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To G.M.:

You set free my strongest gift.
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Chapter 1
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A muddy pinwheel spun into a watery grave, vanishing through the drain, a swirling, bitter reminder of my escape from death.  But like it did with everyone, death would eventually catch up with me.

Just not anytime soon, I hoped.

I closed my eyes under the cascade of heat and shuddered, but I couldn’t get away from the mud. It splattered down on top of me, crushing me, burying me alive. I snapped my eyes open and sucked in water instead of air.

Jo pounded on the bathroom door. “Leigh?”

“Fine,” I said between chokes and sputters. “I’m fine.”

A few deep breaths later, I still wasn’t fine. Every blink flashed a different horror. Sorceressi. Jo possessed. Hands punching through graves. Mom coming back. Ica reaching down into the grave for me. Clawing up and away from my own end.

My body craved sleep, but I wouldn’t be able to close my eyes. Not with those memories digging into my brain.

I turned off the water and grabbed a towel, which still carried the flowery smell of Mom’s favorite fabric softener. I pressed it into my face as if the scent could somehow erase everything I’d been through recently. But it couldn’t. All it managed to do was sting my eyes and tie a knot in my throat.

Her death hurt worse than the bruises on my shoulders and arms. Cuts crisscrossed over them, some much deeper than others. I’d gritted my teeth when the water had hit the one in the middle of my back. 

I peered closer at my face. An ash gray color had settled into my pores, as if the night’s horrors had sucked the life from my skin. With dark shadows hanging under my eyes in half-moons, I looked as though I’d aged thirty years in the last twenty-four hours.

Everything felt as if it had happened to someone else. None of it could be real. People weren’t supposed to be buried alive. Moms couldn’t come back from the dead. None of that was supposed to happen. A thick fog draped over my brain, clouding out bits and pieces of my memories. I welcomed it, even though I knew I would never forget.

Once I covered all my injuries with bandages and fresh clothes, I opened the door. Steam rolled out and drifted to the ceiling, and cool air breathed a chill across my skin. 

Jo sat next to the door with her back against the wall, blinking up at me with tired brown eyes. Normal eyes. Not Sorceressi blue. Her I’m Sleepy shirt summed it up for both of us.  

She reached a hand for me. “You were in there a long time.”

“Yeah.” I took her wrist and helped her up. “I had mud in places you wouldn’t believe.” 

I still did. No amount of scrubbing could get the dirt jammed under my fingernails.

Jo exhaled a clipped and tired chuckle. “I’ll take your word for it.” 

She wound her arm around mine and tiptoed into the living room, probably afraid she would contaminate Mom’s ivory carpet if she walked any other way. 

Not like I could blame her for not wanting to mess things up, though. When I’d unlocked the front door of my house, I raced to the bathroom before I could ooze mud all over.

Mom’s brown seed pods curled over the glass on top of the piano next to her smiling picture. Somehow, while I was being buried alive, I’d used the same kind of seed pod to turn Ica Reynolds from Wichita’s Channel Thirteen news into a tree. Shaking my head, I plucked the pods from the glass and stuffed them in the waistband of my sweatpants. I would have to file the whole tree transformation thing away for later processing. It seemed like too much work to have to fight through the layers of fog in my head to make sense of anything.

Images from the TV flickered across Callum’s blank stare. He’d been quiet the whole way home from the graveyard. He sat slouched into the couch cushions, thick forearms crossed over his chest, as if he was trying to hold himself together. I didn’t want to imagine what he might be seeing instead of baseball highlights. A replay of his night would end with his burying Mom again. 

“Ready?” he asked without even glancing at us.

“Yeah,” I said and squeezed Jo’s hand. “Go home and go to bed. You don’t have to come with us.”

She shook her head, eyes droopy but still brown. “I’m never leaving you.”

My throat twisted at the promise in her voice. “Love you,” I somehow choked out.

Jo smiled. “Love you more.”

Callum switched off the TV. “I’m glad you two got all that worked out. Do you know how much trouble we’re going to be in, Weed? It’s past one o’clock in the morning. On a school night.”

“Oh, shit.” I lunged for my mucked-up combat boots on the rug by the front door. Dad would kill me. He was probably waiting up at the motel, worried about both me and our nightmare yard that had somehow turned normal again. I’d told him I was working on a research project about pirates with Callum before I’d bolted out of there. I was so busy trying to survive the night, I hadn’t bothered to call. 

Oh, shit. 

I jammed my feet into my boots and grabbed the doorknob. But my next breath didn’t reach my lungs. A giant spider crawled across the door. Right in front of my face.

Jo sighed. “What do you care, Cal? You’re always—”

I cried out and stumbled backward over my untied bootlaces.

Callum shot to my side. “Leigh, what’s wrong?”

I pointed, since saying the word made it real. My hand shook with the force of my heartbeat. 

The Sorceressi were back. They’d escaped. They were coming for me. I stepped farther from the door and darted my gaze everywhere around the room.

Callum stepped toward the spider, but not too close. “It’s just a daddy long legs.”

“Are you sure?” My skin prickled, and I raked my fingernails down my arms in case any spiders crawled there.

Jo gave a muffled cry. Tears leaked over the hand covering her mouth. Her other hand grabbed both of mine before I scraped my skin off.

“It’s not them. I saw them as spiders too at Whaty-Whats, remember?” Callum touched my arm. “Trust me, Leigh. It’s just a normal spider.” His long fingers rubbed warmth into my skin. “Trust me,” he said again.

The quiet strength in his touch fueled my brain. I relaxed some and nodded. “Kill it anyway.”

Jo grabbed Callum’s shoulder, and they exchanged a look. It seemed as if they were having a silent conversation with their matching dark eyes.

Callum nodded. “I’ll get rid of it.”

I scowled at Jo.

Jo glared right back, her cheeks striped with tears. “It has the same right to be here as we do. Do you want me to give you lecture number 101?”

I breathed deep. “And if it was one of them?”

“Then I’d smash that bitch up,” Jo said with a small smile, and she dropped to tie my boots for me.

I knelt and plucked dried mud bits from the carpet while Callum brushed the spider onto a newspaper and flung it outside.

“Ready?” he asked as he stepped into his sneakers.

“Yeah.” I leaped to the door so I wouldn’t get any more mud on the carpet and scanned the walls and floor for more spiders. Just in case. But I didn’t see any.

Outside, Mom’s lilacs shimmied in the night breeze. My presence didn’t kill them the way it had killed everything a few hours ago. Relief swelled through my chest for the twentieth time that night.

Jo directed me to the backseat with her so Callum could be the escort driver and so she didn’t have to leave my side. The three of us kept silent during the ride to the motel. 

I rested my cheek on the head rest and tried not to imagine Dad’s pissed off face. How was I supposed to tell him the truth? 

Sorry I couldn’t be home earlier, Dad, but I was buried alive by two Sorceressi who wanted to break another dark Sorceress out of the prison inside the earth, and a dead Trammeler Sorceress is the only one with enough power to do that. A Trammeler is a tree person/bounty hunter, in case you didn’t know, and, oh yeah, I’m a Trammeler Sorceress. 

Right. He would flip the switch on the electroshock treatment himself.

The drone of the motor and the soft splashes of the tires through puddles pulled at my eyelids, so I lowered my window to let the smell of recent rain brush across my face. I wanted to be alert for when Dad killed me.

Keeping my focus on him and his impending wrath held all other thoughts at bay. Better to look ahead than at the horror under my brain fog.

The air snaked Jo’s brassy red hair across her face, and the streetlights paled her skin. She caught my stare and smiled. I linked my arm with hers and sighed. It might take me forever to trust that she was back to being normal Jo.

Callum’s gaze locked on the road ahead. I felt the need to say something to him but my mind moved too slowly to come up with anything that sounded right. A ‘Thanks for burying my mom’ didn’t feel even close to enough.

Soon, his headlights swept through the parking lot and stuck on the wall of the motel, our home away from home by order of the Kansas Department of Agriculture until they knew why our yard turned black. They’d get quite the surprise in the morning when they saw it had healed itself.

The bright lights outside the second floor rooms stained shadows all over a lone figure on the walkway above, a skinny one with a book and a pen light.

I chewed the inside of my cheek. “This could be worse than the Sorceressi.”

Callum shook his head then looked the other way.

“Surely one of your superpowers is mind control.” Jo frowned, as if she didn’t believe that either. “But if not, good luck.” 

“You, too,” I said and ducked out of the car. 

Jo slammed the door behind me, which made me jump a little, then waved. They backed out and rode off, leaving me all alone. Well, almost all alone.

I watched them go for a second, but the shadow above lanced the top of my head like only an angry dad’s stare could. 

The puddles in the cracked pavement rippled with the moon’s reflection, and I hopped over them on my way up the iron staircase. Time to face the music, or in this case, really loud shouting. Every step upward vibrated doom, doom, doom. I gave it the middle finger for the friendly reminder and rounded the corner.

As soon as I reached the top step, the shadow unplugged the pen light from his mouth and shined it in my face. I turned my head away from the spots dotting my vision and took my final steps toward him. 

The green paint on the walls and doors had peeled and crumbled to the walkway like little piles of broken dragon scales. My boots crunched over them. Welcome to Krapper’s finest and friendliest Crumbly Motel.

“Why didn’t you call?” Dad asked in a low voice. He sounded as tired as I felt. And way pissed.

“I’m sorry.” I blocked the light with my hand and tried to look him in the face. “I lost track of time.”

“Were you really working on a school project?”

The truth was loony-bin crazy, and I’d already lied before. Might as well play it up. “Yes, I was. And we finished the pirate project. The pirates have sailed on to loot and pillage their hearts out. I’m really sorry I’m late, Dad.”

He stood, his book tucked under his elbow, the pen light still aimed at my eyes. “Do you have any idea—”

A loud thud came from inside the motel room. Both our heads whipped toward the door. 

My heartbeat skipped. Too many bizarre things had happened. Too many weird sounds would haunt me forever, and this one didn’t feel right at all. I lunged for the doorknob, but it was locked. 

“Darby?” I shouted and pounded on the door.

“Leigh, quiet down. I’ve got the key.” Dad pulled the card from his pocket and stuck it in the slot. 

When the light flashed green, I tore through the door. I had to wait for my eyes to adjust to the dim overhead light before I saw her. Directly across from us. Outside on the balcony. Leaning over the railing so far I could barely see her upper half.

Her purple mermaid nightgown fluttered around her legs. A sudden sharp breeze tossed the hair around her shoulders and unsteadied her grip on the rail for half a second. That half second shot me across the room.

Once I reached the balcony door, I grabbed her foot and pulled. “Darby, what are you—?” Something trickled from my nose. I brushed it away, and blood smeared my hand. 

A pinprick of dread punctured the small amount of hope I clung to. Hope that all the nightmares in my life could be done. That hope left me deflated when Darby turned around.

Blood seeped from her nose, too. Her hands were covered with it. Terror blazed bright behind her glasses. 

“You’re...you’re bleeding,” she said.

“You are, too.” 

The hairs along my arms lifted. Both of us had nose bleeds and both of us were Trammeler Sorceressi. One and Two had warned me not to waste my precious blood, but now it flowed down both our fronts for everyone to see. For what? I swallowed. So we could be hunted down? With the balcony and front doors still open, I felt very exposed. 

“What are you doing out here, Darby?”

Blood settled above the curve of her upper lip. “I—I thought I heard something.”

Dad, hovering in the doorway, raked his hands through his hair. “What on Earth is going on with you girls?” He took Darby by the shoulder and guided her to the bathroom. “Leigh, get the doors, and then let’s get you both cleaned up.”

I reached for the handle while holding a sleeve up to my nose. As I slid the door closed, a small, bloody handprint smudged the streetlights behind it. Darby’s. She was bleeding more than me.

A slow but steady doom, doom, doom of footsteps echoed up the stairs outside the still open front door. Someone was coming. And with them came the stink of nasty meat floating in a sewer. Even with all the blood gushing a river out my nose, I could still smell it. 

Death. Coming closer. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 2
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An arctic chill raced up my back.

“Did a cattle truck just drive by?” Dad asked from inside the bathroom. Just to the right of the gaping door. “Have you closed the door yet, Leigh?”

I followed my leaping heart and crept toward their voices. The stink weakened my knees the closer I got. I’d smelled it too much lately. 

Doom, doom, doom.

Was it Sarah? Because she was the only dead person who hadn’t been captured or buried again. If she showed up here, then she must have something important to tell me. But the dread lowering over me, thick as night, told me it couldn’t be her. I rushed for the door.

