both of them—that didn’t mean Gideon had to die, I reasoned. It just meant we had to somehow break his connection to the Circle. After that, I could figure out some way to help him.


  Not that I had any idea of how to do that. But there had to be some answer, I told myself. The connection between Verrick and my father was severed, but maybe there was still some way of sealing Verrick himself—the Harrower part of him. It had been sealed before. He’d spent seventeen years sleeping, while Gideon smiled and laughed and grew, all unknowing.


  But since my attempt to get information on sealing from the elders had been rather horrifically interrupted, I wasn’t certain where else to look.


  It was Tink who suggested we try Dora Hutchens.


  Tink had been haunting the St. Croix household since I started staying there. She’d stopped going on patrol. She was afraid of running into Gideon before we figured out some way of helping him.


  “That old woman,” she said Friday morning when I mentioned that my search for information had come to a standstill. “The one with all the hats. She keeps records, doesn’t she? I remember hearing about that.”


  It took me a second. “Dora Hutchens?” The hat reference baffled me, but I remembered Esther’s friend who kept Kin histories. Though Dora was more of a hobbyist—her records weren’t extensive or official—she was something of an expert on Kin lore. “It’s worth a shot,” I said.


  When we arrived at Dora’s house that afternoon, she ushered us in and offered tea, but she didn’t have any detailed information on how sealing was done. She found a few relevant journals to look through, however, and we spent the day skimming through them for anything that might help.


  “What should we be looking for?” Tink asked.


  “Anything about the Circles. How they were created, or anything about their power…being tapped into, I guess. And anything about the blood of the Old Race. It was used to make the Circles.”


  Tink wrinkled her nose. “Just how I wanted to spend my summer. Searching through old journals to read about blood.”


  “This was your idea,” I reminded her, flipping through one of the books Dora had brought me.


  Most of the information I knew already. The Circles were thought to have been made, in some way, from the blood of the Old Race after they crossed over from Beneath. The Old Race hadn’t been able to close the Beneath behind them, so with the last of their power, they’d formed the Circles—barriers that protected our world from the Beneath. The energy that created them was the same power that gave Guardians their strength and abilities; it was the blood that made someone Kin, and had been sealed away within my father. There was no evidence that the Circles had ever been bound to anyone before, at least not before me. And there was no information, anywhere, on if sealing had ever been tried directly on a Harrower.


  Tink was having less success than I was. “My eyes are beginning to glaze over. I can’t make sense of any of this.”


  “There has to be something here,” I argued. “Something we’ve overlooked.”


  “If Iris wants you to use the Circle to kill Gideon…can’t you use it to just, like, disconnect him?”


  “How? If there’s a plug to pull, I can’t find it.”


  In the end, we thanked Dora for her help and headed home with a few more of the journals to look back over that evening. Tink dropped me off back in St. Paul, telling me she’d call if she found anything in her stack of books.


  When I wasn’t looking through documents, I spent my time texting Mom for updates, or training with Elspeth whenever she was home. Which wasn’t often. She was spending as much time with Iris as she could—probably, I thought, because she wasn’t certain how much time they would have. The Guardians were too preoccupied to search for Iris, but she couldn’t remain in the Cities indefinitely. Eventually, she would have to leave, or go back Beneath.


  If Esther was aware of Iris’s whereabouts, she didn’t mention it to me. I wondered if she knew that Elspeth was hiding her, or if she was being willfully ignorant. She’d told me before that she believed it had been Iris’s own choice to betray the Kin—but I’d never been certain she meant it. Iris was still her granddaughter. And if there was one thing Esther believed in, it was family.


  So I didn’t ask her about Iris. I asked about my father, instead.


  “Have you heard from him again?”


  “Briefly,” she said. She was in her sitting room again, in her plush chair, closing her eyes as she spoke. “It’s going to take him some time. Elliot is with him.”


  “Does he remember everything?” I asked, biting my lip.


  “He hasn’t told me what he remembers.”


  “You and Charles aren’t going to go see him?”


  “There are matters to deal with here.”


  “He’s your son,” I said.


  She sighed. “To be honest, I never expected to see him again. Not as he was. For now, I am granting him a little time to rediscover who he is.”


  When I asked if the Kin leaders had come up with any solutions for how to deal with the Beneath, she shook her head—but she informed me they had sent reinforcements. Though they were wary of weakening their own defenses, each Circle had sent three Guardians to Minneapolis. They’d started arriving that evening, and were going to coordinate their efforts with the Cities’ Guardians.


  But when I called Tink later that night to see if she’d found anything in her journals and asked who was currently leading said Guardians, the answer was apparently no one.


  “Mr. Alvarez is still on a break from the Kin?”


  “No one has even seen him. Camille says he hasn’t been on patrol.”


  “I wonder what he’s doing,” I said.


  “Sitting in his apartment and eating french fry pizza would be my guess.”


  Since we’d had a pizza party in Precalc at the end of the school year, I knew she wasn’t making that french fry thing up. Mr. Alvarez was lucky that Guardians had such high metabolisms.


  The following day, Esther looked worried at dinner, and the shadowy circles beneath her gold eyes seemed to have deepened. I cornered her in Charles’s study later that evening. The study smelled of paper and leather and the lingering scent of cigar smoke; it was the only room where he indulged in the habit, even though it clung to the books and yellowed the walls. The tall windows behind the desk showed the falling dusk outside, the darkened lawn. I trailed my fingers along the top of Charles’s armchair and asked Esther what she’d learned.


  She glanced up at me, then walked around the side of the desk after closing the drawers she’d been snooping in. “Learned—nothing. It is simply a disturbing report.”


  “About what?”


  “Seers,” she said, in that familiar clipped tone. “Which I would normally ignore. You recall the trouble a few months back. The Seer who was killed.”


  “Valerie,” I said.


  “It would appear we haven’t heard the last of this vision she had.”


  I wondered if Elspeth had spoken to her, or somehow managed to convey Iris’s warning. “The future isn’t fixed,” I replied. “That’s what you told me. You said not to worry about Val’s vision. That it wouldn’t come true.”


  “Correct. One Seer having one vision is not something I would normally put much stock in. However. Every Seer throughout the Kin having the same vision—that is potential cause for concern.”


  Goose bumps rose on my flesh. “Every Seer?”


  “Yes, well. That isn’t a fantastic number,” she said. She folded her hands in front of her, tightening her lips. Despite her calm bearing and the brisk tone of her voice, I caught the hint of something I’d never felt from her before: a slender thread of fear. “There are maybe a dozen true Seers throughout the entirety of the Kin. Beginning last week, they all began to have the same recurring vision.”


  “What exactly are they seeing?”


  “A Harrowing at our Circle. The Beneath breaking through. Permanently.”


  She didn’t have to say the next part. The end of the Kin.


  “I hope that means the other Circles are sending more reinforcements,” I said.


  But before she could answer, a sudden sense came to me. A deep chill that started in my bones and sent icy tendrils through my veins, climbing up toward my heart. That high, keening sound—a sob or a scream—at the very edge of my hearing. Knowing that squeezed at my lungs.


  I turned to Esther, reaching for her arm.


  “We have to go. We have to run.”


  Her eyes met mine. Her lips parted.


  And then the Beneath stood before us, dressed up in Shane’s human skin.
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  Shane appeared near the window, the fading dusk outside making him into a dark silhouette. But I knew it was him immediately. His hostility filled the room, and there was that faint scent of decay again, turning my stomach. He took a step forward, then another, until the lamps in the study illuminated him, sending sharp yellow light across the angles of his face. His blond hair was matted and sticky with blood. His shirt hung in tatters, and his jeans had collected more stains.


  I backed up, shifting my gaze and trying to measure the distance between us and the door. Too far. I looked back toward the figure standing before me. “What did you do with Shane?”


  “He is mine to do with as I wish.”


  “I don’t think he’d agree with that,” I said. I retreated another step. For half a moment, I considered trying to amplify, to share his powers and fight him the way I had fought Susannah. But I dismissed it almost instantly. Sharing Susannah’s powers, even for a short time, had made me feel like something savage and vengeful had been thrashing about inside of me, hunting for an escape. I had felt her corruption, her loathing, and in the chaos I hadn’t been able to separate her thoughts from my own. I didn’t want to know what it would be like to touch the Beneath, even for an instant. Revulsion crept over me.


  “His agreement wasn’t asked,” the Beneath answered. “It is my will.”


  Esther stepped in front of me. She raised her left hand, and though the colors that began to shine at her wrist were weak and dim, her posture was alert, ready for attack. “Go, Audrey,” she said. “Warn Charles not to come home. Run.”


  “He’ll kill you,” I said.


  “I am aware of that.”


  “No,” I said. She was more at risk than I was. Even now, the unseen Guardian bond that warned Leon I was in danger would be threading through the air, waking the instinct within him. He would appear; he wouldn’t ask questions, he’d just take me away—and leave Esther here. And I couldn’t let that happen. I couldn’t let her be dragged Beneath, like Sonja and the other missing Kin, for it to squeeze the blood from her. For it to feed. I reached toward her. “Come with me.”


  But before either of us could argue, or even speak another word—before I could attempt to amplify her powers—Shane was in motion. He crossed the room so quickly I almost didn’t see it, and then he was there, near, his hands in talons and slicing toward Esther.


  She evaded him at first. Her own arm whipped up, thrusting him backward with enough force that he stumbled back several steps. It seemed to take him by surprise. He hesitated, watching her intently. The glow at her wrist was slightly warmer now. With one quick motion, she shoved Charles’s leather armchair toward Shane, forcing him to back up once more.


  Then she charged.


  She was graceful in motion, much faster than I’d have believed possible. She flew toward him, feinting and then sidestepping as he moved to counter. But Esther was out of practice. She hadn’t acted as a Guardian in years, and her powers had been diminished with age. When she tried to grip his neck, he ducked out of reach, and though she managed to deflect his second attack, the third time he caught her. His talons sank into her shoulders. He lifted her into the air and then hurled her across the room.


  A scream tore from my throat.


  I ran to her, my eyes fixed on the crimson that began to spread across her pale lavender blouse. The lights in her hand didn’t even flicker. They simply vanished. I grabbed her wrist, felt for a pulse. It was there, faint and erratic. Below the thick ooze of red, her chest rose and fell.


  Shane stood watching me, but he didn’t attack. “Leave her,” he said. “Let her life soak the ground. Let her give no more gasps.” When I didn’t move, he took a step toward me.


  Leon appeared in front of me then.


  His back was to me. His tall frame blocked my vision of Shane, so that all I saw was the slight curl to his hair, the taut line of his shirt across his shoulders. And his arm, wrapped around someone much shorter. My eyes caught the shine of blond hair. A black sweatshirt and a white, eight-pointed star. He’d brought my mother with him.


  Mom paused only long enough to glance at me and assure herself I was all right, and then she flung herself toward Shane, colors swirling out from both wrists and glimmering at the base of her throat.


  Leon turned and knelt beside me, pulling me against him.


  “She’s not dead,” I said quickly. “She’s still breathing. We have to get her to the hospital.”


  “I need to get you out of here.”


  “Mom has Shane distracted. I can wait. Esther can’t.”


  He hesitated only a second. Then he nodded and gathered Esther into his arms. I saw her eyelids flicker. A groan escaped her lips. And then she and Leon disappeared, and there was only a smear of blood on the floor where they’d been.


  I stood, facing Mom and Shane.


  Charles’s desk was positioned between them, its contents knocked askew. The chair had been shoved to the ground, its wheels spinning as Shane thrust it away. For a moment neither of them moved—they waited, assessing, searching for some opening to seize.


  “Stay back, Audrey. I’ve got this,” Mom told me.


  “You don’t want me to amplify?”


  “I want you to stay back,” she repeated.


  Shane was still watching her. “I know you as well,” he said. “I have heard your voice through other ears. You call to the dark. You are no stranger to hate. You’ve tasted the blood of the hunt.”


  “I mean to taste yours in a second.”


  “Brave words, but meaningless,” he said. “If you stop the flow of life in this meat, I’ll take another. There are others, waiting. Eager to know my will. We are near the end now. We are at the cusp. Once the Circle has been opened, I’ll sate your thirst for blood. I will give you the first sip when I carve out your Kin-child’s heart.”


  With a growl, Mom jumped up onto the desk and then threw herself toward him.