A black bird glided up to the metal railing outside on the walkway. Its neck looked near broken, making its head tilt to the side and swing back and forth whenever it moved. It stared with orange eyes. Blood continued to drip from my nose, blooming a red rose all over my white sleeve.

Whispered words laced through every step up the stairs, words I couldn’t understand, growing louder. More frantic. It had to be Sarah. Had to be.

But what if it wasn’t?

Doom, doom.

My lungs couldn’t fill fast enough. The smell, the whispers—all of it forced the air from the room. I’d been through too much. I couldn’t do this again. Not here in a crumbly motel with the waning members of my family in the bathroom, completely unaware of what was happening. Of what I was. Of what Darby and I were.

I flitted a trembling hand to the bottom hem of my shirt and glared at the bird on the railing. Once my fingertips found a weak spot in the thin cotton, I tore through it, just as I tore through my grave. Air rushed down my throat, only catching on the shivers that shook through my body and my dry swallows. 

I hugged the doorframe and risked a quick look outside at the stairs. Because what if it was Sarah?

Nothing except the reeking death smell climbed them. A soft breeze tussled the weeds that had nudged through concrete in the parking lot. A police car rumbled past on the highway. Maybe my mind had twisted the sounds of wind and traffic into whispers. Maybe a cattle truck really had driven past. Maybe my night of horrors had earned me a free ride on the crazy train.

I was just about to duck back inside, when my gaze landed on the end of the walkway at the top of the stairs. The dim lights above the motel room doors couldn’t reach that far. Long shadows shifted. Or so I thought. I couldn’t be sure. Sleep deprivation pinched the areas of my brain not clouded by fog. Heavy bricks weighted my limbs with exhaustion. Who knew what was real and what wasn’t?

But I couldn’t be too careful. Not with Dad and Darby just feet away. My breaths hitching, I reached for an ash tree key at my back. How had I used the keys to capture Ica? Sarah had thrown them on top of me inside the Trinity grave. One of them had wrapped around my hand, then something black shot up out of it. But how?

I glanced down at the spreading stain on my sleeve. I’d been bleeding in the grave. The precious blood the Sorceressi didn’t want me to waste flowed freely then and now. Had it been my blood mixed with the ash key that had turned Ica into a tree? My Trammeler Sorceress blood?

Keeping an eye on the broken bird and any shifting shadows, I touched the blood that dribbled over my lips. Just as I brought my finger to the curves and bumps of the key, the bird winged into the night.

Either that bird was no ordinary bird or it had a sudden, powerful urge to poop on a windshield. 

“Leigh, what’s taking you so long? Close the door. That smell is going to knock me over,” Dad said.

I slowly backed up into the motel room, my gaze aimed at the end of the walkway, then closed, locked, and chained the door. Hunting possible imaginary phantoms in the shadows would have to wait until I knew they were real. And until Dad and Darby were safe and sound and far away from me.

Darby perched next to the bathroom sink with wads of toilet paper stuck up each nostril.

Dad tucked a finger under her chin and uncorked her nose. “Let me see.”

I hurried around them to unroll my own wad, shoved it against my nose, and then went back to the door to peer out the peek hole. The town drooped at the edges through my warped view, a frown dusted in stars and streetlights.

Footsteps thumped from outside. They grew louder, coming closer. The crunch over the painted dragon scales sounded like mashed bones. The walkway hummed under every step and vibrated through the paper thin walls. A toxic stink punched through the door, doubling me over, and rolled my stomach into a sickening spin. 

Blood flooded from my nose, and I readjusted the toilet paper to catch it with hands slick with sweat. It came so fast, though, that steady drips fell to the carpet.

The view outside the peek hole darkened. Someone stood just outside the door, haloed by the overhead light. A shadow.

My breathing snagged again. I wasn’t ready for this, whatever this was exactly. I’d just pulled the nails from my own coffin, so to speak, and smashed apart the lid while entombed inside. Even so, I gripped the ash tree key tighter. 

The figure walked on, and then disappeared from view. My shoulders drooped while my fingers dug holes in my shirt. It seemed like that was the only thing that made me breathe easier. Footsteps faded away, as did the blood trickling from my nose. 

“Darby?” I called.

“What?”

“How’s your nose?”

“I think it’s finally stopped bleeding,” Dad said. “It was a gusher.”

“Mine, too,” I whispered, because my draining hope took my voice with it.

Everyone dead should be buried, either in a grave or under Tram’s roots, except Sarah. Not walking around Krapper with a direct link to mine and Darby’s capillaries and making us easy targets with our magical blood. 

Yes, maybe the dead person’s visit and the bleeding were coincidences, but I couldn’t blame this all on coincidence and crawl under its protective shell. That would be so much easier and probably way safer, but coincidences no longer existed in my life. Some dead person was out there right now, and they knew exactly what I was. But they’d walked on. The soft thud of footsteps climbed down the set of stairs on the other side of the walkway. How come? Why were they leaving so fast?

I refused to think about it, not right then anyway. I couldn’t handle any more. At the thought of more anything, tears pricked my eyes. I swallowed them back and turned. 

“Oh, God,” I yelped.

Darby stood just behind me. “What are you doing?” 

“Can you tell me when you’re standing right behind me?” I clutched at my chest to keep my heart from falling out. “Geez.”

She squinted, blind without her glasses now that they dangled from her fingertips. The blood had been cleaned from her face, and she’d changed into her purple unicorn pajamas. “You look different.”

“She looks in trouble.” Dad came out of the bathroom with that same pissed off expression on his face. The frown lines softened when he took in my blood-soaked front. “How’s your nose?”

I shrugged, pretending all was well at the Crumbly Motel. “Still attached.”

“Good,” he said, then nodded toward the double beds. “You’ve got some explaining to do, young lady. Come in and talk to me.”

Darby moved aside, still eyeing me with a quizzical look that probably matched my own. What had she been doing hanging over the balcony? Who was that outside? And what did she mean I looked different?

I glanced behind me at the door. No footsteps hummed over the walkway. And no blood dotted the carpet. Hadn’t I just dripped some all over it, though?

But hopefully the shadowed dead person was gone for good. With another look out the peek hole, I hesitantly stepped away, afraid the door would come crashing down behind me.

“You’re moving like molasses tonight, Leigh.” Dad pointed to the bed. “Sit and explain.”

I took a breath and nodded, forcing my feet forward. The smoky smell of our non-smoking room puffed up from the bedspread as soon as I sat. Dabbing at the drying mess around my nose, I snuck a glance at the door and then back to his accusing eyes. 

“It was the pirate report. It took longer than expected. I swear to you I wasn’t out getting high or pregnant or any of the things normal teenagers do. You can ground me for the rest of your life, just please, don’t look at me like that.” Lips trembling, I played my fingers through the holes in the bottom of my shirt.

Dad sank next to me and crossed his arms. “You’re grounded for the rest of your life.”

“Fair enough.” Somehow just his nearness, the comfortable warmth of my dad, flooded my eyes. I buried my face in the hand that wasn’t holding a wad of bloody toilet paper. 

He hugged me close, and the events of the entire night seemed almost bearable with him at my side. Almost.

Darby climbed on the bed and put an arm around my other side. “Why are you crying?” 

“I’m just tired.” That, and I was so happy to see them again, it hurt. “Were you looking for your Romeo out on the balcony?” Tears coated my voice, but I tried to make it light for her benefit so she wouldn’t sense how worried I was.

She picked at a hole in my shirt with a shrug. “I heard a noise.”

“What kind of noise?” Dad asked.

“A noise. Like...something was trying to get in.”

“Did you see anything?” I asked.

She shook her head. From the way she pushed her lips together, I could tell she wasn’t being completely honest.

“What did you see?” I demanded, my tone much more harsh than I meant it to be. I regretted it the instant she winced.

“Maybe it was just a bird,” she said.

“I’m sure that was it, honey. After all, we’re on the second floor,” Dad said, scrubbing a hand down his face. He sighed and dragged himself to the other bed. “Come on. Let’s get ourselves to sleep or we’re going to be completely useless tomorrow.”

Darby crawled under the covers of our bed. I stood and watched the door, tempted to peer out the peek hole again. Nobody could get inside unless they knocked down the door. I was fairly confident I would hear something like that, though I did think I might sleep like the dead. Or at least how they were supposed to sleep.

The brief thought of running to touch a tree to tell Tram zipped through my head, but I let it disappear out my ear. I didn’t know where the nearest tree was and I couldn’t just leave Dad and Darby by themselves.

“Hey,” Darby said, patting my side of the bed. Her gaze was locked on the balcony window, but thick, paisley curtains covered it. “I need you, Leigh.”

I nodded and decided to take on my door-watching post from under the covers. After changing into a blood-free long-sleeved skull and crossbones shirt, I slipped into bed. The motel sheets, so stiff it seemed they’d been made out of cardboard, sighed over my sore body. When Dad turned out the light, Darby weaved her fingers through my hair and kept them there until her breaths turned to snores.

Dad kept sighing from his bed, probably wishing his daughters wouldn’t give him so many heart attacks. That made two of us. If Sorceressi and crazy news reporters didn’t exist, I would be so much more responsible.

“I love you, Dad,” I whispered.

Another sigh. “I love you, too. Go to sleep.”

I lay there, staring first at one door and then the other behind the curtain. We didn’t have to stay in this crappy motel anymore since our nightmare yard was fixed. Fixed by who, I had no idea, but it was fixed. We could go home. I wasn’t sure if I should mention that to Dad, though, because that would open another can of questions. It was probably best to let him discover that tidbit for himself.

Soon, my mind gave up on making sense of anything and went numb. Sleep pinned me down at the bottom of a cold grave. Skeletal hands struck through the earth on both sides, reaching, clawing, and grabbing at my arms, my legs, my hair. I wanted to kick and swing at them, but I couldn’t move. Dirt plunged down and sprayed across my nose and mouth. I tried to draw in a breath, but it had whooshed out when I landed in the grave. 

I couldn’t breathe. Could. Not. Breathe.

“Mom!” I jolted awake and smashed my nose against something solid. 

Panic fueled my heartbeat. Where was I? I took deep gasping breaths, unsure if I was still dreaming. Sweat rolled over my face and dripped into my ears. I lifted my arms to brush it away but my fists knocked against wood just above me.

A coffin. I was in a coffin. Terror swept through my body. A scream welled in my throat, but I couldn’t get enough air behind it. Every quick inhale raised my chest and scraped it against the wood just above my body. I had no room to breathe. 

I lifted my quaking hands to the lid of the coffin but couldn’t get enough leverage to push. My breaths became shallow rasps, matching the wild beat of my heart. I was running out of air.

I kicked and thrashed my body around. There had to be a way out. I heaved a desperate plea for help between shaky gasps.

Something clicked a few feet away. Soft light glowed through a small crack in the coffin. 

“Leigh?” A hand folded the crack back to make it bigger, and Dad’s sleepy face appeared. “What are you doing under the bed?”

I shook my head hard. No, not under the bed. Inside a coffin, being buried alive again. Dying.

“Are you okay?” he asked, concern lining his words. “You look terrified. Were you dreaming?”

I curled my fingers into the floor. Dusty, sticky carpet scratched against my knuckles. The bed’s support beams creaked above my nose, probably Darby shifting in her sleep. I must have fallen out of bed. All my kicking and thrashing in my dreams had wormed me underneath it.

But it was so much like being buried alive again. Why had I done that to myself? Was I that messed up?

A rush of alarm licked up my back. It tipped my tongue with the words to tell Dad everything, but I couldn’t. Telling him would freak him out. I saw that truth in the worried crease of his forehead. 

After a hard swallow, I willed myself to chill, or at least look that way. “I had a nightmare,” I whispered and slithered toward him. A nightmare that had really happened. “I’m fine.”
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I wound my limbs around Darby’s to keep myself from climbing under the motel bed again and drifted in and out of sleep, if you could even call that sleep. Mostly I gnashed my teeth together while I tried to block the night from my mind but filter through why I had crawled under the bed. When the first rays of sunlight sliced through the paisley curtains, I still didn’t have an answer. 

I untangled myself from Darby, got up, and slid the curtains to the side. Spears of golden light stabbed into my eyes, and they watered at the sharp pain. Was this motel on the sun? I quickly pushed the curtains closed again. The lamp that guided me through the night would have to do.

Spots floated in front of my eyes as I roused Darby for school. Other than the blue pockets under her eyes, she seemed fine. Grouchy maybe, but fine. She kept staring at me with her forehead bunched up, probably because I kept watching her to see if she was okay. She didn’t say anything about the night before, but she did seem bothered by something. I wished I knew what.

When we were ready as we would ever be, Dad opened the door to the motel room, and hyper-wattage sunlight streamed through. I cried out at the Day-Glo yellows and oranges poking into my eyeballs.