  He evaded, but she battled him backward across the room, their movements almost too rapid for me to follow. Mom dodged, swung, aimed for his neck. Lights spun out from her fingertips. Shane retreated, again and again, though none of Mom’s blows seemed to connect. His talons swiped toward her head, then her chest, but didn’t catch. Finally, she had him backed up against the window, and with a sudden, violent shove she thrust him through it. Glass shattered, flying out all around them. Mom ducked her head out the window to see where he’d fallen. Her hair had fallen loose from its bun, blowing across her shoulders.


  She turned back to me for a second. Her brow puckered. “Wait here,” she said, then leaped down from the window after him.


  I walked to the window, picking my away across the glass. A gust of wind billowed in, scattering all the papers on Charles’s desk. They floated up into the air and then settled slowly to the floor. Careful not to cut myself on the shards that stuck in the window frame, I peered out into the dark of the yard. We were on the third floor—or at least I was. I could see Mom down in the grass below, the arc of lights flashing as she moved. Neither of them appeared to have been injured by the fall. Shane went on the offensive, swinging toward her, but she caught his arm, bending it backward. He kicked himself free from her and then held back warily. They circled each other across the lawn, the stars bright overhead.


  Some of the stars were red.


  “Audrey.”


  I whirled. Leon stood before me, his shirt stained with Esther’s blood.


  I almost couldn’t ask the question. I looked down at my feet, at the glass crushed beneath my sandals. A few of Charles’s books had toppled from the shelves. One lay open beside me, its pages rustling in the breeze. Finally, I said, “Is she still alive?”


  “She’s alive,” he said. He moved to my side, lifting his hands toward my shoulders, but he didn’t touch me. After a second, he let his arms fall. “They were taking her in when I left. We should get back there.”


  I nodded. “Mom is”—I turned, looking back through the window. She and Shane had vanished—“uh. Gone.”


  “I’ll let her know to meet us there.”


  “Thank you for helping Esther,” I said.


  He didn’t answer. Instead, he pulled me to him and teleported.


  I sat in the hospital waiting room, listening to the motion of the people around me: the chatter of nurses, the little boy snapping gum. Esther was going to live. While her condition was still serious, she was stable. There were severe lacerations to her upper chest, and she’d broken a few bones, so they were keeping her sedated for the time being.


  Leon lurked at the other end of the room, silent and brooding. He was keeping a specific distance, it seemed to me. Not close enough that he’d have to communicate, not far enough that he wouldn’t see it if some Harrower crawled up and tried to drag me Beneath. He was there, at the end of the tether, I thought—our Guardian bond acting as a leash. Well, we’d been warned about that. We were stuck together, regardless of what either of us wished. And right now he clearly didn’t wish it.


  Mom arrived shortly after midnight. She’d changed out of her Morning Star hoodie, replacing it with a tank top I was pretty sure belonged to me. She must’ve fished it out of my room at Esther’s, I decided, since she also dropped my phone and my purse in my lap. She’d exchanged her black pants for jeans. She’d showered, too; her hair was damp, and there didn’t appear to be even a drop of blood on her. When I asked what had happened to Shane, she grimaced.


  “You killed him?” I breathed.


  She shook her head. “He escaped. I’m not sure I even injured him. He’s more powerful than we ever gave him credit for.”


  Or the Beneath itself was gaining strength.


  Mom stationed herself at the hospital, in case Shane decided to go after Esther again. She’d spoken with the other Guardians, including the reinforcements from the other Circles. Every leader and elder among the Kin was researching the situation. They were trying to come up with a plan, she said, but at the moment they had nothing.


  We spent the night in the hospital waiting room. I slept intermittently, curled up on one of the couches with my head tucked against the arm. I wondered where we were supposed to go. Mom wouldn’t let me return to our house. And the house in St. Paul was no longer safe, either. I doubted she’d pack me up and send me to Leon’s little apartment, if he would have even agreed to that.


  I learned the answer the following morning.


  There had been three additional attacks during the night while Mom was at the hospital keeping watch over Esther. Three disappearances. None of them had even had time to contact the Guardians assigned to protect them.


  “I’ve discussed it with the Guardians and a few members of the Kin already,” Mom said, coming to sit beside me in the waiting room. “It’s time to consider next steps. I’ve come to a decision.”


  “What does that mean?”


  “At this point,” she said, “it’s clear that Shane is strong enough to breach the Circle just about anywhere within the Cities that he chooses. And we can’t protect every member of the Kin every hour of the day.”


  I stared at her. “Then what are we going to do?”


  Her face was grim. “Evacuate.”
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  Evacuations only took place under extreme circumstances. Though the Kin population in the Cities was relatively small—only a few hundred people—it was no minor thing to ask them to pack up and leave their homes and their jobs for an indeterminate amount of time. Some of them might refuse. And it wasn’t a command so much as a strongly worded suggestion.


  Mom told me she expected most of the Kin to take this suggestion.


  Her reasoning in ordering the evacuation was twofold, she said: to protect the Kin, and to minimize the number of targets. “If it wants the Kin, it will have to go after the Guardians,” she said. “And we’ll be ready. We’re preparing to counter if it launches an attack.”


  The details of the evacuation would be left up to the individuals. They could decide where they would go, and when they would leave—though soon to immediately would be best. They would be asked to check in with the Guardians once they’d relocated, and to give contact information where they could be reached. If they wished, accommodations would be made for them at one of the other Circles.


  The Guardians would remain. They would handle the situation. They would let the Kin know when it was safe to return.


  If it was safe to return.


  Esther would have to stay behind until it was safe for her to leave the hospital, Mom said. Charles would remain with her and Elspeth.


  I listened in silence, imagining word being spread: phone calls and meetings, somber voices that uttered warnings and directions, the chill of fear that followed. By evening, most of the Kin would know. Decisions would need to be made, bags packed. Planning would go well into the night. Then, slowly, windows in Kin neighborhoods would go dark. Parents would gather their children, slip out to their cars and minivans in the hushed predawn light. Houses would stand empty. Mail would pile up.


  Some had left already, Mom said. When the killings first began, a few members of the Kin who weren’t tied to jobs or houses had decided to take extended vacations. A few would stay. For others, leaving simply wasn’t a possibility. That was why it didn’t happen often.


  There had been only one other evacuation in living memory.


  I knew it without asking. The Harrowing begun by Verrick seventeen years ago.


  Finally, sitting with my hands curled on my knees, I said, “What about me?”


  “I’m sending you away from the Circle,” Mom answered.


  I’d been anticipating that, and preparing my argument, however useless it might be. But first I asked: “And Leon?”


  “He’s a Guardian, but he’s your Guardian. He goes with you.”


  I nodded. Leon had left earlier, and Mom and I were alone in the waiting room. “Is that your decision or his?” I asked.


  “It’s the way it works. I need you not to argue with me on this.”


  “I’m not a liability anymore,” I said. “I’m an asset. I’m not weak, even if I’m not a Guardian. I can amplify. Leon and I can help fight. I want to help fight.” And as long as I was in the Cities, there was still a chance I’d find a way to help Gideon. To stop him without killing him.


  “You were never a liability, honey. And I’ve never thought you were weak. But you are my daughter. I need to know that you’re safe. That’s what I’m fighting for. That’s what’s most important to me. Not the Kin. Not myself. You.”


  A lump formed in my throat, and my eyes were moist, but I had to keep trying. “I’m needed here. You can’t send me away.”


  “Audrey—”


  “You can’t. Iris told me the reason the Beneath is awake is because of Gideon. He’s connected to the Astral Circle, the same way I am. She said I have to find a way to sever the connection.”


  “Iris can’t be trusted,” Mom said. “You know that better than anyone.”


  “She told the truth about the Beneath, though. And Daniel said the same thing earlier. He said I’m the one that causes Val’s vision. Not Brooke.”


  Mom sighed. “I know you want to help, but you can’t take this all on your shoulders. The best thing you can do is get out of the Cities and stay safe. Okay?”


  “Where are we even supposed to go?”


  “To the cabin, for now.” Her voice was firm, and the look she gave me told me she would probably tie me up in the trunk if I didn’t agree. “Stop by the house and pack a bag, but do it quickly. I’ll call you as often as I can.”


  Our family cabin was in the outskirts of Nevis, a small town some three hours north of the Cities. We’d gone there often when I was little, usually just Gram and me, though sometimes we brought Gideon. Mom had considered selling it or renting it out, since we didn’t use it often, but she’d never gotten around to it.


  “What are you going to do?” I asked.


  “I’ll stay at the house, or with Mickey.”


  “I meant about Shane. The Beneath.”


  “I’ll figure out something.”


  “But if Iris is right—”


  “I’m not risking the welfare of my daughter on the claims of a girl who has previously placed the entire Kin in jeopardy. You’re not staying.”


  I tried arguing further, but she wouldn’t hear it. She set a hand on my shoulder, then rose from her seat, telling me she had to make a few more phone calls. Leon arrived shortly after. He had Mom’s car out in the parking lot—Mom thought it better we drive instead of teleporting, since we’d need to take supplies—and when I tried to ask if he was happy about getting kicked out of the Cities, he didn’t answer me. He just told me to let him know when I was ready to leave.


  Furious and frustrated though I was, I didn’t have much of an option unless I wanted to sneak out of the hospital and hide out somewhere, like Iris. Maybe I could crash her hotel room, I thought, clenching fists. But Leon would still know how to find me. And he was certain to do as Mom wished. I heaved a breath and finally just resigned myself to the fact that I had no choice in this.


  Then there were good-byes: Elspeth’s quick hug, my grandfather’s wobbly smile. I called Tink but got no answer. Esther was still unconscious, but I sat beside her in her room for a minute, took her hand, and squeezed it gently.


  “Thanks for looking out for me,” I whispered.


  I found Mom waiting for me out in the hall. This time I didn’t argue. I told myself not to snap at her. Not to part angry. I scrutinized her, taking in details, trying to silence the little voice that told me I should remember exactly what she looked like, exactly what she said, in case I never saw her again. Her hair was pulled out of her face in a messy ponytail, and her eyes looked tired, somewhat watery. She was trying to smile at me, but not succeeding. She touched my arm.


  “I guess Esther is getting what she wanted,” I said. “You leading the Kin.”


  “I’ll be happy to hand the reins right back.”


  “Remember to eat on occasion.”


  “I’ll stick a note to the fridge.”


  “And don’t get hurt.”


  She pulled me in to a tight hug. “I’ll be fine. I love you. I’ll call you tonight.”


  She walked with Leon and me to the elevator, then turned back at the end of the hall. I watched her there as the doors closed, walking down the hall beneath the hospital’s fluorescent lights, the area around her shrinking and shrinking until finally she was gone.


  We left the Cities as afternoon slipped into evening. We’d stopped by my house for me to pack a bag, but since my luggage was at Esther’s, I just grabbed my old camping backpack and threw whatever was left in my drawers into it. I hesitated in the doorway of my bedroom. Mom had stapled a plastic covering over my broken window, and cleaned up most of the glass, but I saw a few shards still glittering within the fibers of the carpet. A smear of dried blood from Gideon’s knuckles marked the floor near the back wall. My eyes fixed there, seeing him huddled there in the dark, dripping rain.


  “We should get going,” Leon said from behind me. I nodded, following him back down the steps. He had his own backpack tossed in the backseat of the car. It was the same backpack he’d brought with him from Two Harbors, somewhat worn now, one of the straps broken and hanging loose.


  I turned back toward the skyline as we headed out onto the highway. Above, in the thickening dark, the stars were glowing red.


  Tink finally returned my call an hour later to let me know she was still in the Cities.


  “You’re not leaving?” I asked. “Mom said she told you to evacuate.” It would be safer, Mom had explained, since Tink wasn’t fully trained yet—though I suspected Mom just wanted her protected, too.


  “She left it up to me to decide,” Tink said.


  “You can crash with us at the cabin, if you want.”


  “No. I—I’ve thought about it. And I’m staying. If we’re all about to die, might as well go down fighting, right? So if this is the last time I ever talk to you—”


  “Do not say that. Whatever grim confession you’re about to impart can wait until I get back.”


  “You don’t even know what I was going to say. It wasn’t grim. I was just going to say thanks. You know, for helping me with the whole Guardian thing.”


  “Oh. Well, you can save that, too.” I hesitated. “If you see Gideon…”


  “I’ll kick his ass and knock some sense into him,” she said quickly. She didn’t believe it, I guessed. Neither did I. But there wasn’t much else to say.


  “Good,” I whispered.


  “I’ll check in later.”


  “You’d better.”


  It was close to midnight when Leon and I reached Nevis. The cabin had been closed up since last fall, and when we stepped inside, everything smelled like dust and mildew. The quilt I’d left on the bed had a collection of dead bugs in it, and a toad had taken up residence under the bathroom sink. Leon propped the door open to let in fresh air—and even more insects—while I moped about searching in crevices and under furniture for any other trespassers.


  “How long are we supposed to stay here?” I asked. Mom hadn’t told me anything besides for now; I hoped she’d given Leon clearer instructions. I shook the quilt free of insects and settled myself on the bed with my bag. I’d been too agitated to pay attention to my packing, and now I discovered I had three pairs of underwear and maybe one bra, and the only shorts I’d brought were the ones I was wearing.


  “I don’t know,” Leon said.


  “So, indefinitely?”


  “Until the danger passes. Look, I don’t like this any more than you do.”


  “And what if the danger doesn’t pass? Are we just supposed to live here?”


  His gaze slid from mine.


  I sat up straight, letting my bag fall to the floor. “Mom told you something.”


  “No. It’s a contingency plan the Kin have always had in place. If one Circle is compromised, the survivors take refuge at another.”


  “Has that ever happened before?”


  “Not that there are any records of. My grandfather told me he thought it might have come about because of the attacks that occurred before the Kin were organized. The first Harrowings.”


  I nodded. Esther had mentioned that to me, briefly—how the Kin had been scattered once, roaming the earth instead of staying close to the Circles. Without Guardians watching to contain the Harrowers that had broken free from Beneath, the Kin had been easy prey.


  But if our Circle was compromised, if the Beneath broke through, it wouldn’t stop there. I knew that much. It would target the next Circle, and the next. Until there was no refuge. Until Harrowers could slip through anywhere, everywhere, hunt down the Kin to the far edges of the earth.


  Unless Mom and the other Guardians could stop it. And they didn’t even have a plan.


  Iris’s voice whispered into me. You have to do it. You’re the only one who can.


  And Daniel’s voice echoing. The Remnant was never the one who decides it. You are.


  I slumped onto the bed. I couldn’t do anything this far from the Circle—kill Gideon or cut the connection or whatever other solution I still hadn’t found—even if I’d known what to do.


  Leon was clearly still angry with me. He crawled up onto the bed and turned to his side, facing away from me. He was wearing his boxers and undershirt, resting on top of the quilt rather than under it, even though I’d rid the sheets of anything, living or dead, that might have occupied them. I lay on my back, staring up at the ceiling. I felt all knotted up inside. Like I wanted to kick something, or just run around outside and scream. I hated being up here, in the stillness of the warm July night, where I couldn’t do anything but wait and worry. I hated that Leon wouldn’t talk to me.


  I turned to look at him. He was as close to the edge as he could get without toppling over. Part of me wanted to just give him a shove and listen to him crash to the floor. The other part of me wanted to grab him and pull him to me. I did neither. Instead, I closed my eyes and rolled away from him.


  I wasn’t certain how I managed to sleep. For a while I drifted in a strange, half-conscious state, imagining that shapes in the darkness were creeping toward me. Sometimes they were shadows, peeling off the walls and leaving thick black footprints wherever they stepped. I watched them move about the room, rearranging themselves and standing frozen against the furniture whenever I looked directly at them, like some ghostly game of Red Light/Green Light. But when I turned on my phone, beaming light about the room, I found everything in its proper place. No shadows shuffling along the floor, no twisting shapes. Once, I reached over to touch Leon’s shoulder, to make certain he hadn’t somehow disappeared. He was asleep, his breathing even, rising and falling beneath my hand. I considered turning and curling against him, but I knew he didn’t want me there. Eventually, my eyes closed and stayed closed, and when I woke again I was alone in the bed, and sunlight was streaming into the cabin. I grabbed my phone and checked my messages. Mom had texted two hours earlier to say she was fine, but not to come home yet.


  “What are we even supposed to do here?” I asked, roaming restlessly about the cabin, which made the toad in the bathroom croak in alarm. “We shouldn’t have left. We should be fighting.”


  Sitting at the table, Leon shot me a sour look. “Why are you yelling at me? You think it was my idea to run and hide?”


  “You agreed to it.”


  “You’ll notice I’m not here alone.”


  “I didn’t have a choice.”


  “Neither did I. Lucy said she was sending you away from the Circle. You’re my charge. I go where you go.”


  And then he got up and left the cabin, because apparently going where I went didn’t involve remaining in my direct vicinity.


  The rest of the day was miserable. The weather was beautiful—the air warm but not sweltering, the sun undisturbed by even the smallest wisps of clouds. Down at the lake, the water shimmered so bright it was blinding, and even though I’d forgotten bug spray, most of the mosquitoes left me alone. But I was in turmoil. The world was falling apart all around me, the ground giving way with each step. I shouldn’t be there.


  Something was happening in the Cities, even now—I felt it, in that quiet, hidden space at the rim of my senses, that slight tingle that made goose bumps rise along my arms. There was a charge in the air all around me, waiting, like an indrawn breath. Almost-Knowings, Gram had called them—those moments when the universe begins to shift. I’d felt it before, the day we had met Drew, the day he’d told us of Val’s visions. I felt it now. Something unseen had slipped into my thoughts as we left the Cities. It had been with us on the road, in each bend of the highway, with every mile that fell away behind us. It had followed us here. It whispered that this was not where I needed to be. It urged me to go back.


  And then there was Leon. After driving into town that afternoon to pick up more supplies, he spent the rest of the day wandering about outside the cabin and brooding. I tried to explain to him why I couldn’t tell him about Gideon, why I couldn’t tell anyone, but whenever I brought up the subject, he just got that closed-off look in his eyes, and told me we had other things to worry about.


  “Can we please talk about this for a minute?” I asked, standing just outside the cabin while the last of the sunset flared on the horizon. He’d been heading inside, but I stepped in front of him, closing the door before he could escape me. “I’m sorry, okay? I’m really sorry.”


  He folded his arms in front of him. “You’re not, though. If you had to do it again, you’d do the same damn thing.”


  “That doesn’t mean I’m not sorry.”


  “That’s exactly what it means.”


  “Then what else do you want me to say? How are we supposed to get past this?” As soon as the words left my mouth, a horrible thought struck me—maybe he didn’t want to get past this. Maybe that was the entire point. He’d basically said that already. He was only there with me because I was his charge. Because he had to be. My chest tightened. I sucked in breaths, but somehow I couldn’t get enough oxygen. “I need you to forgive me,” I said.


  “Audrey…”


  “I need you to forgive me. I can’t stand this. I can’t have you hating me.” I didn’t even care that I was begging. My entire body had gone cold; I couldn’t stop shivering. I just stood there staring up at him, clutching my arms against me.


  His gaze flicked away. “I don’t hate you.”


  “Thanks,” I choked out.


  “Look,” he said, retreating a step and running a hand through his hair. “Me being pissed at you doesn’t mean I don’t love you, it just means that I’m pissed.”


  My heart came to a stop. I knew he’d spoken other words. I’d seen his mouth moving, but all I heard was—“You love me?”


  He scowled. I had no idea how he could say something like that while looking as irritated as he did. “You know how I feel about you.”


  “Um, no, actually.”


  Now his gaze turned wary. “How do you not know that?”


  “Maybe because you’ve never said it? Maybe because you are the king of mixed signals?”


  Suddenly, I was crying. And suddenly I was the one who was angry. Something inside me had snapped. I spun around, so fast I almost slipped and fell on my face—because that would have been the perfect dignified exit. Since I didn’t fall, I marched away as fast as my feet would take me—which wasn’t nearly fast enough, given that not only did Leon have longer legs, he could also teleport. I quickened my pace, until I was nearly running. I heard him calling my name, but I ignored it. Let him know what that felt like. I raced all the way to the lake, to the end of the dock, and decided that if he followed me there I would dive in and swim and keep swimming until I was too tired to care anymore.


  Instead, when I heard him come up behind me a second later, I whirled around and gave him a hard shove, right in the chest, sending him backward into the water.


  He rose up sputtering. “What the hell?”


  Fuming, I stalked back and forth on the dock in front of him. “I have had enough of this, okay? I made a mistake!”


  “I tell you I love you and you push me into a lake, and I’m the one sending mixed signals?” His gaze was pinned on me, and the way his eyes narrowed told me that I should flee if I didn’t want to be submerged.


  But if I fled, he’d just follow and catch me and toss me in, so I decided to deprive him of the satisfaction. Giving him a defiant glare, I folded my arms, then stepped off the dock and plunged into the lake.


  The water was cold, much colder than I’d anticipated. I broke the surface with a gasp, remembering belatedly that these were the only pair of shorts I had with me, and now they were going to smell like algae and weeds and whatever else was growing at the bottom of the lake. I’d also lost one of my sandals. It floated to the surface, bobbing on the water beside me. I grabbed it and shoved it into my back pocket.


  Leon paddled toward me. We weren’t deep enough in that his feet couldn’t touch the bottom, but he must have decided it would be faster to swim than to wade. I considered retreat, but while I hesitated, he reached me.


  “If you’re planning to dunk me,” he said, “I’d advise against it. Can we continue this conversation on dry land?”


  “So you can just ignore me again?” My teeth were chattering, but I gave him another mutinous look. “I made a mistake. And I lied to you. I knew who he was, and I knew what he did, and I lied to you. And I can’t take it back, so what do you want me to do? I’ve said I was sorry. How many times do you want me to say it? Do you want me to grovel? Beg?”


  “No!”


  “Then what?”


  “I don’t know.”


  I kicked through the water and started making my way to shore. Leon swam up beside me, water lapping around him. He caught my hand.


  “I want you to understand,” he said.


  “I do.”


  “You don’t.” He drew in a ragged breath, not releasing my hand. Ripples chased out around us, glinting in the falling light. “I told you I hated my parents. But that’s…only part of it. I was angry for a long time. And I was horrible to my grandfather. He kept trying to explain it to me, to tell me stories about my mother, and how much she loved me. That’s why he kept taking me to the lake year after year, until I finally just started refusing.” Another pause. He lowered his gaze. “Then, when I was thirteen, I got so angry that I took all of his photo albums and burned them. Every picture.”


  I stared at him. So that was why he didn’t have any photos of his parents. There weren’t any left.


  He rubbed the back of his neck with his free hand. “When my grandfather found out, he didn’t even punish me. He just—looked at me. But he stopped trying after that. He didn’t talk to me about my parents anymore. He never brought me to the lake again.”


  I looked down into the water, at the waves sliding against us, at the space where our fingers met beneath the surface, distorted by the swell of the current. Leon had told me once that he didn’t think of his parents often. But that wasn’t true, I realized. And I’d been wrong to ever believe it. When I lifted my gaze to his now, I saw it. The hurt was there, in his eyes. Questions always forming in his mind. Who they had been. What they would have thought of him. He could never know them. He would never see their faces or hear them speak his name. Because Verrick had killed them.


  I thought of him going out to his parents’ lake alone. He went there to think, he’d told me. I saw him taking his motorcycle and driving beneath the sweaty summer sky, the horizon thick with stars; I saw him heading to the park and sitting on the picnic tables that overlooked the water. He’d brought me there, when I’d first learned about the Kin. To make me feel better. To comfort me in the place that comforted him.


  I didn’t know what to say—if there was anything to say. I just moved toward him, sliding my arms around him and laying my head against his chest.


  He didn’t say he forgave me then, but I felt it. There was an easing in the way he stood, in the way he gently disengaged my arms, taking both of my hands and sliding them into his. When I looked up again, he was looking back down at me, and for once his face wasn’t inscrutable, but open, like it had always been this way, like he’d never been difficult to read. I wondered how it was that I’d missed these things before—that through the seriousness that lived in his eyes I could see that closed door and the boy who waited behind it, who was still waiting and probably always would be. I could see all the way up north if I looked hard enough, to the great blue empty of Lake Superior, and an angry, scrawny youth, all arms and legs, who raced across a track not to see how fast he could run but to find how far they would chase him. I could see the night he was called, a little light suddenly flaring within, and the way he fought against it hour after hour, week after week, until one day he finally got on his motorcycle and drove south, drove all the way to Minneapolis in the hot July evening to step through the grass and stand before me.


  Now, around us, dusk was fast approaching. In a nearby cabin, someone had lit a fire. The air was warm and smoky. We moved out of the lake. Up past the dock and onto the grass, where the ground was cool underfoot, and insects were humming. By the time we reached the cabin, he was kissing me, his hands moving up under my shirt, peeling it off my wet skin.


  “We should get into dry clothes,” he was saying, like that was the reason he’d tossed my shirt over my head, not even watching where it landed. His mouth made its way to my throat, and his hands fumbled with unbuttoning my shorts.