“Shut the door,” I said, the pain pitching my voice higher. I turned and slapped my hands over my eyelids.

“Leigh?” Dad said. The door clicked shut.

Darby sighed. “What did you forget?”

Sharp glowing daggers speared through my head. What the heck was wrong with me? 

“Sunglasses.” My voice came out like a croak. “Does anyone have any sunglasses?”

“Are you all right, Leigh?” Dad asked.

“I have some.” Darby unzipped her backpack and dangled a pair of purple plastic ones over my shoulder. A unicorn was stamped to each lens, outlining the world in a darker shade of fantasy.

“Thanks,” I said and put them on. They magnified the darkness in the room and instantly helped ease the pain hammering through my skull.

Dad lifted an eyebrow, his hand resting on the doorknob. “Leigh?”

“Much better. Just a headache, is all.”

Under his scrutinizing gaze, I realized what he must be thinking. A teenage girl with a headache after a late night equaled a day touring the toilets in Hangover City.

“I’m fine. Really.” I breezed past him and threw myself out into the harsh morning. “Ready?” I bounded ahead on the walkway, trying to convince Dad I wasn’t Krapper’s next top party girl.

“Maybe she’s part vampire,” Darby muttered. “Sunlight hurts their eyes, you know.”

Dad dropped us off at school on his way to work. When we got to Krapper High, I ducked out of the car, ready to dart to a tree because I needed to talk to Tram.

Jo appeared at my side while Dad and Darby drove off, her mouth flopping open. “I have sunglasses just like that.”

I watched them go, then turned to Jo, absorbing the comfort her brown eyes gave me. For someone who’d been possessed the night before, she seemed okay. Except for the frown that deepened the longer she looked at me, she appeared to be back to normal, but maybe a little tired. 

“You’re...?” I started.

“Yeah.” She nodded, sensing my thoughts like only she could. “The bottoms of my feet itch, but I’m good. Delicious, according to Miguel.” Her mouth slid into a half smile, but it didn’t last. She scanned my face while chewing her lip. “Tell me,” she finally said.

I wished I didn’t have to. I wished we could plop down in front our lockers and share a pop tart like we always did before school. But like everything in my entire life, I couldn’t not tell Jo. 

“We have serious issues.” I took her elbow and led her behind the one-story brick school to find a tree, taking cover in the thick shadows painting the grass, all the while attempting to explain the continuation of my horrid night. 

A spring breeze tussled my hair. The air smelled like anticipation, that light, hopeful scent that clung to schools in May and made everyone stoked for summer. 

Except me. Mud and glowing blue eyes and dead bodies and Mom and Darby seeped black gloom into my brain. It was so full of the stuff, I expected to find it leaking out my boots. But it didn’t. The green grass we stepped on stayed the way it should, and I allowed myself one happy second for that. 

No wonder sunlight burned the backs of my eyes. It tried to pierce through all these dark thoughts with its cheerful bright color, but there were too many to penetrate. So it settled on hurting me until I could fake a smile up at it. 

Well, screw you, sun. You’re just a boring old sphere, and you look like pee.

“This should not be happening,” Jo said. Her armful of bracelets jangled as she walked toward a spindly tree next to the back door of the school. “Everyone bad’s been captured, right?”

“Right, but...” 

Wait, not everyone had been captured. Tram caught a thousand Sorceressi a day for supporting Gretchen, for being part of her secret cult, all over the world. But many of them still roamed free. What if there was some kind of Gretchen convention in Krapper to make sure I actually died this time to set her free? Then I would have a whole lot more issues to deal with than synchronized bloody noses. 

I hurried my pace. When we stepped up to the tree, I sank under the shadows and rubbed my hand over the bark. “Tram?”

Jo knelt to pick a ladybug off a dandelion, her bracelets chiming. A beetle skittered away from my boot.

I leaned in close and pressed my lips against the tree. “Tram.” Nothing. “Shit.” 

I yanked both sleeves up to see if I’d been bitten by a spider again. Tram couldn’t sense me with spider venom running through my veins. Under the bruises and welts, my old spider bite had lost its redness and didn’t itch anymore. 

I lifted my shirt up to my bra. “Do I have a spider bite on me anywhere?”

Jo’s face paled while she inspected my skin. “Goddesses, Leigh, what did they do to you last night? It’s... It’s hard to tell with all the bruises and cuts. I guess I don’t see anything.” She ticked her gaze over my shoulder. “But they do. Keep your shirt down.”

“Yeah, Baxton. Take it all off,” some prick yelled. A herd of boys swaggered out the back door toward the football field. The others whistled or grabbed their crotches.

Lava streaked under my skin. I tugged down my shirt and closed my eyes while several tools suitable for castration flashed through my head. 

“Jo,” I said, gesturing to the tree, “will you try?”

She glared over her shoulder. When the boys oozed their testosterone a safe distance away, she attached the ladybug to her flowered top and stepped toward the tree. “They’ll all grow up to be irrelevant anyway, but please don’t kill them with your superpowers.”

I tightened my hands into fists. “I can’t make any promises.”

“All righty,” she said and reached up to weave her fingers through the green leaves.

The ground rumbled. Roots soon broke through the ground, pulled it apart, and curled over the edges of a hole. A curly blond head framed inside the hood of a green sweatshirt poked out. Tram squinted in the sunlight and grinned when he saw me.

My heart danced. It couldn’t help it. Even with his face more banged up than my whole body, he still dazzled me. I stood like an idiot, stuck to the ground. 

“Hi,” I said.

Tram climbed out of the hole, his olive eyes never leaving mine, and brushed his hood back. My heartbeat drummed faster as his curls turned in a light breeze. 

“Hi,” he said.

Jo giggled.

I forced my mush brain to solidify so I could focus. “Could you not feel me when I touched the tree?”

Tram narrowed his eyes while I stuck my palm to the bark again. Then he closed the space between us in a snap and ran his fingers under my shirt sleeves. My skin sparked alive with his touch and left me more than a little breathless.

“Why can’t I feel you?” he demanded.

“I don’t know. I don’t have any bites, I don’t think. Any new ones, anyway.” I touched his chin so he would look at me and stop his pointless searching. “I must be broken.”

His smile could’ve melted the sun from the sky. I kind of wished it would. 

“Hardly,” he said.

A hundred wings fluttered in my stomach, but I ignored them. “Someone came to my motel room last night. Someone dead. I could tell by the nasty stink and whispers, but it wasn’t Sarah. At least, I’m pretty sure. I didn’t see anything. And Darby and I had matching bloody noses. And...and somehow I ended up sleeping under the bed.”

Tram pierced me with his sharp Trammeler gaze, the same one he wore when he was in full-on job mode. A muscle in his jaw twitched. “Under the bed?”

“Yeah, like I was trying to hide from all the nightmares.” I paused, searching his face for answers. “But that’s not the point. I thought it would all be over.”

“I don’t think it will ever be completely over.”

Ever? 

My shoulders sagged with the weight of that single word. I’d allowed myself a sliver of hope, had clung to its promise, but now his confirmation fragmented it into a useless pile of splinters. But I couldn’t just slide underneath that pile like I did the bed and wish for the best. 

“I want to help, so tell me what to do,” I said.

Tram shook his head and looked at the ground. Muted sunlight caught on the stubble around his chin where it reached up like hundreds of small, bristly fingers to capture his blond curls. 

“Ever since you were chosen, Gretchen’s followers began coming here,” he said, reaching out to take my shoulder. “They’re all coming, Leigh. Powerful beings are coming, and I’m trying to catch them. But it would be much too dangerous for you to help.”

“Then she’s not helping,” Jo said.

I shot her a warning look. “Hey, I can make my own decisions, and I’d appreciate it if neither of you made them for me. It’s true, I don’t know what I’m capable of, but if someone could show me,” I said and quirked an eyebrow at Tram, “then I could do something useful instead of hiding underneath my bed.”

“There’s no time to train you. As soon as word spread that you’d survived the night...”

“Krapper, Kansas became their hunting ground for me,” I finished for him.

“Something like that, yes,” Tram said. “Did you see anything last night? What did this person look like?”

“Uh.” I shook my head, trying to pluck the details from the fog. “A shadow. With heavy footsteps. That’s it.”

“But everyone dead is back in their graves or below my roots,” Tram said.

“Except Sarah,” I reminded him.

“Except Sarah.” A crease formed on Tram’s forehead. “Are you sure it wasn’t her?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. But it didn’t feel like her.” 

I’d grown used to Sarah showing up at my house, and she really did have a certain feel about her—sad, lonely, and more than a little crazy. The dead person last night felt...off. More dangerous. Not Sarah-like at all.

“You could run, at least for a little while,” Tram said.

“I’m not running.” Running would only delay the inevitable. After all, it was my mess to clean up. “If you can’t train me, I’ll find someone who can.”

“You know I would train you if I could,” Tram said. “There are many Trammelers and Sorceresses out there who are on our side, not Gretchen’s. They’re just terrified to admit it for fear they’ll be slaughtered by her cult.”

“Well, maybe the Counselor could climb up from his holy hell and lend a hand every once in a while. Not like he’s doing anything else ever except beating on you,” I said. 

I sure wished I could reciprocate that beating. If he didn’t convict the Sorceressi to the Core like he was supposed to, then what did he spend his days doing? Taxidermy? Because that would kind of make sense with the whole must-be-dead-to-enter-the-Core thing.

“Even if you ran, Gretchen’s cult would eventually find you,” he said, then curled his fingers around mine and shook his head. “This never should have happened.”

“But it did.” I toed the slant of shadow cutting across the grass, separating me from Tram and Jo. “Because of me and my stupid gifts to the dead, not because of you.”

His gaze tracked over my face then down to his hand in mine, the hard angles of his jaw never relaxing.

“I can help you,” I said. “Unofficially, of course, so the Counselor doesn’t know about me. You can train me as we go, and if it’s something I can’t handle, then I’ll stop.” I traced a thumb over his scabbed knuckles, lightly so I wouldn’t hurt him. “Please, Tram.”

He squeezed his eyes shut. “You know what happened last time an unofficial Trammeler worked for me.”

I sucked in a breath. Jo winced and scratched the black and white diagonals on her long skirt. Yeah, I knew. But I didn’t understand. My mom had worked for Tram anonymously to locate Gretchen’s secret cult. She found them and was killed in her rush to get away. But even though she was gone, even though she’d kept everything a secret, I couldn’t help but feel a swell of pride every time I thought about her. Which was all the time. Knowingly going after Gretchen’s cult, whose members were ten straight-jackets past crazy, made Mom the bravest person I knew.

“I’m willing to take the risk,” I said.

“I’m not willing for you to take that risk, just for the record.” Jo kicked a rock with the heel of her boot. “Shall we review what happened last night since you’ve obviously forgotten?”

I frowned. I really didn’t want to do that. “Please, Tram. You need help, so let me help you.”

Tram let loose an exasperated sigh. “Maybe...we could start slow.”

My mouth popped open. “Really?”

“No, not really,” Jo said and scowled at Tram. “Are you nuts?”

Tram waved a hand at me and slid Jo a small smile. “It’s what she wants.”

“So that’s a yes.” Jo worked her mouth as though she was about to spit. Or scream. “Great.”

“When?” I asked. “Where?” And just as I said it, I hoped with all my might he didn’t say the graveyard.

He must’ve read my mind because he nodded. “The park. Most of the street lights around it are broken, and no one will see us. Midnight would be best.”

“Okay.” There was the problem of me being grounded, of course, but I would find a way there. Watching my back and Darby’s while Gretchen’s cult slithered into town trumped all other rules and regulations. No way would I let anything happen to her.

Tram cupped my cheek. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

“Yes,” I said as the warmth of his hand powered the electric sparks that zipped up and down my back.

Jo stomped on her rock, clearly not happy with the direction the conversation had taken.

Tram trailed his thumb across my lips. “Will you behave yourself so the Counselor’s warning bells won’t ring?”

I nodded, mentally fanning myself to cool my heated cheeks. Despite Gretchen’s entire cult coming for me, he still somehow made my body hum. “Will you?”

He dropped his hand from my mouth with a shy grin. “Maybe.”

The bell rang—the school’s, not the Counselor’s.

“We better go,” Jo said, her voice harder than normal.

“If she’s willing,” Tram said, glancing at Jo, “have Jo touch a tree if there’s trouble. See you tonight, Leigh.”  

He stepped to the edge of the hole and jumped in. The roots shifted, releasing their hold on the ground, and wormed back inside. The hole sewed itself up with a slight tremor.

Jo pointed down. “Despite how awesome that was, I’m not willing. And since when do you make every hot male helpless to say no to you?”

I linked my arm with hers. “You hate me right now, don’t you?”

“No,” she said. “I just don’t like you.”

“Whatever,” I said, nudging her with my hip.

She sighed but nudged me back. “Come on, tree hugger.”

We plodded to the door, keeping to the shade, and dragging our feet through the grass the whole way.

* * * *
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BY LUNCH TIME, I COULD barely keep my eyes open. My body ached, and I wanted nothing more than to crawl back in bed for at least a year. Adrenaline had fueled my body for days, but now I ran on fumes. Too many things demanded my attention, though. Sleep would have to wait.

Not like I could actually fall asleep anyway with all the laughter and shouts bouncing across the cafeteria. Everyone seemed to vibrate with excitement about summer.

I leaned against the cold cinder block wall in the lunch line and breathed in the stink of greasy meat. The noise banged against my skull, making me wince. I bunched up my shoulders by my ears to block some of it out.

“She looks deader every time I see her.”

I cracked open an eye. Megan stared at me over Lily’s shoulder with a sneer taped to her plastic, over-painted face. How was it that I always ended up behind these two in the lunch line? The nearby table of boys seemed too preoccupied playing with their corndogs to notice them. That must’ve been why neither of the girls jumped up and down with mock enthusiasm to cheer on the cafeteria crowd.

“Look at my new nail polish.” Lily waved her hand in front of Megan’s face, but Megan didn’t even blink.

“Are you dead or are you just a meth-head?” Megan asked.

“Well, you’re half right,” I said, pushing myself from the wall so I could look at her straight on. “I’m a meth-head prostitute. Just like your mom, only she makes, like, way more money than I do.”

Megan crossed her arms and tilted up her chin, that same sneer forever stuck on her stupid face. “Real mature.”

I nodded. “My hard lifestyle ages me.”

“I cannot wait to—”

“Megan, you’re next.” Lily gave her a little push forward in the lunch line.

“Geez, Lily,” Megan spat, but she turned around.

Lily shrugged. “I’m hungry.” Her blond waves almost hid the pink lily she kept wedged behind her ear.

I glared at the petals of that fake flower, suddenly just as glad it was almost summer as everyone else. As soon as the school year was over, I would never have to see these two boob-head seniors again. That is, if they were smart enough to graduate. Please let them be smart enough to graduate.

The lunch lady handed me a greasy tray with a corndog and some kind of breadish dessert with multi-colored chunks in it. It might’ve been a Christmas fruitcake, but I couldn’t be sure.

I walked my tray out of the cafeteria, careful not to get grease on my black decapitated doll head shirt, the crazy racket thankfully fading behind me. The long sleeves covered my battle scars, though I supposed I really did look dead if my reflection in the car window that morning was anything to go by. I looked like I hadn’t slept in a week. Probably because I hadn’t.

Rounding the corner, I kind of expected to run into Callum, like I’d managed to do nearly every day since he gave me the lilac ring after Mom’s funeral. It was like he was always there, coming down the hallway with Mr. Mallory, in perfect sync with my trek to the library. Then he’d smile at me, and I swear the Earth would spin faster because of it.

But today, he wasn’t there. My stomach dropped with disappointment, and then it burned with anger. I’d just seen Tram a few hours earlier, who had exploded sparks through my body. Was I really so selfish that I needed Callum to do the same?

I sighed heavily. The hallway felt strangely empty. I was used to seeing reporters yap on about dead Sarah or that two other possibly dead people were wanted for questioning in a cop’s death. A few news teams still roamed the streets, looking for those two other dead people. Hurray that they would never find them.

Ica’s news career was definitely over. Even if I hadn’t turned her into a tree, One and Two had sure done a number on her TV-ready face. They’d taken her teeth and eyes, and put holes all over her skin that puffed black smoke. Yeah, Channel Thirteen news would need to hire some other perky lady for their breaking news reports. Hopefully not another psycho Sorceress.

I dragged open the door to the library and stopped. Students crowded the small room, stacks of books tucked under chins or spilling to the floor. Ms. Hansen stood behind the check-out desk pointing toward the shelves with one hand and swiping books under a beeping scanner with the other. 

It turned out Ms. Hansen and Mrs. Rios, who were among the few people I actually liked at this school, were also Sorceressi. Another item to add to the list of things to get used to. But not only was Ms. Hansen cool enough to let Jo and me eat in the library, she also read people’s past, present, and future through their hair, even her own. She must’ve been too busy to read hers because her long gray hair was swept up in a bun with a pencil sticking out of the top.

Jo caught my eye between the jumble of bodies and waved me over. I weaved between everyone and sat at our usual table under the “Be a rebel—read!” poster.

“I thought I knew everything about you, but I really don’t,” Jo said. “Not only are you a Trammeler Sorceress, you’re also a meth-using prostitute.”

“What?” I stared at her, wide-eyed.

She pointed to the line of students then picked at the burnt crust of her corndog. “They were talking about it.”

I glanced up. Nearly the whole line turned away from me at once, but not before I caught the grins and smirks all over some of their faces.

“Before you came in, of course,” Jo added.

“Megan.” I stabbed the stick all the way into my corndog, pretending it was her face that I was spearing. “That conversation happened about ten seconds ago. How did she spread it around that fast?”

Jo bit into her corndog and made a disgusted face. “This is high school, remember? Juicy gossip spreads like STDs via one text message.”

I leaned back in my chair and glared at the shortening line of students, who still had their faces turned away from me. Heat raged in my stomach. “Should I give them a show with my corndog? Live up to the rumors? Come to school tomorrow smelling like cat pee and with black teeth?”

“No.” Jo grimaced and touched my arm. “You shouldn’t.”

My eyes burned, and I thought for an awful second I was going to start crying. I’d never thought twice about how people saw me, but exhaustion must’ve been making me sensitive or something. Cue the pity party music because I’d fought to stay alive last night to save the world from a massive Core escape, and this was the thanks I got. I bit down hard on my cheek to keep the tears away and to force those “poor me” thoughts out of my head.

Jo squeezed my wrist, her brown eyes probably seeing everything that had just flashed through my head. “Leigh?”

“I’m fine,” I mumbled.

She frowned, clearly not believing me, and picked at her corndog some more. “I think I’m going to get lost on the way home from school today and drop off my recycling petition at city hall. Being grounded sucks.”

“Tell me how it goes.” I squeezed a huge dollop of ketchup on my tray then stared at my food, not quite ready to take the risk and eat it. I’d grabbed a tray more out of habit than hunger, anyway.

Once the swarm of students eventually filed out, Ms. Hansen, her hair frizzed and falling out of her bun, plopped in the seat next to us, breathing hard like she’d just run a marathon.

“Research papers and projects due tomorrow, and these kids suddenly remember they haven’t started yet,” she said. “How about you two? How are you coming along with the end of the year assignments?”

Jo shrugged and propped her head in her hand.

“Not well,” I said. It turned out yesterday had been a horrible day to skip school. I was so far behind, my classes had lapped me.

“With the weight of the world on your shoulders, you have an excuse,” Ms. Hansen said, patting my back. “Let me know what I can do to help.”

Mrs. Rios burst through the door, glowing with a bright smile despite the gashes on her cheeks and the bandages on her hands. She had almost as many war wounds from run-ins with One and Two as I did. 

“Leigh? You’re here?” she asked.

I drew my eyebrows together. “I guess so?”

She perched on a chair next to Ms. Hansen and put her arm around me in an awkward hug. “I just thought you’d take a break after all you’ve been through. You did amazing things last night. I really don’t know how we can thank you.”

I squirmed. Gushing Spanish teachers/Sorceresses made me uncomfortable.

“Uh, well,” Jo piped in. “Maybe she wouldn’t have to take the Spanish final. And maybe certain best friends wouldn’t either.” She waved a hand in the air for dramatic emphasis. “Sorceressi possession is such a nasty thing.”

A slow grin crossed my face. Jo met it with one of her own. She sure could be a genius sometimes.

Mrs. Rios nodded, her dark eyes twinkling underneath her pixie haircut. “A pluses to both of you.”

“Well done, Jo,” Ms. Hansen said and adjusted the pencil on top of her head with a smile.

Mrs. Rios yawned then shook the bangs from her face. “It’s a good thing school’s about over. Those eight hour watches don’t leave much time for grading papers or sleeping. Of course I’m happy to do it until those two are convicted to the Core.”

“You’re guarding One and Two?” I asked.

“With Herman’s help. We each take a shift and aim his bug spray at them in eight hour intervals.” Ms. Hansen unwound a strand from her bun and popped it in her mouth so she looked normal. Normal for her anyway.

“So they don’t go all buggy again and escape,” I said.

“And to help Our Trammeler, who happens to have his hands quite full,” Mrs. Rios said.

Jo pointed at both of them with her corndog. “You’re helping him even though you know it could get you killed? Why?”

I shot her a look. Somehow I sensed that her question was meant more for me instead of them.

“It’s true. Siding with Our Trammeler and therefore the Counselor puts us on the unpopular list with the rest of the Sorceresses,” Ms. Hansen said, folding her hands on top of the table. “But I can’t stand by and let our system of justice, however flawed it is, fail. The Core can’t open, and I know there are others out there who agree.”

“They’re just too scared to speak up,” Mrs. Rios said. “Like I was. But I refuse to side with the woman who killed my husband or to her supporters who didn’t blink twice about almost killing an innocent child.” She patted my arm and winced, and I couldn’t tell if her bandaged hand had hurt her or if she was sorry she’d mentioned that last part.

Ms. Hansen nodded. “It was time to stand up to Gretchen instead of just printing an underground Sorceress newsletter nobody ever reads.”

Jo caught my eye and nodded. We’d read the orange paper copies of I Dream In Unicorn while trying to find a way for me to survive. Right before a spider had crawled out of Jo’s mouth. I shuddered.

“Let’s talk about something else,” Mrs. Rios said.

“Leigh’s going to start training with Tram,” Jo said with a sigh.

“Good,” Ms. Hansen said. “Our Trammeler needs all the help he can get.”

“After seeing what you did to Ica, you’ll be a big help to him,” Mrs. Rios said.

“But he can only help me with the Trammeler part.” I played with the corner of my tray, frowning. “Not the Sorceress part.”

“Those powers just develop naturally, and each Sorceress is different in terms of how their magic takes shape,” Mrs. Rios said. “Like my wings, for example, and Ms. Hansen’s hair-reading ability.”

I remembered Mrs. Rios’s wings quite well. They’d burst from her back in a great lacy flourish at her apartment after One and Two had showed up.

“You’ve never done anything out of the ordinary with little to no concentration?” Mrs. Rios asked.

I shrugged. “I once turned a news reporter into a tree, but that’s about it.”

Ms. Hansen nodded while chewing a strand of hair thoughtfully. “I believe those came from your Trammeler side, given the tree aspect. If you haven’t done anything else similar to that, then perhaps your Sorceress powers have been suppressed. I might have a book that explains it better than I could.” She stood and flitted to her back office.

“Suppressed?” I asked.

“Silenced, in a sense,” Mrs. Rios said, checking her watch, “and put away for safe keeping. The power’s essence is hidden somewhere. Well, I better let you two get back to your...lunch.” She pushed her lips together into a thin, wobbly line and stood. “See you in class, ladies. If you have questions about any of this, I’ll give you bonus points if you ask them in Española.”

“Adios,” Jo and I said together. 

The sudden lull in voices and the drone of jet motors inside the ancient computers dragged at my eyelids. I rested my head in the crook of my arm. Jo looked like she might fall asleep in her mountain of ketchup.

Something slammed in front of me, and I jolted upright. Three ornate trees decorated the frayed, greenish brown book on the table. Faded gold lettering spelled The Sorceress’s Trinity across the cover. Two, maybe three, of Darby’s Before Merlin’s Beard books could fit inside. 

“Wow,” Jo said, staring at it.

“Yeah.” Without even opening it, I knew the print would be as small as the tip of a pen. If it would help me, I would read it, but the thought of flipping through it cover to cover pricked my fingertips with urgency. I didn’t have time to wade through a bunch of useless information to get to the important parts.

“Sorceresses aren’t as finicky as Trammelers about paper,” Ms. Hansen said. “That’s only volume one.”

I dropped my head into my hands with a groan. “Please don’t tell me how many volumes there are.”

“I won’t, and there aren’t any Cliff’s Notes, either. Sorry.” Ms. Hansen circled the table and sat next to Jo, her cheeks swelled out like balloons, as if there was something in her head she didn’t want to release with her next breath. Finally, she relaxed her face. “I rinsed the mud from your hair last night, Leigh.”

“Yeah?”