  “Well, there’s a problem with that,” I said, excited and somewhat breathless.


  He paused what he was doing in order to look at me. “Yeah?”


  “These are the only pants I have.”


  Leon didn’t reply. Laughing, he bent, hooked an elbow under my knees, and swung me up into his arms.
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  We lay facing each other, the last of the light from outside falling onto the sheet between us. Leon’s eyelids fluttered closed now and then, until I blew air on his face and he opened them again. The third time I did it, a smile tugged at his lips.


  “You’re a brat,” he said.


  “You’re a suck-up,” I countered.


  “You’re a smartass.”


  I would’ve replied, but he moved forward and sealed my mouth with a kiss.


  I felt weightless lying there, speaking in hushed tones, like we were all alone in the world, in some separate space of the cosmos where nothing could reach us. No worries could intrude, no harsh reality that existed beyond the walls would steal its way in through the windows we’d left open. The air that hung around us was flecked with gold—never mind that it was only dust stirred up by the evening wind, which drifted through the cabin and brought the faint scent of the bonfire in with it. Leon laced his fingers through mine, and I looked at the knots of his knuckles, the puckered line of the scar that made a long jagged path down the back of his hand. His skin was warm, and when I slid my fingers down his wrist I could feel the steady beat of his pulse. I would be perfectly happy to never move again, I thought. I could just stay there, listening to Leon’s breathing and watching the dusk recede around us.


  But we couldn’t stay there.


  I knew that even as I closed my own eyes finally and we both drifted to sleep. I knew it when I woke in the morning, though my sleep had been dreamless and I’d spent the night with Leon’s arm curled around me.


  That sense was there, the almost-Knowing, creeping in with the daylight that pooled across the bedspread and our tangled limbs. I felt it in every inhale and exhale. For a long moment, I looked at Leon, still asleep, his hair tousled, the trace of stubble darkening his jaw. Then I rose from the bed to check my phone.


  No messages. No calls. No texts.


  I tried calling Mom, then Tink, then Elspeth. None of them answered.


  After he woke, Leon checked his phone, which was likewise empty of messages. “If they’re busy coordinating, they probably don’t have time to talk,” he said, but he didn’t sound convinced. His brow was furrowed, his eyes troubled.


  When morning burned into afternoon and there’d been no communication, I went through my list of calls again, leaving messages that sounded slightly frantic even to my own ears. Next I tried calling my grandfather. When he didn’t answer either, I searched through my call log until I found Mr. Alvarez’s number, and listened to it ring and ring. Through voice mail, his words sounded thin and far away.


  And every moment, that almost-Knowing grew louder. It spoke with Iris’s voice. Unless, of course, you’d rather the rest of us die so your friend can live, it accused.


  They could be dying now, I thought.


  They could be already dead.


  I closed my eyes for a moment, then left the cabin and walked down to the dock, where Leon was sitting, staring out over the lake. I sat down beside him, removing my sandals and slipping my feet into the water. The chill sent a quick shiver up me.


  He eyed me sideways. “We’re not going for another swim, are we?”


  I didn’t answer right away. In the middle of the lake, the afternoon sun glinted off a boat drifting on the waves. A few ducks were idling near the reeds that grew along the shore. The sky was nearly empty, nothing but wide blue and a few wispy clouds like faint white brushstrokes. Finally, I turned to Leon and said in one long exhale: “We have to go back.” I was expecting a fight, so when he opened his mouth, I hurried to add, “Just hear me out.”


  “I wasn’t going to argue,” he said quietly. “I was going to agree.”


  It took me a second. “You agree?”


  “Lucy shouldn’t have sent us away. And we shouldn’t have gone.”


  I nodded, biting my lip. “Something’s wrong. I feel it.”


  “You Know something?”


  “Not exactly.” I paused, studying him a moment before speaking again. He was watching me expectantly. I sucked in a breath. It was time for my own confession. “I need to tell you something, and I need you not to comment at first, no matter how much you want to.”


  His gaze turned cautious. “That’s promising.”


  “Starting now.” I looked down at the lake, watching the ripples spread out as I moved my feet. Below the surface, the water was clear enough to see the sand, close enough that I could dive in and touch it and then kick away from the dock, swimming away from the words I didn’t want to speak. Instead, I gripped the edge of the dock with both hands. “Iris told me I need to kill Gideon. She said that the reason the Beneath is awake is because of what happened on Harlow Tower six months ago. Gideon—Verrick—is connected to the Astral Circle, and when I released its power, that…triggered something Beneath. The Circle is keeping it awake.”


  He was silent a long moment before saying, “And that’s why it’s running loose across the Cities.”


  I nodded again. “It’s gaining strength. She said the way to stop it is to cut the link between Gideon and the Circle.”


  “By killing him.”


  His voice was flat, without emotion. He’d told me he didn’t want revenge—and I didn’t think he did, precisely. But that didn’t mean he wanted Verrick to live, either.


  “I was trying to think of an alternative,” I said softly.


  “To save him.”


  “Yes.” I took a breath. “It’s not about whether he deserves to be saved. It’s not about what he’s done. I know who he was. I’m not forgetting it. It’s just—what I need to do. I was thinking if I found some other way of breaking the connection with the Circle, then Gideon wouldn’t have to die. So we have to go back. I have to end it. I have to at least try.”


  Leon’s words were almost a whisper. “And if you can’t break the connection?”


  I kept my own voice steady, though my insides twisted and my heart was hammering. I met his gaze without flinching. “I’ll do what I have to.”


  We took it by steps.


  We’d decided to teleport instead of drive—Leon would return for Mom’s car later, provided we survived. He stood looking down at me a moment, setting his hands on my hips before gently tugging me toward him. Below us, the lake lapped at the dock, and somewhere nearby a bird was cooing. Everything here was calm. Open sky. The smell of wet sand and grass. But my entire body tingled, pinpricks of fear in my flesh.


  Leon must have sensed my unease. “We don’t know what we’re going to find there,” he said. “It could be nothing is happening, and Lucy’s just going to try to send us away from the Circle again.”


  “Something is happening,” I said.


  “Then we have to be ready,” he said. “To fight.”


  “I won’t hesitate.”


  He nodded. His arms wrapped around me, pressing me tightly against him. I gripped his shirt and closed my eyes.


  We blinked through emptiness into a wide field all yellow with dandelions, and then into a wooded area with pines stretching up overhead, thick branches blocking out the sun. Then again into a hayfield, and then again, until we were home.


  I could feel the change immediately, the second we arrived in my house. Leon had brought us to the living room, where nothing looked wrong or out of place—there was the pale blue sofa with Gram’s needlepoint pillows, and the coffee table with its pile of coasters—but something had shifted subtly. Something was off-balance, askew. I didn’t hear the kick of the AC, but the room was freezing. That sickly sweet stench of corruption hung everywhere, and the breath I drew into my lungs felt both sticky and sharp, like the air had grown edges. I coughed, then sucked air in through my teeth. I took a step back from Leon and looked around, searching the semi-dark around us. The hall clock was ticking erratically. The ground beneath me was soggy, as though the room had been flooded, but when I bent down and ran my fingers along the carpet, the fibers were dry, cool to the touch.


  Leon took two long strides and then stood in the living room doorway, calling out, “Lucy?”


  I moved up beside him. “Mom!”


  Silence answered us. I told myself not to panic. We’d agreed that we should try my house first, but there was no guarantee Mom would be there. If she was helping to coordinate with the Guardians, she could be anywhere. I waited, listening, but all I heard was that frantic ticking in the hall and a thin, high sound from outside.


  “She’s not here,” I said.


  “Something is.” Leon touched my arm, drawing me away from the door as he stepped through and peered up the dark stairs. “I can feel it.”


  “No,” I said. I’d turned toward the entryway. Through the windows that flanked the front door, I could see my yard and the edge of the street. “Not here.”


  I jerked the door open and stepped out into what should have been sunlight.


  Leon came to stand beside me. Together, we gazed upward.


  “What in the hell?” he breathed.


  The sky was gray, but not with clouds. The color seemed to have been leeched out of it. When I searched the horizon, I saw the edge of blue here and there, but everywhere above us was the pale color of ash, like we’d stepped into a black-and-white film.


  Or into the Beneath.


  Above us, in the gloom, stars burned hot and red.


  Goose bumps rose on my arms and neck. Now I recognized that keening sound all around us. I listened to it rise and fall, rise again. The city’s tornado sirens were going off.


  I hurried down from the porch and took a few running steps until I reached the road, then stood on the sidewalk and searched down the block. The ground felt strange here, too, rough and uneven, and the grass on all the lawns was white-tipped, like it was slowly fading into gray scale. I pulled a leaf off the hedge beside me, rubbing it between my fingers. It flaked into ash, leaving a smear on my skin.


  You’re going to die, Kin-child, a voice whispered into me. And then the far off sound of a laugh.


  Panic surged. We were too late, my thoughts screamed. We should have returned sooner. The Beneath was no longer just seeping through, it was here, it was loose, twisting the city streets and turning everything to dust and decay. It was dragging the world back down into it. I felt it. I could taste it, that rancid tinge that curdled the air and stuck in my throat, nearly making me gag. I saw it in the winter chill that turned my every exhale to fog. I could sense the Beneath, its hostility and menace, in the stark gray sky above and the red shadows along the street, that sly hissing voice just out of hearing, the dread that choked me.


  But no—that wasn’t wholly correct. I could still feel the Circle, too, my connection to it, like the drum of a heartbeat slightly out of sync with my own. The Beneath might have gained enough power to push through, but not entirely.


  I spun to face the skyline, and when I looked, really looked, I could see it. The thin shine of the Circle’s power there, in the center of the city, where everything else was dark.


  Leon had pulled out his phone. “No service.”


  I fished mine out of my pocket and checked. “Me neither. I guess we know why no one was answering.”


  “Lucy’s not here. We should get moving.”


  I nodded. Our next plan was to try Harlow Tower downtown, where H&H Security had its main offices. Though there was no guarantee Mom would be there, either, someone there should at least have information on what the Guardians were planning—if they’d come up with a plan, anyway. I stepped toward Leon, and he set an arm about my waist, shifting me closer.


  I waited for him to teleport, and when he didn’t, I glanced up to find him frowning.


  He released his grip on me and moved backward. “Stay here a second.”


  “Leon—”


  He vanished, and I felt a split second of alarm, thinking he’d left me behind. But then he reappeared a short distance away, and came loping back to me, his frown deepening.


  “I can’t teleport you,” he said.


  I matched his expression. “What are you talking about?”


  “There’s something wrong with my powers.”


  The moment he spoke, I realized it. Not something. The Beneath. Kin powers didn’t work as well Beneath—I’d felt it when I’d been trapped there—and now that it had begun to leak through, it must be affecting the Guardians, acting as a veil.


  “That’s bad,” I said. “That’s very bad.”


  The Beneath escaping into the streets, gaining in strength. And the Guardians weakened.


  I tried amplifying. I was able to do it, but though I felt the bond form between us, the quickening of heat in my blood, the connection was strained. I had to concentrate hard to maintain it, and it wasn’t as potent as it should’ve been.


  And if Leon couldn’t teleport me—


  “You’re not leaving me here,” I said.


  “If I intended to do that, I wouldn’t have brought you in the first place,” he said. “Come on.”


  Leon had left his motorcycle in the garage when he’d picked up Mom’s car, and now we took it downtown. I held tightly to Leon as we headed out of the driveway. I tried to slow the thrashing of my heart, but my mind was in chaos. This wasn’t just the end of the Kin, my thoughts whispered. This felt like the end of the world itself, like everything on the earth and beyond would be swallowed up and consumed—all the deserts and oceans and prairies, each forest and city, every inch of soil and molecule of oxygen and even the stars swirling out in the dark of the cosmos. Only the void would remain. Empty and infinite. I squeezed my eyes shut and clung tighter.


  We avoided the freeway and took neighborhood streets, where up and down the blocks, people stood out in their driveways or on the sidewalks. Searching for the storm the tornado sirens were announcing, I guessed, or wondering where the sky had gone. Harrowers clouded the senses; I had no idea what the Beneath would do, if the entire population of the Cities was wandering about in a blank daze, or if they thought they’d fallen into a communal nightmare from which they couldn’t seem to wake. A nightmare that seemed to grow worse with every mile, every minute.


  By the time we neared downtown, the sirens were blaring so loudly they sounded as though they were rising right up out of the ground. The streets were littered with dead birds. Leon had to swerve to avoid them, and then slow, as more and more of them tumbled out of the sky, plummeting down around us and blanketing the air with feathers. I closed my eyes again, trying not to see them. The red light pulsed out above us. The sirens wailed.


  We didn’t make it to Harlow Tower. A few blocks away, we found the Guardians.


  Some of them, at least. Leon brought us to a stop as soon as we reached them. The Guardians were clustered together, fighting. Ahead of us in the street, I saw the faint blur of colored lights glowing through skin. I saw bodies in motion, quick graceful strikes and evasions. Voices called out back and forth, shouting to be heard. I didn’t see Mom.


  There were Harrowers all around them. I couldn’t count how many. Dozens, maybe. A writhing sea of silver pushing forward.


  I began amplifying immediately. Diminished though the bond was, I felt it build in the space between Leon and me. His left arm was already shining in threads of orange, aqua, gold, pale violet. He glanced at me a moment, nodded, and then he was running. I ran with him, following his lead as he reached the Guardians and flung himself toward a Harrower.


  We moved together, not speaking, communicating with action and instinct. I had to focus on sustaining the bond, but when a second demon lurched toward us, I thrust it backward. Leon’s hand caught a throat, tightening—but with his powers weakened, he couldn’t finish it. The demon broke free and staggered back, hissing. A Guardian I didn’t recognize caught the Harrower from behind, moving quickly to sever its spine. It slumped to the ground.


  The second Harrower hurled itself at us once more, talons slashing. Leon spun, stepping in front of me, taking the blow with his shoulder before he shoved it aside. It sprawled onto the street and came up snarling. Leon parried, throwing it back again and again, and I moved up beside him. Together, we gripped its neck and snapped.


  The third was stronger than the first two had been. It knocked Leon to the ground with such force that I felt the impact through the bond between us. Leon’s head rocked back. I let out a gasp of dismay. My concentration slipped. The link broke, and I struggled to reestablish it as the Harrower leaped toward Leon. But he rolled away and then teleported, coming up behind it. I felt the burn of the connection again, strength pulsing, and hurried to help. The demon kicked as we caught it, but I didn’t let my fingers loosen until its harsh rasping became a sigh and its body went slack.


  A fourth Harrower watched me with its blank milky eyes. But it didn’t attack; it just hissed before retreating back into the hushed gloom of the city.


  Leon and I were both panting by then. There were no more demons near us, but I whipped from side to side, searching. The Guardian who had helped us earlier was still fighting, but she killed the Harrower before we could assist. I shifted to face Leon.


  There were rips in his shirt where the Harrower’s claws had raked down, and thin lines of blood welled up on his skin. Otherwise he looked uninjured.


  “I’m fine,” he said, brushing a lock of hair behind my ear, and then frowned as he scrutinized me.


  “I’m not hurt.” There was a scrape down my right forearm, but I hadn’t felt it at the time, and I could ignore it now. I’d lost my sandals at some point, and the ground was cold and rough under my feet. I shivered beneath my sweat, hugging my arms.


  I turned again, taking in my surroundings. The end of the street was blocked with parked cars, and the windows of the buildings around us were dark. I wasn’t familiar with most of the Guardians I saw; they were the reinforcements from the other Circles, I guessed.


  I wondered where all the people working downtown were, and hoped they were all hiding out in storms shelters and stairways. I didn’t want to consider the alternative—that they had simply been swallowed up by the empty, and even now were wandering some layer of the Beneath, aimless and afraid, adrift in the void. I searched briefly for movement behind the glass doors of a business but saw nothing. Above, the sky was a swirl of darkness, gray upon gray, and within it the baleful gleam of those stars shone out. I put a hand to my forehead, wiping away the chilled sweat. Then, blinking, I saw a flash of pale hair in a pixie cut.


  “Tink!”


  She was standing beside another Guardian, near the entrance to an alley. Her head was bowed, and her hands were braced against the side of a building, but she turned at the sound of her name. I ran toward her.


  A Harrower reached her before I did.


  It crept upward out of nothing, seeming to slide right out of the shadow of the building. The Guardian beside her cried out a warning, and Tink spun, lifting her left arm before her. She managed to protect her face and neck, but I saw its talons curve around her arm and sink in. She jerked backward, and then dropped down, ducking beneath its arm as it slashed toward her again.


  A second Harrower launched itself at the other Guardian. Tink had been able to fight hers back, forcing it to retreat and pushing the attack, though she let out a shrill shriek as she did so. It fell to all fours and crawled sideways, baring red teeth. She grimaced as she held her arm out in front of her, shielding herself with the faint glow at her wrist. It leaped. Leon and I arrived just as she killed it. He turned to help the other Guardian, but movement in the alley behind caught my attention.


  There was another Guardian there, fighting alone.


  He was a short distance from us, half-hidden by the darkness of the alley. I couldn’t see his face, but I knew immediately that it was Mr. Alvarez. He either didn’t realize or didn’t care that his powers were weakened, because he was taking on two Harrowers by himself. And winning. He tossed one into the side of a building and then grabbed the other’s throat, its spine going red as he swung it upward and then brought it down with a quick crack. The other recovered and renewed its assault, but Mr. Alvarez was already spinning, catching the arm it sliced down at him and yanking it aside. A third demon was slinking toward him. I dashed into the alley, Tink close on my heels.


  I came to a sudden halt when someone else grabbed the Harrower from behind and raised it bodily into the air. With one quick squeeze, he crushed the demon’s throat. It twitched and then went still, crumpling to the floor of the alley.


  “Oh God,” Tink breathed.


  Behind the demon’s broken form stood Gideon.
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  I stood frozen, staring. For the space of a second, I thought Gideon must have recognized Mr. Alvarez and chosen to help him. But the hope was fleeting. Gideon stalked forward, and the look in his eyes was anything but friendly.


  Verrick had hated other Harrowers even more than he hated the Kin, Shane had told me. It was Verrick I saw now. Verrick I sensed. I felt the thrill of satisfaction that burned in his gaze, and the hard knot of hate that coiled inside him. He had Gideon’s hair and Gideon’s face, but the wide curve of his lips was more of a sneer than a smile. I searched for some sign I recognized, a trace of the boy I knew—hidden, waiting. It was Gideon who had sat hunched in my room, dripping rain. He must be there still, within the wrath that rippled off him.


  I spoke his name, but his eyes were fixed on Mr. Alvarez, who had killed the other Harrower and now turned toward him.


  “Don’t,” Tink shouted, but neither of them heeded her.


  I couldn’t move. I could only watch in horror.


  Gideon had reached Mr. Alvarez before I could blink—before I could remember that he was who we’d been searching for and I had to find some way of disconnecting him from the Circle. He caught Mr. Alvarez by the neck and whipped about, his fingers once again closing, tightening. Tink screamed. My stomach churned. But just when I thought it would be over—that I’d hear a snap and then see Mr. Alvarez’s head twist, his body slacken—he fought back. His left arm swung upward, Guardian lights bright at his fingertips. His hand gripped Gideon’s face. He broke free, falling backward, and rolled out of reach. Then he was on his feet again. He went on the offensive, striking out at Gideon.


  They grappled for a moment. Mr. Alvarez attacked and Gideon evaded, and then the roles reversed. Mr. Alvarez retreated once more, ducking, rising, his left arm seeking Gideon’s throat.


  Gideon caught his arm, and this time Mr. Alvarez couldn’t escape. With his other hand, Gideon grabbed Mr. Alvarez below the chin, raised him into the air, and flung him into the side of a building. Mr. Alvarez crashed against the wall and then slid to the ground on his side. He didn’t move. Gideon advanced.


  The paralysis that had swept over me didn’t grip Tink. She flew forward, darting into the space between them and turning toward Gideon. She held her left arm before her, glowing softly, and though I could see her shaking—her entire body trembling—she screamed at him. “Gideon, stop!”


  And abruptly he did.


  There it was, I thought. That flicker. The slightest shifting within the cold hatred he carried. He looked at her. His smile faltered. His lips parted. Some word whispered out of him, too faint to hear. Then he turned and ran.


  He was nearly out of sight by the time I released my breath. He disappeared down the other side of the alley, racing into the foggy gray darkness that swelled into the street beyond. It closed around him, thickening—and he was gone.


  Leon had joined us. I felt his hand on my shoulder, and for an instant I tensed, until I saw him step beside me. We hurried toward where Mr. Alvarez lay on the ground, near the side of the building. He was so still I worried he was dead.


  Tink was standing over him. “What are you doing?” she demanded. “Get up!” And then she dropped to her knees and shoved him, hard, until he rolled over onto his back.


  “Tink, he’s hurt,” I said.


  His eyes were open, though. And instead of grimacing in pain, he was giving Tink a distinctly annoyed look. But he didn’t try to rise to his feet. He just rolled back over away from her.


  “He’s giving up!” she shouted, still shoving. This time he resisted, curling onto his side. “After all his talk about duty and protecting the Kin, he just quits.”


  He covered his face with one arm. “I told you—”


  “To make a choice. Well, I did. And I’m here. I’m scared out of my mind, but I’m here, and if I can manage that, then what the hell are you doing?”


  “He just got thrown into a wall,” I pointed out. “He needs a hospital, not a pep talk. Or whatever this is.”


  But Tink was too worked up to listen to me. She was pushing him again. “We’ve got Harrowers loose all over the city. The Guardians are completely scattered, and you’re supposed to be leading them. So get—up!”


  Somehow, all of that screaming and shoving actually worked. Mr. Alvarez shifted onto his stomach, pushed himself upward with his hands, and then, groping at the wall, slowly stood. There was a streak of blood trailing from his hair down the side of his face, his lip was split, and one cheek was already starting to bruise. Leon helped him toward a stack of boxes that was piled against the side of the building.


  “Am I at least allowed to sit down?” he said sourly, not waiting for an answer. He took long breaths, resting his head in his hands.


  “Do you know what’s going on?” I asked Tink, who had come to stand beside me. She was injured, too—there were cuts on her left arm, still oozing slightly, and more across her right shoulder, though the blood there had dried. Her face was pale, her eyes huge.


  “Besides Armageddon?” she replied, clutching her elbows.


  “It started some time this morning,” Mr. Alvarez said. His breath wheezed out. “I think.”


  “Have you seen my mom?”


  He shook his head. “I just arrived. I was heading to Harlow Tower when I ran across the Guardians here.”


  “So were we,” Leon said.


  “She was with the rest of us there,” Tink answered.


  Leon flicked a glance in my direction, then asked, “You guys had a plan?”


  “Sort of.” Tink turned to me. “Your mom was working with the leaders of the Kin at other Circles to figure out some way of stopping this. I’m not sure if they came up with anything, and then when the Harrowers started showing up, the Guardians left to fight them. But we’re spread out all over now. I’m not sure where your mom went. She could still be there.”


  I bit my lip. “She didn’t say they’d found a solution?”


  “Not to me. What are you going to do? Why are you here? I thought your mom sent you away from the Circle.”


  “We have to go after Gideon,” I said, and felt Leon’s hand grip mine.


  Tink’s wide eyes got even wider. “I’m not sure that’s such a good idea.”


  “Me neither,” I said. I stared down the other end of the alley, where Gideon had vanished. “But it’s the only idea we’ve got.”


  “How are you going to find him?” Tink asked.


  “I know where he’ll go,” I said, realizing the moment I spoke it that I did. I could feel it, in that quiet almost-sense that connected me to the Circle. As I looked down the alley, I could see the faintest rim of light shining in the gloom, a thread trailing off into the distance. He was going to Harlow Tower. To the center of the Circle, where it had all begun. The place where Verrick had died, and Gideon had been born.


  While Tink and Mr. Alvarez returned to the other Guardians to regroup and begin a sweep of the streets, Leon and I walked back to his motorcycle. My feet were still bare, one heel bleeding from where a sharp piece of gravel had dug into it, but I ignored the pain and the cold of the asphalt—at least until Leon located my sandals. Tink chased after us, grabbing my elbow before I could hop onto the motorcycle.


  “I’d better see you again,” she said, giving me a wobbly smile.


  I did my best to smile back. “Ditto.”


  “If you find Gideon…” She paused. It took her a moment to form the words. I could see her struggle with them, the way she swallowed thickly, then lifted one trembling hand and held it over her mouth; I could see the shine of tears gathering in her eyes. She turned away from me, letting her arms fall back to her sides. “Just tell him thanks,” she whispered.