“And...I still couldn’t read anything from it.” Ms. Hansen stared at her hands and shook her head. “It tastes almost like...”

Jo leaned forward with lifted eyebrows. “Almost like what?”

Ms. Hansen glanced at me then back at her hands. “I could cut off a new strand and try that.”

“Almost like what?” I tried to burn a hole through her with my gaze. It couldn’t be that bad. Could it?

Ms. Hansen grimaced while she swallowed thickly. “I don’t know what it means, Leigh. But your hair... It tastes like you have no future. Like you’re...dead.”
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Chapter 4
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Dead girl walking. Actually, dead girl sitting because I was too tired to walk. I sat on the walkway outside the motel room with my legs poking between the bars and dangling over the edge.

Ms. Hansen’s words made no sense. I wasn’t dead. My heart pulsed under my hand, just like it had the whole afternoon since she’d told me I tasted dead. I’d pulled out a few more strands of hair for her to try again. She’d stuck them in her mouth and shook her head with an apologetic look.

I was just like Sarah, only I didn’t look like her. No sagging black mouth. No whispering. No stink like a rotten cow inside a car trunk on a hot summer day, though I did kind of smell like sweaty armpits.

So what did this mean? How could I be dead? Yeah, I’d been buried alive, but I didn’t die. I wouldn’t be sitting here if I had.

I groaned into the thin metal bar in front of my face and leaned my head against it. Stupid me for thinking everything would go back to normal after last night. Nothing would be normal again, especially since I had secret superpowers I knew zilch about. Tram could train me, sure, but even though I knew it wasn’t possible, I wished Mom could share this with me. I needed her, now more than ever.

My throat tightened just thinking about her. I gripped the bars and choked on a hard swallow.

It was Mom who’d been leaving me notes by her headstone. She’d warned me not to go to Whaty-Whats, Gretchen’s cult headquarters. I’d gone anyway, of course, since rain had smudged the note and made it unreadable.

I wanted to visit her grave again to see if she’d left me another message, but at the same time, I didn’t. I wasn’t sure if I could visit the graveyard ever again after what had happened. But I did need to ask her if she was a ghost or something, and why she wasn’t acting like a dead person, either. But mostly just to talk to her. And to read her notes. Now that I knew they were from her, I would listen. Maybe she could help me train by way of notes and our ESP link we shared. Death couldn’t cut that tie with the sharpest scissors in the world.

Score one point for being dead, though. Dad had said I was grounded for the rest of my life, after all. One problem solved, a thousand more to go.

The Sorceress’s Trinity tome rested open in my lap, but there wasn’t a table of contents page with a chapter titled ‘So You’re A Sorceress–Now What?’ None of it made much sense anyway. It was mostly about how great and strong Sorceressi were. And the title? Did Sorceressi really think the Trinity belonged to them?

If the first page I flipped to was any indication of their massive egos, yes they did.

The Counselor of Death could not capture the strikingly beautiful Sorceress Adeline. On and on she ran until she sensed a great power, almost as magnificent as her own power and almost as strong as her oak tree. She stopped at the gateway between life and death, known to most beings as a graveyard, where a handsome, fair-haired man stood in the center of the oak, the ash, and the hawthorn.

“Trammeler,” Adeline said. “Can you help me escape The Counselor?”

Blushing at her immense beauty, the man replied, “See where you stand? You are in the center of the Trinity trees. The power of three is found between these three trees, and each of them represents life, death, and life again.”

“The power of three,” Adeline breathed, unable to look away from the man who knew the trees. “Do you mean life, death, and resurrection?”

“That is what I mean,” the man said with a smile. He was so struck with her splendor that he wanted nothing more than to help her.

Adeline’s clear blue eyes grew wide. “Resurrection will rid me of death...forever.”

“As well as give you great power, but only if you have the essence of the ash tree, as well as your oak, inside your blood when you die. Then and only then will hawthorn blood flow through you with death.” 

“Then immortality,” Adeline said.

The man nodded with his heart in his mouth. Never before had he seen someone quite so exquisite as she. “The power will be so great, that the Trinity trees will weep their own immortality from their limbs in blood.”

A great storm came upon them then. Lightning bolted into the hawthorn tree and split it wide. The thorns scurried across its broken limbs and down its trunk like thin, spidery legs to form a man.

“Oh, but that just won’t do,” the Counselor of Death said. 

He did not care for Adeline giving this man stolen glances from behind her lustrous auburn waves. All he wanted was to make her his, but he would need to ring a thousand bells for her to look on him as she did this Trammeler. 

“That kind of power will crush the door of the Core prison,” the Counselor of Death continued. “Perhaps we could reach an arrangement.”

A car pulled up under my left boot, but it wasn’t Mrs. Gonzalez delivering Darby. Rusty holes gaped open along the bottom of the doors, spotting the already faded blue paintjob. The driver’s door cracked open, and only a pale hand crept out to grasp the top of the car. Bone thin fingers arched up like claws.

I twisted the bottom hem of my shirt and clenched it into a fist. Images from last night flashed in my mind. Hands punching through graves, reaching up to clamber out. Mom’s hands. My hands. I’d done well throughout the day to keep the memories hidden. Until now. A drop of sweat raced to my nose where Darby’s sunglasses caught it.

The car door creaked open, and a scrawny woman with frizzy hair and a cigarette jutting from her mouth climbed out. Deep wrinkles creased her face. She shot me a vicious look with gray eyes, probably a warning to stay away from her beloved broomstick. Or car. Same thing. She disappeared inside a room on the lower floor.

I stood and leaned over the railing as far as I could. Maybe being out here in the open wasn’t such a good idea, but I needed to know the instant Mrs. Gonzalez pulled up so I would know Darby was safe. Besides, the sunlight wasn’t so bad since it was dipping behind the motel.

Seconds later, Mrs. Gonzalez pulled in next to the broomstick with Maria and Darby in the backseat. Darby dragged herself and her stuffed mermaid backpack out of the car and waved goodbye.

Relief swept through me. I tried to wave, but my fingers had poked holes in my shirt and tangled there. 

“Did you put the whole library in your backpack?” I called down.

Darby squinted up at me. What little afternoon sunlight was left glinted off her glasses. “Mrs. Bonham says smart fourth graders learn long division while they’re in third grade.” She adjusted her straps over her thin shoulders with a grimace. “I think Mrs. Bonham should be arrested.”

I bit back a laugh and jerked my head for her to come up. “Let’s go to the snack machine so you can smear Cheetos all over your homework.”

She grinned. “That’s a great idea.” Her blonde ponytail bobbed as she lugged herself up the stairs with her backpack swinging from side to side. 

She seemed like regular Darby. No hidden terrors lingered behind her blue eyes. Maybe she’d forgotten all about what had spooked her last night. Lucky girl.

When we had enough bags of Cheetos to turn our intestines orange, we spread our homework across the round table in the motel room. I took off the sunglasses, thankful to be in the near dark, and gave them back to Darby.

“Why do you have these if you have glasses?” I asked.

“I put them over my glasses.” She unfolded them and stuck them on her nose. “Like this.”

I snorted. “How very geeky of you.”

She shrugged and kept the sunglasses on while she worked. When she smeared salty, sticky crumbs over the paper between long division problems, she went into giggling hysterics. Fake cheese stunk up the room.

I kept quiet about the night before even though her dangling over the balcony and our matching bloody noses had stitched itself into my memory forever. It wasn’t that those things were weird individually, but combined with the night I’d had, major unease pricked needles over my scalp.

“Hey, what were you really doing last night on the balcony? You can tell me,” I said.

She stuck her eraser into one of the holes on her notebook paper. “I heard tapping was all. I think it was just a bird.”

That didn’t explain how she’d ended up folded over the balcony railing, but I didn’t push it since she was only on number fifteen out of thirty problems. She would tell me when she was ready, and if she wasn’t bothered by it, then why should I be? But of course I was.

Her pencil scratched the paper, the soft continuous sound pulling my eyes closed. But a loud crunch right next to my ear jerked me awake.

Darby pointed a half-eaten Cheeto at me. “You were snoring.”

“I was not. I was only out for a...” I blinked, wondering if I was still asleep.

Darby was scratching her wrist. A red dot bumped her skin.

I gasped and snatched her arm. Chills coursed across my back. “What bit you?”

“I don’t know.” Darby yanked her arm back, but I didn’t let go. “Maybe a spider. Our house was infested with them before our yard turned black, remember?”

“How long has it been there?” I demanded.

“I don’t know, Leigh.” She pulled her arm again, and this time I let her go.

The Cheetos tossed in my stomach. She was bit in the exact same spot I’d been. It couldn’t be a coincidence. But when had it happened? Before One and Two had been captured? Or after?

The air grew heavy in the room. I struggled to breathe. “We have to go.”

Darby stared at me and frowned. “Go where?”

Crap. We couldn’t go anywhere. Tram couldn’t feel me anyway.

“Dad said this morning you weren’t supposed to leave the room when you got here,” Darby said. “You’re grounded, remember?”

“Shut up,” I snapped. The hurt look on her face made me instantly regret it. “Sorry, Darby. Just be quiet for a sec.” I pulled my cell from my backpack and texted Jo.

911: Tell Tram Darby got bit.

“Why are you freaking out?” Darby asked, then her mouth dropped open in a gasp. “Does this have to do with dark magic like you were talking about last night?” Her voice came out in a horrified whisper.

I pressed my lips together. She was referring to our conversation we’d had about how dark magic had brought Sarah back and killed our yard. I shook my phone, willing Jo to hurry.

Running away from mayors secretary now, she texted back.

I took Darby’s arm and rubbed my thumb over the bite. It looked red and swollen, and in the middle, two tiny holes punctured the skin. A spider. It had to be.

“Come on, Jo,” I muttered through clenched teeth.

“Please, Leigh. Tell me what’s wrong.” Darby yanked her arm out of my grip so hard her glasses slanted across her nose. “You’re scaring me.”

“No—” I started.

My phone rang.

Dad burst through the door. “Guess what, girls?” he asked with a smile. “We get to go home.”

We just stood there, staring at him, while my phone rang again.

“Home?” Darby asked in a small voice. She looked so hopeful, as if she’d missed it as much as me.

Dad loosened his tie and snaked it out of his shirt collar. “I just met the entire Kansas Department of Agriculture in our front yard. They’re taking grass and soil samples and are just as perplexed as me as to how it healed itself. But they said we can go home.” He glanced down at my ringing phone. “Are you going to get that?”

“I just...” I pointed to the bathroom. “Girl stuff. Give me a minute.” With the door shut behind me, I tapped the talk button. “What did he say?”

“He said all is well,” Tram’s voice teased my ear. I could hear his smile over the phone, and I briefly wondered if he’d ever used one before. He sure didn’t have one. “One and Two are still below my roots. Ms. Hansen has Herman’s spider killer aimed at them as we speak in case they decide to make a run for it on more than two legs. Ica is still in your tree.”

“But you said other Sorceressi are coming. One of them could be a spider.”

“That’s true,” he said, and his voice lost all traces of a smile. “The bite could be someone’s way of making sure she can’t ask for my help. With spider venom inside her, I won’t be able to—”

“Feel her, I know.” I examined my own arms and legs once again just to be sure that wasn’t the reason he couldn’t feel me. The only things that bumped my skin were bruises, cuts, and welts.

“Leigh.” Dad knocked on the bathroom door. “Get your stuff together and let’s go home.”

“I’ll keep an eye on her. I have to go. ‘Bye.” I ended the call, stepped out, and gave a half-smile. “Let’s go home.”
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Chapter 5
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We stood on the edge of the driveway of the house, all of us surveying our yard. Lush green grass stretched across the lawn, and a light wind played with the leaves on the tree. The dipping sun tinged the sky purple and cast Mom’s lilacs in a delicate glow. I’d seen it all the night before, but daylight magnified its beauty times a thousand. I couldn’t keep the smile from my face. Whoever had healed the yard from its nightmare status deserved a medal.

“Your mom...” Dad said with a grimace and swallowed thickly. Tears traced his cheek and dripped into his blond stubble.

I took his hand and squeezed. “She would’ve loved this.”

Darby knelt and weaved her fingers through the tufts of grass. “We’ll keep it like this. We’ll take care of it for her. And we can take a picture of it and give it to her in heaven.” She looked up, blue eyes bright and shiny behind her glasses. “Okay?”

Dad took a long breath, probably thinking the same thing I was. None of us had Mom’s tender touch or green thumb. 

“Pizza delivery sound good?” he asked.

Darby spouted off all her desired toppings and skipped inside the garage. I supposed that was a yes. 

The house smelled musty, as though it hadn’t been lived in for a while. I hadn’t noticed it last night because I was still shocked to be alive. The bleached scent of Mom’s meticulous cleaning and her flowery perfume had faded days before, and it would never really smell like home again. I sighed at the heavy weight pinching my heart. Would her absence ever get any easier to handle? 

While Dad speed-dialed Pizza Shack and Darby settled herself on the couch, I dragged myself to my room and leaned against the doorway to examine the chaos pit of doom. Piles of clothes and books hid the carpet. All over my walls, punk girl bands scowled behind their piercings and spiked hair. In the corner, the neck of Mom’s blue Gibson guitar jutted out from under the dress I’d worn at her funeral. Why had I covered the guitar up? To bury her memory? To somehow make her loss hurt less? I should’ve known that would be impossible.

I kicked a path through the clutter and threw the dress over my shoulder. No more burying things. Including me. Time to deal with life even if I was dead. Based on how bad my clothes smelled, I either put them on hangers or put them back on the floor in the maybe pile. Clean’s overrated, anyway.

A flash of silver on my dresser caught the sun’s last rays. Callum’s ring. The one with lilacs all over it that he’d bought at Whaty-Whats and given to me the day after Mom’s funeral. I slipped the ring on my finger. It felt warm, just like Callum had when I’d hugged him to say thank you. Warm and comfortable and...

I shook my head. Why was I thinking about Callum of all people when I should be focused on Darby? My thoughts lay scattered around my head in random piles. If only I could clean my brain the way I could pick up my room if I felt like it.

A Before Merlin’s Beard movie blasted from the television in the living room. It ricocheted off the walls and hammered into my skull.

“Darby,” I yelled as I stalked down the hallway with fists posted on my hips. “Turn that down.”

“Huh?” She lay sprawled on the couch, peering over the pages of the same book at the television while Morgan le Fay screamed revenge at Merlin. “They got that part so wrong.” She rubbed at her spider bite while pointing at the screen. “Remember, Leigh?”

“Stop scratching.” I lunged for the remote next to her, hit the power button, and threw it at her. The heavy plastic bounced off the back cushions and smacked her in the shoulder. “And stop messing around. You’re going to ruin your ears.”

She turned a deadly glare toward me. With a slam of her book, she marched past. “I hate your face.” Her bedroom door banged shut behind her.

That hurt, though I supposed I deserved it. Did I have to throw the remote at her? No, and I wasn’t really sure why I did.

“Darby, quit slamming your door,” Dad warned, coming out of the bathroom. He pointed at Darby’s bedroom in front of him. “What just happened? I heard yelling.”

“Apparently she hates my face,” I said.

With a small smile, he came closer and pressed a kiss to my forehead. “Even if she hates your face, I think you’re a keeper. And your face is pretty perfect, I think.” The corners of his eyes crinkled as he swept some of the hair from my forehead. “Almost the mirror image of your mom.”

“Do I remind you of her?”

“In every way.”

Questions about Mom rushed to my mouth so fast, my head spun. Did he know anything about what she really was? Did he know that she discovered Gretchen’s cult’s location just before she died? 

But the one question that seemed more important than any of that zipped past the others and fell out first. “Does it hurt that I remind you of her?”

“I love you too much to be hurt by that.”

The doorbell rang, and I smiled at Dad’s back as he went to answer it.

Darby burst out of her room and strode past, chin held high, ignoring everything in my general direction, to press her nose to the cracks in the cardboard box Dad carried into the kitchen. The smell of fresh dough and melted cheese rumbled my stomach, but not in a good way. Once we set the table, Dad and Darby dove in.

“Aren’t you going to eat?” Dad asked through a mouthful.

I poked at a mushroom with my fork and bit into half of it.

“Careful or you might actually swallow,” Dad said and frowned. “I thought you were hungry.”

I gave a weak smile and gulped down a can of cherry-flavored carbonated dinner, the only kind of dinner that would help keep me awake for tonight’s training. 

Deep blues and pinks outside the window marked night’s fast approach. I would have to leave Dad and Darby alone tonight, which made me uncomfortable, but it couldn’t be helped. If I had to choose, I would rather have Darby like me again, or at least acknowledge my existence, before I had to go. 

“Hey, maybe we could take pictures of the yard after dinner. For Mom,” I said. 

Darby stopped turning her glass of ice water in circles and glared down at her placemat. “Are you going to throw the camera at me?”

Dad reached for another slice. “Why would you ask that, Darby?”

“I swear on my life I won’t throw anything at you,” I said.

“Are you throwing things at your sister again?” Dad asked, his forehead creased.

“The remote slipped out of my hand,” I said. “Promise.”

A faint smile twitched over Darby’s mouth. “Would you swear on a new Bobby Fever bookmark?”

In that moment, I knew I’d failed as a big sister. Bobby Fever wailed crap into a microphone and made it sound like musical ecstasy to preteen girls. Color me unimpressed. 

I slapped a hand over my eyes. “You’re killing me, woman.”

Her laughter tickled the air. We were good again. Bobby Fever was useful for something, at least.

Darby took her plate and glass to the sink then raced to the front door. “Last one outside has to kiss Bobby Fever.”

I took one last swig of dinner and stood. “You heard her, Dad.”

“You go ahead,” he said, wadding up his napkin. “I’ll clean up.” His gaze slid halfway across the table before he must’ve caught himself.

“But...” I didn’t want him in here alone with Mom’s empty chair. Somehow, the thought of him alone was worse than any other thought ever. “But then you’ll be the last one out. Come with us. Please? Then we’ll help you clean up.”

He closed the pizza box with great care. “I’ll put the pizza away and then I’ll be out.”

“Okay.” If he moved that slow, he wouldn’t make it before it got too dark to see. I bent to kiss the silver that peppered his blond sideburn. “Love you.”

“Love you, too. And no throwing the camera at your sister,” he said.

But Darby had changed her mind. She stood just inside the screen door, her face the color of the carpet, her gaze locked on Mom’s lilacs. “I...oh...I can’t.” She turned to me, clutching her stomach, her eyes filled with sadness and something else. Guilt maybe? “Let’s go read instead.”

My heart splintered. Maybe our yard coming back to life reminded her that Mom couldn’t, no matter how much she once wanted her to. Flowers that came back from the dead didn’t look as terrifying as people. It wasn’t fair that they could come back so normal-looking. I followed her into her room for some much needed Before Merlin’s Beard therapy.

Dad joined us later and we were one big, miserable, little family as we listened to Darby pretend to be Megan, I mean Morgan le Fay.

At bedtime, I tucked Darby in like a burrito. Another push of the sheets around her feet would probably cut off circulation.

“I can’t even breathe,” Darby whined.

“Breathing’s overrated.” Biggest lie ever, but I didn’t want her getting up for any reason while I was gone.

She made a rasping sound so I would have to give in.

“Okay, I’ll loosen the sheets a little,” I said and pulled along the length of the burrito to loosen the blankets a fraction. “Better?”

“Mm-hm. Glasses.”

I took the glasses from her face since her arms were bundled at her sides and set them folded on her nightstand.

“Kiss.”

I planted a kiss on the tip of her nose. “Anything else, madam?”

She giggled. “Bobby Fever bookmark.”

“I’ll have to sweet talk Dad for some money because I don’t have any.”

“I want the one with the rainbow behind Bobby. Okay?”

“I’m going to get you the one that says ‘Bobby Fever hates puppies.’ Where did this sudden fascination come from?”

“Maria.” She pressed a grin to the spine of the fat book nestled by her cheek. “Her mom’s going to take her to a Bobby Fever concert because her dog died.”

“Hmm, well, you’re banned from ever seeing Maria again.” I did a terrible job of hiding the smile on my face, but I couldn’t help it. “Good night, Darby. I’ll send in Dad.”

I found him in the hallway, staring up at the ceiling. 

“Did you hear something?” he asked.

“No,” I said and stared up at it, too, listening. “Did you?”

“I’m not sure.” He ran a hand across his stubble and shook his head. Frown lines etched so deeply into his face, I wondered when he’d last smiled for more than a second. “This house is going to push me over the edge. First the spiders, then the yard, now...something in the attic?”

“I’m sure it’s nothing.” The disbelieving note in my voice didn’t match what I’d just said, though.

“Hey, what are you doing?” Dad grasped my arms.

My hands had twisted themselves into the bottom hem of my shirt, scratching more holes through the fabric.

“Are you okay?” he asked, his eyebrows squishing together.

Sleep deprivation and the horrors I’d seen had poked some seriously large holes in my brain, let alone my shirt. No, I wasn’t okay. 

“I’m fine. Just tired. Good night, Dad.”

“Night.” 

His watchful gaze followed me into my room until I softly closed the door on him. I left the light off to give the illusion that I was headed straight to sleep. Instead, I sat below my window, propped The Sorceress’s Trinity on my knees, and started reading with just the glow of moonlight through the blinds.

“What kind of arrangement do you mean?” Adeline asked.

“One that will benefit the three of us—Sorceresses, Trammelers, and myself. When I am chasing after the dark ones,” the Counselor of Death said, his eyes gleaming at Adeline, “there is no one to rule the Core.”

“I’m not a dark Sorceress. You can’t prove I’ve done any black magic,” Adeline said. In truth, it is said that she could wither humans from the inside out, hurl tornadoes from her fingertips, and dissolve her body into a flock of flesh-eating vultures. 

But the Counselor of Death did not care. He just wanted her all for himself, to be his Queen of the Core. “I will prove your darkness by trial, though I will not pursue you any longer.”

Adeline was stunned. “You won’t?”

“No. Do you accept?”

“Yes,” Adeline said vehemently.

“Good.” The Counselor of Death pointed at the Trammeler. “You will pursue her, you and every other Trammeler will hunt all the dark ones like her while I rule over the Core. Trammelers may use the powerful gifts of all the Trinity trees, not just your ash tree, at your will if you agree to this arrangement.”

“But that isn’t what I just agreed to!” Adeline shouted.

“Too late,” the Counselor of Death said with an evil smile.

Adeline’s face grew red with anger. “It’s not fair. You changed the terms of our agreement.”

“All of the Trinity trees?” the Trammeler asked in an awed voice.

Already The Counselor of Death could see that the offer of all that power tempted him as he knew it would. Suddenly the Trammeler’s eyes shined with a desire that had nothing to do with Adeline.

“All of them. But you must act like a warrior and you must never enjoy yourself around the company of any Sorceress you are seeking.” The Counselor of Death crept closer to the Trammeler until they were a breath apart. “For I will know with the ringing of a warning bell.”

“I accept,” the Trammeler said and advanced on Adeline.

She fled. But even as the Trammeler pursued her, he fell in love with the great beauty. From deep inside the Core, the Counselor of Death knew of the forbidden affair every time the warning bells rang. He sent some of his children from his last Queen on their spidery, thorny legs after Adeline to bite and shield her from the Trammeler’s affectionate pursuits, and then bring her to him.

Adeline, however, had no intention of becoming Queen of the Core, for she wanted a happy, normal life with her Trammeler. He told her she could escape the Counselor through death and resurrection, but she did not have any Trammeler essence inside her blood. Desperate to hide from those chasing her, she forged a magical token to keep her Sorceress powers silent until she needed it again.

Well, good for Adeline. The only tokens I had were battle wounds and a deep-seeded aversion to not being able to breathe.

At the sound of rushing water across the hall, I pulled the blinds open and creaked open the window enough for me to climb out. Two more hours until training time.

She bled out her true Sorceress essence onto the token. “It should say something,” Adeline said, “for me to chant while I hold it and then my powers will return to me.” After a pause, she said, “You set free my strongest gift.”

Wait a minute. I’d heard that before. You set free my strongest gift. With...with... I blinked at my guitar in the corner of the room then lunged for its neck and my pick. Fingers settled over the right strings, I dragged the pick down in a quiet and horribly out of tune chord. But I kept playing, softly, so Dad wouldn’t hear.

You set free my strongest gift. With each passing day, I’ll never forget. And neither can you, forever and ever. Always face the world, laugh at it fearlessly, and know you’ll always be my girrrl.

The final note faded away, and I could almost hear Mom saying, “One more time for the guy in the white t-shirt because he likes it and he’s kind of cute.” Dad would wink and they’d share a look that weirded me out, but then we’d sing it again. 

Those weren’t just some goofy lyrics we’d written together; Mom was trying to tell me something. Just as she’d been trying to tell me things at her grave on little white cards. So did that mean I had something to hold my Sorceress powers for me so I could be normal, just like Adeline? If so, what was it? Because if I didn’t have my Sorceress powers, I sure needed them pronto.

Okay, Mom. I sure hope you’re psychically plugged in to me everywhere and not just the graveyard. Whatever you have to tell me, I’m ready to listen. But...I guess that means I’ll have to come to you, or else this will be a one-sided conversation, huh?