  The roads we passed through were deserted, though as we drove I thought I saw the blur of Harrowers creeping out along some of the streets: the slide of silver on gray, and here and there the hint of crimson. There were more dead birds on the pavement, the brown of sparrows and the blue-black of crows turning white with frost. The Beneath was steadily tightening its grip on the city. On Nicollet Mall, the trees were gnarled and twisted, almost skeletal. Their branches bent toward the earth, twigs curling like claws, and their leaves were mottled with decay. Debris was scattered everywhere. Rust crept across parked cars, and up and down several buildings, bricks were bleached the color of bone. The hiss of the Beneath followed us down every road.


  There was more fighting the block before Harlow Tower. Leon brought us to a sudden halt, parking up on the sidewalk close to one of the buildings. He got off the motorcycle, then stood for a moment looking out into the street ahead of us. In the sky above, the gold glittering letters of HARLOW TOWER dimmed into gray. The stench of rot was much stronger here, suffocating almost, and everywhere shadows lay like pools of blood that spread, oozing, underfoot. I moved up beside Leon, and my heart missed a beat when I recognized my mother among the Guardians.


  They were clustered in the middle of the road, where the stoplights had gone dark, the poles tilting as though they’d begun to melt, and all the bus stops and benches were flaking into ash. There were only five or six Guardians, and the demons seemed innumerable—there had to be dozens at least. The demons came sliding out from between buildings and along the red shadows. Some appeared to climb straight up from the earth itself, their talons clicking against the street as they ran.


  Shots rang out, and I realized that a figure crouched near the entrance to a building wasn’t a Guardian or a Harrower, but Mickey. He had his sidearm out, keeping distance between himself and the center of combat as he carefully chose his shots. He didn’t fire at the Harrowers fighting the Guardians, just those on the outskirts, creeping in. Guns had limited effectiveness against demons—but the Guardians needed all the help they could get. Mickey managed to slow down the advance of one or two, and a Guardian I recognized as Camille hurried to finish the demons off.


  Close to her, Elspeth and Iris were fighting side by side, taking on a demon together. Soft lights flared at Elspeth’s fingertips, her short hair flying out around her as she moved. Iris appeared to be amplifying, holding back just slightly and then rushing in for the kill. The demon fell before them, and they turned to face each other. The other Guardians were giving them a wide berth, which told me they might have accepted Iris’s presence for the time being, but only as a matter of necessity.


  Mom was fighting Shane.


  Even with her powers diminished, she was a force unparalleled. Other Harrowers raced toward her, but she killed them quickly, barely even slowing her advance. A quick catch of the throat, a flick of the wrist, and they slid downward, gurgling as they dissolved into the Beneath. Her target was Shane, who had begun to shed his human disguise. Scales showed through the skin of his neck and face, and the familiar green of his eyes was now nothing but blank white.


  Both of Mom’s arms flashed toward him, but he jerked free, rasping with laughter. He retreated, but not for long. While the Guardians were steadily weakening, the Beneath was growing stronger. Mom struck at Shane again and again. The third time, he didn’t evade her blow. He grabbed her arm instead, then lifted her into the air and hurled her at Mickey, sending them both crashing to the ground.


  As Mom and Mickey began to untangle themselves, Shane turned and stalked toward Iris and Elspeth.


  “I see you, interloper,” he said, his voice low and icy. “Traveler between two worlds. Traitor to both. Wanted by neither.”


  Iris froze, facing him. I saw her hands clench. Elspeth was still busy fighting the Harrower beside them, but Iris stood staring as Shane inched closer.


  “I hear your blood, turncoat. It calls to be loosed from your veins. It craves that sweet singing release. Let it free from the foulness of your flesh. Let both worlds drink.”


  He lifted his hand. A sizzle of light pooled within his fingers, a swell of energy brightening against his palm. It illuminated the silver in his skin, the ripple of scales along his arms, though he hadn’t yet turned his hands to talons. He bared his teeth and then sent the blast of energy hurtling toward Iris.


  Elspeth screamed, turning. She thrust the Harrower in her grip away and leaped in front of her sister.


  But in the same instant, Iris caught Elspeth’s arms, swiveling, twisting about to shield her. The blast caught Iris, throwing both her and Elspeth onto the road.


  Mom was on her feet again, running. Shane had more energy building in his hand, but she threw herself toward him, knocking him to the ground. He rolled away, jumped up, and withdrew a few steps. Mom followed, pushing him back. Whatever she’d lost in power, she was making up for in fury. Her hair had come loose from its bun, haloing about her as she struck. Her fingers latched onto his throat. He staggered, sliding out of her grip, but she caught him again. The second time he broke free, he retreated farther, snarling something between his teeth before disappearing from sight. This time, Mom didn’t chase him. She’d seen me. She raced back down the street toward us.


  The remaining Harrowers had vanished. I searched, but no more bodies snaked across the street toward us. No more hisses sounded. No more talons clicked. Nearby, Camille was sitting in the road, a dazed expression on her face; another Guardian rested beside her.


  Elspeth was clutching her sister and weeping.


  “I’m not dead,” Iris said, trying to push her away. “I’m fine. Get off me.”


  She was injured, though, and badly. The back of her shirt had burned away, and blood was oozing thickly from one shoulder, where the skin was painfully scorched. Some of her hair had been singed away, so that it was wispy and uneven. The side of her neck had a jagged cut, climbing up toward her jaw.


  “You can’t die,” Elspeth kept sobbing.


  Iris was looking at me, her gold eyes narrowed and accusing. “That’s up to Audrey.”


  I felt a snarl build in my throat, and struggled to contain it. “You’re the reason all of this is happening in the first place.”


  “I told you how to end it,” Iris snapped. “He’s a Harrower, Audrey. You wouldn’t be murdering an innocent.”


  “Not like you,” I said.


  She didn’t hesitate. “Not like me.”


  Mom reached us then, tugging me into her arms for a moment without speaking. She smoothed my hair with one hand, and I heard her breath hitch. When she released me, she stepped back, looking me over critically for a moment, and then said, “I didn’t want you here.”


  “Don’t take it personally,” Mickey said from nearby. There was a scrape on his forehead and the side of his face. “She didn’t want me here, either.”


  “And look how well that turned out,” Mom said, as she reached out and touched his arm.


  He grunted, rubbing his forehead. “I’d rather be out here than hiding away.”


  “Did you learn anything from the other Circles?” Leon asked Mom.


  Her expression turned grave. “We lost all communication hours ago.”


  “The radios have all been coughing out static,” Mickey added.


  “So we’re on our own,” I said. I turned, gazing out at the encroaching gloom. This was Valerie’s vision called forth, I thought. I had seen it before, in the last flickering images that sped through Susannah’s mind as she died. The city gone gray, the glare of bloodred stars.


  Iris had managed to sit up with Elspeth’s help. “What else do you need to convince you?”


  “That’s why we’re here,” I said. “To find Gideon.”


  “To kill him,” she answered.


  I stared down the block toward Harlow Tower, rising high and dark. “To do what I have to.”


  There was a sudden shift in the darkness. I spun and felt Leon’s hands catch my shoulders, steadying me. In the thick red shadows that spread across the buildings, a Harrower was stealing forward. It wasn’t alone. A second shuffled up behind it, and a third. I turned again. On the other side of the street, more demons gathered. I could see Shane among them, still half-human, his blond hair ruddy with blood.


  These were not the Harrowers from before. I sensed the difference in them even as they began to step forth together, slowly, forming a loose net around us. They didn’t move to attack with the same heedless anger of the demons we’d fought before. An eerie hum built between them. And then they spoke, rasping, hissing, the same whispering voice I heard in the empty around us.


  “The Circle will open,” they said. “Your Kin will end.”


  Dread coiled tight inside me.


  The Beneath was no longer controlling just Shane. It was controlling all of them.


  Mom swore, lifting both her arms before her, poised and ready for battle. Camille and the other Guardian had risen to their feet. Elspeth remained on the ground, hugging Iris to her with one arm, the other shining with pale Guardian lights.


  Iris looked at me. “Audrey. Go.”


  I didn’t hesitate.


  Leon and I ran for Harlow Tower.


  We came to a stop outside the building, where the revolving doors were locked, and the thick gray sky made the glass opaque, too dark to see in. I thought of the last time I’d stood there. Six months ago, with the snow swirling in the air around me, and Iris waiting atop, a knife in her hands, Gideon at her feet. If I closed my eyes, I could see them both—the way Iris’s eyes had gone white, the way Gideon had whimpered when he’d woken, telling me he wanted to go home. We’d taken him away, but part of him had remained behind. Part of him had always been here.


  You set something in motion that night on Harlow Tower, I heard Susannah say.


  “How do we get in?” Leon asked.


  I shook my head. “We don’t. He’s not in there. He’ll be in the alley outside.”


  Where he’d fallen seventeen years ago.


  Where his body had come to rest after he and my mother sailed through the air, wrapped in the Circle’s light. Where that light had burned into him, remaking him, shaping him into something else. Someone else. Where my friend had been born.


  “You have to stay here,” I told Leon.


  His gaze went wary. He was going to argue, and I couldn’t let him.


  Gideon would kill Leon. He would’ve killed Mr. Alvarez if Tink hadn’t intervened. But he hadn’t killed her. And he wouldn’t kill me.


  The only question was whether or not I’d be able to kill him.


  “This isn’t about you protecting me right now,” I told Leon. “All of us, every one of us, is going to die if we don’t end this. Maybe this is the whole reason you’ve been protecting me. Maybe this was it all along. What I have to do right now.” I looked up into his eyes, watching the struggle within him. I grabbed his hand and held it in mine. The cool air had chilled his skin, but I could feel the warmth of his heartbeat. He lifted his free hand and touched my face.


  “But I have to do it by myself,” I said. Slowly, I released his hand, let his fingers slide from mine. “I’m the only one who can.”


  I hurried away before he could stop me.


  Around me, the city had gone silent. The hush of the Beneath had swallowed the sirens; all I heard was the sound of my footsteps falling hard on the concrete, and that constant, quiet threat that whispered into my ears. This was what it was like, I thought. This was what Harrowers carried with them, the corruption they couldn’t escape. That relentless voice and the reek of death. The grief that had taken root inside of them the moment the Old Race crossed over. The deep, hungering darkness. The hate. I rounded the corner, kept running, trying to outdistance it.


  I found Gideon huddled in the alley. He sat against the wall of the building, his arms wrapped around his knees. His head was bowed. All around him, the light of the Circle was pulsing out, glowing hotter with every step I took toward him. It waved in the air in warm colors, soft and rippling, like Gideon was surrounded by the northern lights.


  With every step I felt the hum of the connection between us. The Astral Circle, bound to us both.


  He looked up as I approached, staring at me with Verrick’s eyes. “I was waiting for you,” he said. “It said you would come to open the Circle.”


  It. The Beneath. Though there were no Harrowers near us, I felt its presence. It was everywhere, lurking, pressing near. I felt its stare in the gray, swollen sky above us. Each star was an eye, keeping close, careful watch. That cold, baleful red, up in the infinite dark beyond.


  I maintained my distance, a few steps from Gideon. There was dirt on his face, and a streak of blood that slashed down the front of his shirt. Mr. Alvarez’s, maybe. Gideon didn’t appear to be injured. The wound on his knuckles had scabbed over. He looked very young sitting there, his hair tangled, his knees clutched against him. There was a rent in his jeans. His shoelaces were untied.


  “Is that why you’re here?” he asked, looking up at me. “To open the Circle?”


  “To cut your connection to it,” I said. I swallowed, feeling other words there in my chest. I had come to kill him. I didn’t say it, but it seemed that Gideon could hear it anyway, in the thickness of my voice, maybe, or in the way I held back. I closed my eyes briefly. “I saw what happened. You couldn’t hurt Tink.”


  “I chose not to.”


  “Because you remember her. Because you know she’s your friend. She wanted—she asked me to thank you.”


  “Don’t lie. You didn’t come here out of friendship.”


  I didn’t speak. I wanted to step forward and reach out toward him and tell him he was wrong. I wanted to remind him of memories we’d built between us: of baseball games and barbecues; of winter mornings; of long, sleepy hours spent together. And I wanted to shout at him. I wanted to grab him and scream that he was Gideon, not Verrick, that he had a family, worried and waiting. But he was right. I hadn’t come out of friendship. I had come out of need. I had come because this was the moment that every moment before had been leading toward, the completion of the pattern that had been woven seventeen years ago.


  “I came because we’re bound,” I said. “We always have been. We can figure this out, okay? We just need to think. Just—help me think.”