Dread gathered at the nape of my neck and threaded downward, taking beads of sweat with it. I didn’t have a choice, though. If I wanted to uncover the truth about myself, I would have to put my big girl underwear on and do it. In the daytime, of course. Never at night.

Still, the thought shredded my fingers through the rest of my shirt. Everything underneath the empty eye sockets of the skull and crossbones lay in tatters. It must be the death symbol that my subconscious had issues with.

I shook my head at the state of my brain and rested the guitar in my lap. One more hour until training time.

My eyes burned, probably from night reading or sheer exhaustion or both. If I closed my eyes just for a second, it might help ease some of the itchy, wriggly feeling behind them.

I snapped my head up. Something had woken me. A glance at the clock showed that more than just a second had passed. 

Something rustled above my head, and I jerked to the side to see. A black bird perched on the windowsill, strutting and jerking so that its beak tapped against the side of the window ledge. Tap-tap-tap. Tap-tap-tap. Its broken head dangled side to side like it was some morbid kind of clock marking time.

“Go away,” I whispered and reached for an ash tree key tucked into my waistband.

Instead of listening to me, it swooped into my room and carried a reeking stink with it. Its wing beats fluttered the posters on my wall and the pile of homework on my desk as it swept around the room. I stood to chase it out but ducked when it whooshed over my head. If it knocked anything over, Dad might hear, and I couldn’t have him waking up so close to the time when I needed to go. Stupid bird. And stupid me for leaving the window open, but how else was I going to quietly escape?

Its wings stroked against the wall I shared with Darby’s room until it hurled itself kamikaze-like onto the floor a few feet away. Moonlight fired a reddish-orange in its eyes. Its mouth sagged open, waiting for a worm I would never feed it. It lurched toward me on sharp-clawed toes.

I shrank against the wall. Its neck, the smell, the sagging mouth—this bird was obviously dead. But what did it want with me?

It seemed oblivious of the key in my hand, probably because I wasn’t bleeding to make it do anything. 

I pointed it at the bird anyway. “Go. Away.”

Its stick feet jerked the rest of it closer. I swept my gaze around for anything to stab myself with. For once in my life, I wasn’t bleeding, but I really needed to be. The bird came closer still. I slid up the wall to grip the windowsill behind me, never taking my eyes off the bird, and kicked out at the feathery undead. 

Then it dived at my face.

With a yelp, I pitched myself up and out the open window. I slammed against the ground outside, sucking in air and blinking back the pain that shot up my back. 

The bird flitted to my chest and stared at me with its rocking head. It skipped up my neck to my chin in a hurry like it was going to crawl down my throat. I bucked my body to fling it off, but it kept diving at me. The two needle sharp tips of its open beak pecked holes into my skin, but somewhere between my bedroom and the yard, I’d lost my ash tree key to use the streaming blood.

I flailed and kicked my arms and legs. A growl filled my mouth at how much I wanted to kill this bird. Especially when it tangled its talons in my hair and flew off, dragging me into the street and into the white glow of headlights just seconds away.
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Chapter 6
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Tires screeched. One rolled right at my head but skidded to a stop a breath away. All I could do was stare at it with my heart beating an earthquake into the concrete. 

“Leigh!” A car door slammed. “What are you doing in the middle of the road? I almost hit you.”

“Oh,” I said, but it came out sounding shocked, as though I was surprised to be alive and talking to someone. I lifted a hand to my head and winced. The bird had flown off and had taken chunks of my hair with it. That zombie bird was going to die again repeatedly.

“Are you okay?”

“Callum?” I pushed myself up to shield my eyes from the headlights’ glare.

The voice sounded much too warm and deep to be anyone else. Cool air slid over my skin, adding a bitter sting to all my new holes and reviving me as much as a dead person could be. The darkened houses along the street allowed a clearer view of the stars. If I didn’t know any better, I would say Krapper seemed peaceful, void of any attack from undead birds.

“Did you see a bird?” I asked.

“Just now? No. Should you be standing? What were you doing in the road? I didn’t hit you, did I?”

He shifted so he blocked some of the brightness and could really look at me. Night shadowed the bags under his eyes and darkened the scruff of hair across his chin. I’d never seen him with facial hair before. 

“You’re bleeding,” he said.

I looked down at my hands, and sure enough, my precious ruby blood sparkled in the harsh light. “So, what’s new? I just got almost murdered by a stupid dead bird.”

“What? Your life is so fucking weird.”

“Tell me about it.”

“You’re freezing.” He rested a hand on my shoulder, and even now, after getting attacked and nearly ran over, it sped an electrical pulse through my blood, both inside my body and out. “You can tell me everything while you get warmed up in my car.”

I shook my head while the heat of his touch reminded me just how freezing I was. “I have to go train.”

“Well, just until you get thawed out then.” He opened the passenger car door and shoveled the trash into the backseat instead of the road. Jo had taught him well. While he cleaned, I swept across the yard to my window and slid it nearly closed inch after inch so it wouldn’t squeak.

While his familiar cinnamon scent drifted from the seats and tingled warmth over my tongue, I explained everything. Silence followed because what was there to say? I glanced at the scruff along his chin. He must be going for the whole men-who-go-to-college-must-wear-beards look, but his wrinkled clothes made me think he hadn’t seen the inside of a shower in a while. 

“So...” I started. “Have you seen anyone dead lurking around lately? Besides Sarah?”

“I thought we took care of everyone dead.” He crossed his arms over his chest, probably holding himself together so he wouldn’t explode with the memory of ‘taking care of everyone dead.’

I sighed and fiddled with the scraps of fabric on my shirt. “I thought so, too.”

“He’s training you tonight, isn’t he?” he asked and stared straight ahead, the muscle in his jaw twitching.

Great. This was where we headed now? The idea of curling my fingers around his throat itched at my fingertips because I was in no mood for his Tram-bashing. 

“I have to know what I am, Callum. Who else is going to train me? You?” 

“Right. Well, don’t forget about us lowly humans when your superpowers make your head swell up, or when people start making lunchboxes and bed sheets out of Captain Tree Boy and his sidekick Dead Girl.” Sarcasm coated his voice and dripped down his furry chin.

His words jolted through me. There were so many things wrong with what he’d just said, I didn’t know where to start screaming. 

Instead, I tried to slice him into ribbons with my glare. “Did Jo tell you that or is that another rumor spreading around school about me? I’m not dead. I still feel.” My voice came out like a warning, but shook way more than it should have. “And I would never forget about—”

“Wait.” He grabbed for my hand, his dark eyes pleading, but I shook him off. “Listen to me. I’m sorry, okay? I haven’t slept because every time I close my eyes...” He pushed his lips together into a thin line, sealing his nightmares from me. But I could see all of them in the constant tremble of his right hand.

I sat back in my seat, staring at it, while he tried to hide it with his arms crossed over his chest again. He remembered everything. Whether he was awake or asleep, he couldn’t bury any of it.

My hands flew to my shirt and began shredding it even more to help thicken the brain fog because I didn’t want to remember it either. Lucky for me, I didn’t have too many nightmares. It was probably because I hid underneath my bed so they wouldn’t find me.

“I’m sorry, Callum,” I muttered.

“I don’t know why you’re sorry. I’m the one being an asshog. I’m the one who nearly squashed you. I’m the one who should be sorry,” he said and sighed. “And I am.”

“Okay.”

“Are you going to turn me into a tree now?”

“I haven’t decided yet.” 

I faked fascination with the buttons by the door’s handle. He did seem tired, almost to the point of lifeless. I shuddered. I wasn’t the only one who’d left a chunk of my old self at the graveyard last night. The things he saw, the things he did—it would change a person, the way it had changed me. I wanted to talk to him about it, to help him deal with it, but I didn’t want to hear any of it, if that made any sense.

His eyebrows pinched together as he watched me tear holes in my shirt. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

At first I thought he meant help me rip my shirt off, but the concern in his face made it clear. 

I looked past him at Darby’s window. “Really?”

“It’s the least I can do, and I’m not going to sleep anyway.” 

I glanced at him, and his steady, warm gaze gave my stomach a little flip. “You’ve done plenty already.”

“Well,” he said, his lips quirking into a little smile, “being a tree wouldn’t be a good look for me, so if there’s a chance I can get out of that...”

I twisted my mouth to keep from grinning. How could a few simple words and a smile affect me so much? The boy had more superpowers than he knew. 

“Would you watch the house? I mean like a creepy stalker would watch the house? With your face pressed against Darby’s window? And I give you permission to check on Dad, too.”

“Umm, I guess so. What do I do if something happens? Call you?”

Good question. I briefly considered not going to train so I could stay here. But there were things I could do that I knew zilch about, and I couldn’t pretend those powers didn’t exist with Gretchen’s cult in town. I had to help Tram. I had to offer my gifts, only this time not to the dead. I had to offer my gifts to keep myself and everyone around me alive.

A solution to my problem poked blond curls out of a hole in my neighbor’s yard. A green sweatshirt and brown pants followed. He’d probably come to get me since I was late. I got out of the car and rounded the hood, making a twirling motion with my finger. Callum eventually got the message and rolled down his window.

“Shake his hand,” I said and nodded back to Tram. “If something happens, touch a tree. It’s faster than a cell phone.”

Callum’s hand clenched into a fist next to his side mirror before he dropped it in his lap. “I can think of a hundred other things I’d like to do.”

“You’re the one who wanted to help.”

“And if I don’t shake Tree Boy’s hand?”

“Then your baseball buddies will be able to make bats out of you,” I said, shrugging. “It’s a win-win.”

“I thought my nickname was Scary Boy, not Tree Boy.”

I jumped and whirled around. Blond curls captured the light of a nearby street light. Shadows darkened an intense green gaze. How did he get across the street so fast?

“Tram,” I breathed, tapping my chest to coax my heart into its regular rhythm. “Callum volunteered his eyes to watch my house while we train.”

“Yeah, it’s just my eyes that are good for anything,” Callum said through gritted teeth.

Tram flicked his gaze between us then settled on Callum. “It’s good to see you again, Callum.”

“Wish I could say the same.” Callum curled his fingers around the steering wheel and squeezed.

I glared at him. “You said you’d help.”

“Fine. I’ll help,” he said and shoved a hand out the window without looking at Tram.

Tram took it, and their mutual wariness thickened the air between them.

“An hour, and then I’ll be back. Let’s go, Tram.” I let him guide me away from Callum’s car in the direction he’d come while Callum’s glare nicked sharp knives into my back.

“Did something happen?” Tram asked.

“Just a dead bird who wants me deader than I already am.”

He stopped at the edge of my lawn. “What do you mean? You’re not dead.”

“Ms. Hansen says I taste that way. She didn’t tell you?”

“No, but...you’re alive.” His fingers found the pulse on my wrist, which started racing like mad at the brush of his skin on mine.

“Yeah, for now, but a crazy zombie bird just tried to kill me so who knows how long that will last. Can birds be members of Gretchen’s cult?”

“I suppose so, but if it was dead...only the skilled and very dark can resurrect the dead.”

“Great. I’m getting really sick of skilled and very dark things.” With a deep sigh, I tugged at his arm toward the hole in the neighbor’s yard.

“But are you okay?”

“Fine.” I shrugged, trying to make it appear like I didn’t care. How many times had I been asked that question in the last forty-eight hours? A trillion and five. I should make a recording of me saying ‘Fine’ so I didn’t have to anymore. “Are we going to the park?”

“I thought we’d go there second.”

“And first?”

“What Gifts She Carried.”

What Gifts She Carried, also known as Whaty Whats. It used to be my favorite store before the granny twins who worked there decided they’d rather be a giant spider and Gretchen fans than sell used clothes. The last time I was there, One, Two, Ica, and the spider twins had wrecked the place in an all-out battle. I wanted to go back there about as much as I wanted to go to the graveyard. Goosebumps rushed over my skin. I swallowed hard to keep my stretched nerves from strangling my voice. 

“Why?” I asked.

“Because there’s something there I want you to see.”

I nodded. And to get there, we’d have to travel underground. Buried. I gazed down at my hands, so pale and skeletal in the moonlight. I’d clawed my way out of the grave. The mud forever wedged under my fingernails would always remind me of that. But I wouldn’t be buried alive this time. Tram’s tunnels had air I could gulp down, and Tram would be with me. I could do this.

Right. As soon as Tram hovered a foot over the hole, I freaked. Great, rolling shudders tossed through my stomach and spun through my head. I pressed myself into Tram, gasping into his sweatshirt.

“Leigh,” Tram said softly, brushing his thumb over my cheeks. “We’re not inside yet. You say the word, and we won’t do this.”