  “Cut my connection to the Circle,” he scoffed. His speech seemed to shift with every word, every syllable. Now he was Verrick; now Gideon; now both. “That’s what Iris told you? It’s not a connection, Audrey. The Circle is part of me. It made me what I am. It’s what allows my lungs to inflate and my heart to pump. Its power. The light that I took from it. You’ll have to unmake me if you want the light back. You’ll have to rip it right out.”


  And that would kill him. Just as Iris had said.


  “There has to be some other way,” I said.


  He jumped to his feet, and with quick strides stood before me, grabbing my shoulders and letting his hands turn to talons. I felt them slice into me, breaking the skin.


  “Perhaps I’ll just kill you,” he said.


  “You won’t. You’re Gideon,” I replied. “And Gideon would never hurt me.”


  “That’s what you want me to be. It’s not what I am.”


  “That’s what you wanted to be,” I countered. “You wanted to be Kin.”


  “You’re wasting time. If you want the light, you’ll have to take it. Do what you came here for.” His grip tightened painfully.


  I told myself not to hesitate. I told myself that the city was dying all around us, that every second the Beneath was taking hold. Even now the people I loved were fighting, maybe dying.


  But I loved Gideon, too. And love changed the rules.


  I thought of Brooke Oliver, hunched in her house, afraid. Dying so that the Kin would be safe. I don’t know that the right choice was made, I heard Esther say. I do know that it was the same choice we have made throughout history, and that it is a choice we’re sure to make again.


  I looked at Verrick. His eyes met mine. He didn’t release his hold on me. I could feel my blood oozing out, steaming in the icy air. But though the anger that wrapped him was still present, below it I sensed something else—a weariness, deeper than his rage, more potent than his hate.


  He was going to let me kill him.


  He wanted me to kill him.


  He wanted to heal the corruption inside him, Shane had told me once, to leave the Beneath behind forever.…


  My lips parted.


  “You wanted to leave the Beneath behind,” I said.


  He sneered at me. “Wouldn’t you?”


  That was it, I thought.


  It wasn’t his connection to the Circle that needed to be severed. It was his connection to the Beneath.


  He needed to not be a Harrower.


  He needed to be human. To be Kin, like he’d wanted all along.


  The Old Race had done it. They’d crossed over. They’d taken human form, and then they’d left the rest of their power behind in the Circles. The Circles they’d built from their blood.


  And the Circle itself had altered Verrick. It had made him into Gideon.


  It just hadn’t finished the process.


  I had done it before—I had released the Circle’s power. And now I would do the opposite. I would take it. But I wouldn’t keep it.


  If the Circle’s power was what Gideon needed in order to be human, I would give it to him. All of it.


  The Circle would die, but once the connection was severed, the Beneath would sleep again. And Gideon would live.


  Slowly, I detached his hands from my arms, holding them in my own—those talons dripping with my blood, digging into my skin. His eyes met mine. I saw into them, into the ancient dark that moved behind them, into the wrath and corruption that ate at him. I saw the faces of the Guardians he’d killed, their bodies broken, their final sighs escaping. But I saw Gideon as well, a flicker, a hint of warmth within the chill.


  I felt the connection to the Circle, a quiet burn. I reached out with instinct, with intuition, just as I had that night six months ago.


  “What are you doing?” Gideon gasped.


  “Just trust me,” I said.


  Light gathered around us, rippling, rising, so bright I couldn’t see anything beyond Gideon’s face. With everything in me, I willed the light into him. With Knowing, with the speeding of my pulse and the fear that clenched my heart, with each breath I exhaled, with the last hope I held.


  The light burned away the air between us. It seared my skin. Panic kicked into me, telling me that I was on fire, that those were real flames crawling up my flesh; the Circle was melting away my bones, and in another moment I’d be nothing but ash, blown away and lost in the swirling gray sky above us. But the moment passed, and then the light was shining and clean, and it didn’t burn at all, it was just light. It guttered, fading, as it wrapped about Gideon.


  I felt my connection to the Circle break.


  Verrick’s wrath began to recede. His rage abated. That malice that wormed within him was charred into cinders, nothing more than dust. The grief was soothed, the hunger fed.


  He fell to his knees, and I fell with him.


  His hands were still in mine. Warm, human hands now, not claws. When he looked up at me, his brown eyes were rich and clear. Gideon’s eyes. I couldn’t see the Beneath. The connection was severed. His corruption was healed.


  He smiled at me.


  I smiled back.


  Knowing surged into me, quick impressions, memories we channeled between us: the day we’d met, the sunny classroom and the sound of footsteps, the opening door. Camping trips we’d taken, out in the country where the sky was thick with stars. I saw other images that lingered in his mind—the soar of a baseball overhead, the bright glossy sheen of Brooke’s hair. He was Gideon again, I thought. Just Gideon. My Gideon.


  And then his hands released their grip.


  He slumped to the ground.


  I grabbed his arms, his shoulders, trying to lift him back up. The light was pooling around us once more, but this time it seemed to be spreading outward, away. Pulsing out in ribbons and waves. Leaving him.


  He was reversing it. Sending the light of the Circle back.


  But the light was what had made him, I thought frantically.


  He would die without it.


  “No!” Desperately, I reached out once more. But I was no longer connected to the Circle. I’d given the last of its light to him. I couldn’t call it back. I clutched at Gideon, wrapping my arms around him, holding him against me, trying to stop him. “You can’t,” I said.


  “You gave the Circle to me,” he said, still smiling weakly. “It’s mine to give back.”


  The light flooded away from him, out across the streets, the buildings, pushing back the gray of the sky and the harsh red glare of the stars.


  “But I’m saving you,” I said.


  His lips curved up in that crooked grin of his. “Maybe we’ll meet again.”


  The last of the light fell away. I turned my face toward the horizon, where I could see it ripple beneath the blue, the faint glimmer of light of the Circle, throwing back the Beneath. The decay had vanished. There were no whispers, no low rasping hiss. The air was warm, untouched by rot. But Gideon was no longer there to breathe it. I rocked backward, closing my eyes.


  That was how they found me a few minutes later, my arms still wrapped around Gideon, clutching his body against me.
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  Gideon was laid to rest on a sunny afternoon, beneath a sky so blue and clear it hurt to look at. He would have liked that, I thought; he wouldn’t have wanted rain.


  His official cause of death had been heart failure. Mom and Leon had taken me from Gideon before his body had been found, so that there needn’t be explanations—but I wished there were some explanation I could offer. At the service, I sat on the pew with my own hands folded in my lap, listening to voices that didn’t connect. I felt distant, outside of myself. I could only think how strange it was to be there, in that big room that smelled of flowers and polished wood, noticing little details and not being able to point them out to him. I’d found myself searching the room, scanning faces. Remembering, finally, that he was there, at the front of the room. The dark wooden casket.


  At his wake the night before, his casket had been open. His body had looked so cold, not like Gideon at all, but a statue carved in his image. I’d stood there a long time, trying to find some trace of him. Then I’d slipped an envelope in beside him, next to the pillow that cushioned his head. Within it, I’d folded the piece of paper with his name on it. Gideon David Belmonte. One soul.


  “I kept this safe,” I told him. “But you should probably take it with you.”


  Tink stood beside me at the cemetery, crying silently. I wasn’t crying. I hadn’t cried since the second I’d felt him leave. If I started crying now, I doubted I’d ever be able to stop.


  When the casket was lowered, I looked at the open ground that surrounded it, the neatly tended grass. He had died human, I thought. The Beneath hadn’t been able to claim him. He belonged to the earth now, to the soil and everything that was bright and growing.


  I spent the following days in a numb fog, walking and speaking, eating when I was reminded to. My sleep was dark and dreamless. My Knowing seemed to have been shut off. For a time I sensed nothing from anyone, and then when I did it was only noise on the periphery, like static or the distant buzzing of bees. I wondered, vaguely, if that should alarm me, that maybe the power was gone for good, that my frequencies had been permanently disconnected and all my perceptions would remain just out of hearing; but I couldn’t work up the effort to care.


  Leon did what he could to comfort me. In spite of who Gideon had been, in spite of what he’d done—he knew that Gideon had been important to me. At night he’d leave his apartment and come lie beside me as I fell asleep, not kissing or touching, just there. He was usually gone by the time I awoke, but sometimes I’d open my eyes to find his head on the pillow near me, his breathing even. Then I’d take his hand and feel his fingers curl around mine, and just stay, watching him sleep.


  Tink had officially joined the Guardians—who were once again being led by Mr. Alvarez—though she would still be in training with Camille. “I figure, since I survived literal hell on earth, a few Harrowers shouldn’t scare me,” she told me one night, sitting beside me on my porch steps while the thick heat rose around us, July steadily slipping into August. Above us, the stars were blinking through the glow of the city, and not a single one was red.


  “We never did come up with a costume for you,” I said, smiling faintly.


  “I don’t need a costume.”


  “You could borrow one of Mom’s hoodies.”


  “Did you miss the part where I just said I don’t need a costume?”


  “If you say so.”


  She smiled back at me—then bit her lip, looking down at her feet. “It’s going to be really weird, going back to school.”


  Without Gideon, she meant. I’d been trying not to think about that. I just nodded, resting my arms on my knees, and watched the insects gather around the porch light. School was a month away, and I was measuring time in days. Seven days since the warm afternoon at the cemetery, since Gideon had been lowered into the earth in that bright casket covered in roses.


  Eight.


  Twelve.


  Then, two weeks after Gideon’s funeral, Mom told me we had a visit to make. If I wanted to.


  My father had flown in that morning.


  “If you’re not ready, if you want to wait, we’ll wait,” she said.


  We were in the kitchen, where the early sunlight crisscrossed the table. I didn’t respond at first. Before, I wouldn’t have hesitated. I’d wanted to know my father, even when I’d known it wasn’t possible—that the person he’d been was locked away, and whatever emotions he had were unable to reach the surface. But now he was awake and unsealed, and I felt like I was the sleepwalker.


  “How long is he staying?” I asked.


  “A few weeks, for now. He’ll be taking some time to figure things out.”


  According to Esther, I assumed; I knew Mom hadn’t spoken to my father yet, either. Esther was continuing her efforts to get Mom to succeed her as leader of the Kin. The decision to evacuate the Kin had saved lives, Esther claimed—and when Mom had replied that anyone would’ve made the decision, Esther just said the point was not what anyone would have done, but what Mom actually did.


  I glanced up at Mom. “You’re not going to dump Mickey, are you?”


  She snorted, and then set about eating her own pancakes until she saw that I was frowning. “Oh, that was a serious question?” She sighed, stretching backward in her chair. It took a moment before she began speaking. “I’ll always love Adrian. I told you that. But I’m a different person than I was back then. And even unsealed, so is Adrian. Mickey is the man I want to be with. That hasn’t changed.”


  “But you’re going to go see him, too, right?”


  “When you’re ready.”


  I nodded. “Okay.”


  Three days later, we met my father in the St. Croix house. Esther had greeted us at the door and walked with us up the stairs, reminding us that my father was still adjusting, and the process would be ongoing for some time yet. But she was clearly thrilled. She looked happier—and healthier—than I’d ever seen her, and before she turned to let us enter the room, she actually hugged me.


  In the study, my father was standing near a bookshelf. Physically, he appeared much the same as the last time I’d seen him. He wore a charcoal business suit, and his curly brown hair was still unmarked by gray. When he turned to face us, I could see the gold of his eyes, and the bend where he’d once broken his nose. But his face was no longer expressionless, his gaze no longer blank. He looked nervous. He was frowning a little, and he kept moving his hands. He stuck them in his pockets and then withdrew them. The smile he gave us wavered slightly. He didn’t speak.


  My mother entered the room first. She didn’t hesitate. She just strode right up to him.


  “Lucy,” he said.


  She pulled him into her arms, and then stood on her tiptoes and kissed his cheek. She was crying, but she was smiling through her tears. “I’ve missed you, kid,” she told him.


  I hung back, suddenly shy, now that it was real, now that it was really him.


  But it was too late. If I were going to flee, I should’ve done it earlier—before Mom and I had gotten into the car that morning, before we’d arrived at the house and walked up those long flights of stairs. He’d already seen me.


  I stepped into the room slowly, concentrating on the sound of my footsteps, keeping my gaze on the room around me. I drew in a deep breath and then lifted my gaze to my father. He was looking back down at me.


  Knowing came to me then. Vibrant and shining, not the static I’d been sensing—everything open and clear. I could see through those long years he’d spent sleeping, to the laughing boy he’d been. That boy was still there, though he’d long since grown into this somber, sad-eyed man. He lingered at the edge of my father’s memories, in stray impressions I caught now—lying in the grass as a thunderstorm rolled overhead, watching the sky spark and crash; grinning beneath the sunlight, waving to someone beyond my view. And there was the flicker of something else. Something quiet, understated. The sense that while I was Knowing him, he was Knowing me, too. That was his gift, as well, I recalled. The Nav cards Esther had given me had once belonged to him. Inverted Crescent. The card we shared.


  He didn’t seem to know what to say. But that was all right; I did.


  I smiled. I was crying, I realized. For the first time since Gideon had died. Not hard, but I could feel tears sliding down my cheeks. “It’s really nice to meet you,” I said. “I’ve been waiting a long time.”


  I found Iris in her bedroom, sitting near the window, her fingers pressed up against the screen. The window was open, letting in the breeze. The wind stirred against her silver hair, making wisps of it graze the hollow of her throat, where the triple knot still hung. Her face was tilted, her eyes closed. She didn’t move when I stepped into the room.


  I remembered the first time I’d been here. Iris and I had come with my Nav cards to search for the Remnant. We’d sat on the floor, and for the space of a second I’d had a glimpse of that image she’d tried so hard to hide: the night Patrick Tigue had found her sitting in the rain and given her his hand.


  I felt a flicker of pity. Iris and I had never been friends, exactly. But we’d been family, for a time.


  “Iris,” I said, taking another step forward.


  She turned from the window. “What do you want?”


  I wasn’t certain. I watched her, the way she toyed idly with the ring on her thumb, noting the thin, fading line of the wound on her neck. Her fingernails were bitten short and ragged. I thought of the girl she’d once been—the inky shine of her hair, the grief that had weighted her. I thought of her standing before me on Harlow Tower, clutching a knife.


  “I didn’t kill Gideon,” I said finally, struggling with the words. “I wanted you to know that.”


  “Good for you. And you came here just to tell me I was wrong? He’s still dead.”


  That flicker of pity vanished instantly. “No. I came to find out what you’re doing.”


  She cocked her head toward the window. “What does it look like? Enjoying my imprisonment, while it lasts. I’ve got a view of the yard and Grandmother’s disapproval. What more could I want?”


  “Elspeth says you turned yourself in.”


  “I didn’t run away, she meant.”


  “And you’re really just going to sit here and await judgment? I don’t believe that.”


  She ran her fingers through her hair. Silver caught the light from outside. “You really think I care what happens to me?”


  “I don’t think you care about anything,” I replied. “I definitely don’t think you care about the people you killed. You’d have to know the meaning of the word remorse, and that’s not in your vocabulary, is it?”


  “I told you once—you don’t know anything.” For a second she sneered at me, and then her face relaxed. She looked calm now, and just a little sad, almost like she had before she’d disappeared Beneath. “You want the truth? I’m here for Patrick, what I did to him. He only wanted to help me. And I ruined him. I’ll face judgment for that. At least if they seal my powers, I’ll stop hearing it.”


  “The Beneath?” I guessed.


  “It’s asleep again. But it’s still alive. Whispering. Taunting.”


  “What does it say?”


  A strange smile curved her lips. “It says that I’m going to die.”


  I repressed a shudder, hearing the echo of its voice in my own ears. “So, the usual.”


  She shrugged. “Maybe it’s right, this time. Who can say?” She turned once more, her eyes burning gold. St. Croix eyes, not the milk-white of Harrowers her eyes sometimes had. “Audrey—everything that happened. I would change it, if I could.”


  Changing things. That’s what she’d wanted all along. To rewrite the past. To bring back what she’d lost.


  Well, now at least, I knew what that felt like.


  It was as close as she came to an apology, I supposed.


  “Good-bye, Iris,” I said—as close as I could come to forgiveness.
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  In the pearly light that swelled just before dawn, I went walking the way Gram and I always used to. I was careful not to take the road toward Gideon’s house. I headed the other direction, down blocks where long stretches of grass still gleamed wetly with dew, and morning glories twisted their way up garden trellises, showing in violet and indigo. The morning air was cool, and beyond me the skyline was etched with light, glinting where the sunrise touched it, so it seemed the space between the buildings was bright with fire. I could see the Circle, I thought, if I looked closely. Instead I kept my gaze on the street around me, watching the cars that rolled out of the driveways to begin the morning commute.


  A shadow stepped out in front of me.


  I came to a halt.


  Shane stood before me, his hands in his pockets, a wry smile on his lips. His blond hair caught the light, once again carefully rumpled instead of unkempt. His clothing was clean—no trace of blood on the gray jeans he wore, no rips in his pale blue T-shirt. I knew it was him by the lazy grace in his posture and the rueful look in his eyes, but it was more what I didn’t sense that revealed him. That cloying scent of decay didn’t linger in the air, and the cold malevolence of the Beneath was gone.


  But I hesitated. I retreated a step, watching him warily, wondering what he was doing there. I had no idea what he was now—if the Beneath, awake inside him, had altered him somehow. If the beast was still there, lurking, ready to bare its teeth.


  He saw me inch backward and lifted one hand in front of him. “No need to fret, angel. My ill-tempered tenant is evicted once more, all safely slumbering in its hellish bed. I’ve you to thank for that, I hear.”


  I shook my head, swallowing thickly. “No. You have Gideon to thank. You were wrong. He was my friend. Always.”


  Shane’s voice was gentle. “I’m sorry, pet.”


  I didn’t want to talk about Gideon. Whenever I did, something inside me seized up, and I had to wait for it to ease before I could speak again. I glanced away, to where the sunrise lit the maple leaves in the yard nearby, then back to Shane. “What about you? Are you okay?”


  He shrugged. “Why not? Your mum obligingly didn’t dispatch me, and I am once again free to roam where I will. I would consider myself the most fortunate of men”—he smiled again—“were I a man, that is.”


  For the first time, I got a sense from Shane. A gleam of Knowing, faintly echoing below his words. The hint of regret. He was lying, I thought. He was more troubled than he wanted to admit. But I didn’t press. I just nodded and said, “Is that why you’re here? You wanted to thank me?”


  Now he hesitated. “I’m leaving this Circle. I meant to before, of course, and now I fear impulse has become imperative. Your Kin will not want me here. But I have a parting gift.”


  “What sort of gift?” I asked, eyeing him dubiously. He’d removed his hands from his pockets, and they were empty.


  “Not the sort you can return if you don’t care for the fit.” When I continued to look at him, he said: “Something I’ve Seen.”


  I wasn’t certain I wanted to hear it. “I think I’m done with doomsday visions.”


  “You’ll like this one. But I want you to See it yourself.”


  “You want me to share your power?”


  “Momentarily, rest assured.”


  I considered it a long time. After my experience sharing Susannah’s powers, I was reluctant to try it on another Harrower, neutral or not—and particularly one so recently body-snatched by the Beneath.


  Shane’s smile faltered. He returned his hands to his pockets, then shrugged again. “You needn’t accept. It’s an offer, not an obligation.”


  “I’ll accept,” I said. I stepped toward him, cautiously placing my hand on his shoulder. Through the fabric of his shirt, I could feel the chill of his skin, and for a second I almost drew back. Then I took a breath, and slowly began to amplify. The bond was weak—in part because of my own hesitancy—but I sensed it build between us. I felt the dark of the Beneath in the link that formed, the icy touch of its hostility, but it was much fainter than it had been with Susannah.


  “Close your eyes,” Shane instructed.


  When I did, images played out before me.


  The Circle, bright and burning under a black, starless sky. The pulse of its light, vibrant and warm. And then the vision moved outward, and I was staring at it from above, at its aura waving out across the city. It pulled back again, and there was another Circle gleaming to the west, then another across the ocean, then others shining within the slow spin of the Earth. Around them, I could hear the whispers of the Beneath, harsh urgings and hissings that spoke of death. But then, gradually, the whispers began to fade. The echoes went quiet. There was silence, and nothing but the glow of the Circles spreading outward.


  The vision faded. I pulled back my hand, breaking the Amplification, and looked up at Shane in confusion.


  “What was it?” I asked.


  “The other future. Far-flung yet, I’m afraid. I doubt any of us should live to greet it. But potential. Potential that the Beneath, for all its wide reach, could never quite see. It saw you open the Circle, but never looked beyond.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “Peace, pet. The Beneath calmed and quiet for all eternity. No more monsters to trouble your sleep. That’s the possibility you and your friend bought for your Kin.”


  That was what Valerie’s other vision had been, I thought. Not the end of the Kin, then. The opposite. I looked back up at Shane, where in the warmth of his green eyes, I could still see the shadow of the Beneath. “What would that mean for Harrowers?”


  “Who can say? But I can tell you I wouldn’t mourn the loss of the Beneath, provided I survived the leaving.”


  He turned, facing the skyline, where the sun was still rising over the buildings, setting the horizon aflame. A low sigh escaped him.


  “Where will you go?” I asked.


  “Somewhere a touch more temperate, I believe.” He didn’t look back at me, but he lifted a hand to wave as he began to walk away. “Good-bye, angel.”


  “Good-bye,” I said. “And thanks.”


  That afternoon, I stepped into my closet and found the shoebox where I’d hidden my Nav cards. I took it with both hands and carried it over to my bed, where I set it in front of me, hesitating a moment before I opened the lid. Slowly, I removed the other objects tucked inside—postcards from trips my family had taken, a few folded notes from Tink. Then I pulled out my Nav cards and spread them out across the bedspread. Both decks, my father’s and Gram’s. I looked at the cards one by one, tracing the designs with my finger.


  Card one, Compass, that always represented my mother.


  The Triple Knot, the mark of the Astral Circle.


  Gideon’s card, The Prisoner.


  The blank card, where I’d seen Verrick’s face.


  I thought of Gram laying her hands over mine, helping me Know. She’d explained how to focus as I shuffled, how to use the cards to see around edges, into the closed, quiet spaces where memories slept.


  I called Leon and asked him to come over.


  I’d been thinking about gifts. About the vision Shane had given me. And about the night I’d gone to see Esther, and she had shown me a sliver of my own past; how she had helped me move backward into my mother’s history, and I had seen my father’s face. Moving past Knowing, into echo and reverie, Esther had called it. She had allowed me to see my parents. Now, I was going to try to show Leon his.


  I’d never done a reading for Leon before; I’d never really been able to read him. Now, after teleporting into my bedroom, he looked nervous as he watched me shuffle.


  “Are you afraid I’m going to unearth some shocking secret?” I asked. “I already know you sing Christmas carols in the shower.”


  He gave me a sheepish look. “Does Nav stand for something? You’ve never mentioned it.”


  “Navigation,” I said. “The cards are to help guide my Knowing.”


  I laid down the first card. Card fifty-one. Inverted Crescent. My card. I let out a breath; with how long it had been since I’d tried a reading, and my Knowing so erratic, I hadn’t been entirely certain it would work. I set the card out in front of me. “This is me,” I said.


  The second card I dealt was card two. Crescent.


  “That’s you,” I said. My lips curved upward. “I should’ve guessed.”


  He lifted an eyebrow at me. “So…I’m your inversion. Or you’re mine. What does that mean?”


  But that wasn’t it. A glow of light in the inky night sky, I thought; not a star, exactly, but the reflection of one. A beacon. The flame that guides you home.


  I didn’t say that. “It means opposites attract, obviously,” I told him. “Now let me focus.”


  As I laid out the cards, I concentrated on Leon. I looked at him—the dark blue of his eyes, the slant of his jaw. When he’d first arrived, I’d managed to pull his tie crooked without him noticing, but he’d since moved it back into place. There was a small cut, healing into a scar, just above his right eyebrow. His expression was just a little uncertain.


  Then I looked past him, through him, into the open, uncharted space of Knowing.


  There was a young woman there. She didn’t speak, but I saw her—the slender lines of her hands, the slightly pointed tip of her nose. She was tall and slim, with thick red hair, a dusting of freckles across her face. A young man stood beside her, tilting his head as he laughed. There were other images, too, moments that blended into one another: a window streaked with rain, the rise of fog on a city street, the woman cupping her hands to call a name; the lap of water against a sailboat, a long summer day wreathed in light.


  The impressions shifted, changed, but the figures remained the same. The small boy who waited at the door was there as well, and the man who collected shells in his big hands—but I could look further still. I could see the slide of evening along the open sky, and Leon’s parents walking slowly through the grass, and a dark-haired toddler laughing between them. Memory woven within memory. Secrets to be shared.


  “Why are you smiling?” Leon asked.


  I took his hand, holding it in my own and feeling the warmth of his skin as I laid out the rest of the cards. “Close your eyes,” I said. “Let me tell you what I see.”
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