My heart pinched at the understanding in his words. He knew exactly why I hesitated, and yet he wasn’t judging me. He understood me, more than I understood myself.

“Nothing will happen to you.” Tram skimmed a comforting hand down my back, and it did help. Some, anyway.

There wasn’t time to be scared since Gretchen’s cult roamed Krapper and dead things kept coming back. Either I helped fight them or I rolled over and played dead, and I was through playing even if I was dead. Geez, life was getting confusing. 

I took a deep, shaky breath and locked eyes with him. “I’m ready.”

Tram scrubbed his hands up and down my arms, stopping the goose bumps that still rolled over my skin. “You’re sure?”

“Yeah.” Kind of.

A root snaked around my middle and held my body flush with Tram’s. He wove his fingers through my hair to the back of my head. 

“I have you,” he said.

I brought my mouth close to his, almost within kissing distance. “Good.”

A car door slammed, and the obvious fury in the noise drove me back some.

I sawed my teeth over my bottom lip to keep from wincing. “Let’s go.”

Our gentle progress downward didn’t jar me a bit. The root around my waist melted away and slithered into nothingness. The dark was so complete, it pressed in on my senses, heightening the ones that still worked. Cold seeped through the earth and numbed my fingers and the tip of my nose. Every pull of air tasted rich but clean. Air, the best thing ever below ground.

Tram swept me up into his arms as his roots creaked and popped a tunnel in front of us. He followed the sounds in a hurry. Dirt bit into my cheeks, so I buried my face into Tram’s neck to inhale his spring-covered scent rather than the heavy smell of earth above our heads. My muffled groan vibrated my lips against Tram’s skin, and he held me tighter.

“Almost there,” he said into my hair.

Seconds later, the ground inclined, and a hole cracked under the moon and over our heads. Tram’s roots guided him out and set his feet gently on the sidewalk.

“Next time I’ll carry you,” I said as he put me down.

Tram chuckled, and the Counselor’s bells followed. Birds squawked and rustled their feathers from their sleeping perches in a spindly tree next to a bar. I squeezed his hand in a warning since we didn’t want the Counselor to get all fist-happy or wake the neighborhood.

“I’d like to see you try,” he said, his mouth still turned up in a grin.

A flashing neon sign that read “Beer In Here” cast blues and pinks over our skin. Whaty-Whats would be a few buildings up ahead on Main Street, the only one that dared to be two stories high when most of the rest of Krapper was too scared to go any higher than one. I used to love that about the place; now, it just made my stomach burn with bile.

“But seriously, though,” I said. “I need to know how to tunnel through the ground.”

“When you can go down there without hiding your eyes, I’ll show you.”

Even though his words made me fist my hands, I didn’t think he said them to be mean. He was right.

“Trammelers are warriors, Leigh, but that doesn’t mean they don’t feel fear. Go ahead and feel it. How could you not after everything you’ve been through? It will sharpen you. It will make you stronger. Even stronger than the twig who wore a Girrrl t-shirt at the graveyard and who refused to listen to me.”

I barked out a laugh. “I love that shirt.” Even if a giant granny spider did sell it to me. “Is that lesson number one?”

“That’s the most important lesson. Come on. Let’s go.” He slid his hand around to my back and guided me toward what used to be Whaty-Whats. “I get the feeling Callum has a problem with me.”

“He has a problem with everyone.”

“It’s complicated between you two.”

I sighed. Were we really going to spend our time training with talk about Callum’s likes and dislikes? “Everything’s complicated now.”

As we approached the store, I glared at the faded wooden sign that punched through the ground with the single word that only hinted at the name: What.

My hands trembled so hard, my fingers felt rubbery. But I was tired of being scared all the time, and I didn’t want to see pity in Tram’s eyes when he looked at me again. Anger surged through my clenched fists. It was just an empty old building anyway.

The building appeared smaller as we neared it, as if it was crouched and ready to pounce. Someone’s motor growled to life somewhere behind it, making it seem like it came from inside the new glass door. Last time I’d been here, Ica had thrown a hammer through it to take me out.

Tram saw me eyeing it as we stepped closer. “I had it replaced by a friend of a friend. I couldn’t have regular customers wandering in through a shattered door and seeing the state of the place.”

“So how do we get in?”

He pulled a key from his pocket, which gleamed in the headlights of a passing car. “Luckily I have one of these.”

We waited until the car turned the corner, and then Tram zipped the key into the lock. When he pushed the door open, the bell above dinged. It was such a familiar sound, one that used to fill me with me with anticipation of what new flowery skirt Jo would find or if anything black or plaid jumped out of the crowded racks at me. I half expected to see the granny twins behind the counter doing their windshield wiper interpretive dance thing in greeting. They weren’t, of course. I looked to the left, a shiver racing up my back. But they weren’t there either, and they should’ve been because that was where they died in their spidery form.

“Tram.” My voice sounded clipped and shaky. I leaned my back into his chest since I still hadn’t taken a step inside. “Where’s the giant spider that was here? The granny one.”

He followed my gaze but shook his head. “There was no giant spider.”

“Yes. Yes, there was. The Sorceressi killed it with hammers and shovels. It died right there. I saw it.”

“I would have seen a giant spider even if it was dead, but I didn’t.” He nudged my elbow with his arm, which held the door open for both of us. “When I got here, there was nothing but a destroyed store.”

So someone had moved the spider. Or it had moved itself. Maybe it was crawling around in the darkness right now, coming closer, to bite its oozing fangs into my head and tear it off. The thought scuttled over all my goose bumps at once.

“The store is empty. I’ve been here multiple times a day to check. There’s a candle behind the counter that survived. I’ll go light it if you let me past,” Tram said.

I slid to the side, and my boot slipped over the metal entry and splashed into a pond of water. Tram sloshed through with every step inside.

The place didn’t smell right at all. Gone were the mothballs and wood and used clothes smell. Now, mildew and smoke thickened the air and made it hard to breathe. Black scorch marks trailed over the floor, walls, and ceiling. The rack of clothes on the other side of the open door offered crumbly bits of fabric in the skeletal shape of coats. Beyond that I couldn’t see, until a flicker of light bounced over Tram’s face.

“You can come in now,” he said, his voice soft as the flame.

With a deep breath of toxic air that would probably end my life five years sooner, I let the door fall closed behind me with a ding of the bell. “Whatever you have to show me better knock my socks off.”

“Understood,” he said and rounded the checkout counter deeper into the store. 

The counter sagged low to the ground in the middle as if someone had karate chopped it, and the mangled bug rings I’d always hated scattered around the bottom. Tram’s candle leaped shadows over them, making them come alive with strange, jerky movements.

I followed, the cold water seeping through my boots and numbing my feet, but I slowed as soon as I realized where he was headed. He opened a door on the back wall of the store. A steady drip leaked from the ceiling to the stone steps that plunged to the left and down into darkness.

“You seriously want me to go down there?”

Tram offered me a hand. “I seriously do.”

“Nothing ever good happens in old, drippy basements. You know that, right?”

“It’s just a basement. Nothing more.”

I looked behind me, my lips twisted with doubt. A pile of belts lay underneath a rack on the soaked floor, coiled together like writhing snakes. A singed teddy bear on a nearby display eyed me with a lone blue button. It had an ax buried inside its stomach. I took the handle, and dropping the attached bear to the floor, I stepped on its head and tore the blade loose in a flurry of white cotton.

“Well,” I said, testing its weight by giving the ax handle a dramatic twirl, “it can’t be any worse than up here.”

Tram nodded, a grin splitting his mouth wide. “You catch on quick.”
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Chapter 7
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A shaky puff of cold blew from my lips as we stepped down into the dungeon. Black and green fuzz traced the cracks in the wall up to the crumbling ceiling. With each step down, visions of the whole building crashing down on top of our heads threatened to burst my heart out of my chest. I pushed those lovely thoughts away by focusing on how deep I could bury my fingernails into the ax handle.

At the bottom of the stairs, Tram entered through a door on the left. “In here.”

“What’s in the rest of the rooms?” I asked. There were two other doors in the cramped hallway, bordered off by a tangle of tree branches.

“They’re locked.”

“To keep the cute Trammelers out?” It was an inappropriate thing to say in such a creepy place, but I would say just about anything if it helped me forget where I was for a second.

“They’re locked by my roots to sense anyone who’s here,” he said and turned, the candle’s flame catching the twinkle in his eye. “Are you flirting with me?”

A slow burn inched to my cheeks. I smiled down at my boots and shrugged. “I’m surprised you know what flirting is, you being a tree and all.”

He pinned me to the spot with his sharp gaze while he walked toward me. Tucking a finger under my chin, he tipped my face so his warm, sunshine-kissed breath breezed across my lips. “It might surprise you how much I do know.” He lifted an eyebrow, as though he dared me to think about that for a while. The slow burn turned into a rioting fire that danced over every part of my skin.

“Besides, you’re part tree, too,” he tossed over his shoulder as he stepped into the unlocked room.

Oh, yeah. You’d think I would remember something like that.

Inside looked like a storeroom lined with dozens of thin shelves packed full of glass bottles and vases, old clocks, and knickknacks that reminded me of what Grandma sent me every year for Christmas. Large pieces of framed art slanted against recliners around the floor of the room. An ugly orange couch crowded the edge of another door.

“Is this what’s in the other rooms, too? Just more junk?” I asked.

Tram stepped to a countertop below the shelves and touched his candle to another one. “It’s more of the same.”

“But your branches can’t sense spiders,” I reminded him. Because what if the granny twin spider was here?

“Except spiders,” he agreed with a frown. “Do you want me to go check them? For your peace of mind?”

“I don’t know what peace of mind is,” I said, “but yeah. Yeah, I do.”

He nodded, not appearing to be bothered by my request at all, and left me alone in the room while he checked.

I wandered to the end of the ugly couch toward the other door, the candlelight on the counter deepening the orange upholstery to a bloody red. The least I could do to help ease my list of fears was to inspect some of the building myself. After all, I had an ax. An ax and some superpowers. A deep breath and a flurry of heartbeats later, I pushed the door next to the couch open. An empty, tiny bathroom didn’t need to be added to my lengthy list.

Just as I closed the door, Tram walked in.

“All clear,” he announced and stepped toward me and the end of the couch. “Do you remember One and Two calling Gretchen’s triplet babies gifts? A few of these things were gifts for people’s dead relatives to bribe the Counselor so he wouldn’t convict them to the Core.”

“Right,” I said with a nod. “Because the Counselor took Gretchen’s gifts, her babies, to the Core. She went psycho and started killing everyone who left regular gifts at graveyards because she felt the Counselor didn’t need anything else after what he took from her. I know this already, Tram.”

He looked around, his expression thoughtful. “The Counselor doesn’t care about gifts, though. He’ll convict someone to the Core if he wants to. I think all this just helps people cope with their loss more than anything.”

I wasn’t so sure digging in Mom’s grave to keep her there could be called coping, but maybe in some ways it was. I did get to talk to her, after all, and see her smiling face on her picture in her headstone. It didn’t make the sting any less painful, but nothing ever would. But in some small way, giving her gifts did make me feel like I was doing something for her, even though in reality it caused heaps of trouble for me. 

But according to One and Two, my real gifts to the dead hadn’t been Callum’s ring or any of the other things I buried inside Mom’s grave. The real gift was my blood, which contained both Trammeler and Sorceress and was exactly what they were looking for since they were Trammeler Sorceressi, too. My death would’ve been known as the Trinity of gifts—Trammeler, Sorceress, Death—which would’ve taken place in the center of the Trinity trees—ash, oak, hawthorn—and would’ve freed Gretchen’s three Trinity babies, or gifts as she called them, from the Core. Gretchen’s triplets held the Trinity of gifts because, like me, she was both a Trammeler and a Sorceress and they were fathered by the Counselor of Death himself.

What a weird love story that must’ve been.

“Do you still hide people’s gifts at the graveyard under hawthorn leaves?” I asked.

“Yes. Death’s tree hides things from the dead. It makes those things undetectable.”

“Undetectable. Kind of like me when I was bit by a spider.”

He nodded. “The spider also comes from the hawthorn. That’s why its legs look like thorns.”

“Death’s tree is pretty sneaky.”

“So is the Counselor.” Shadows darkened Tram’s face as he turned away from the candle and cleared his throat. “But I leave the gifts that were given where they are, hidden by hawthorn leaves, of course, for the benefit of the living.”

“That’s sweet of you,” I said and held his gaze to make sure he knew I really meant it.

He tore his eyes from mine, but not before I caught a bright tint in his cheeks that had nothing to do with the glow of the candle. “Most people know not to leave gifts in the first place anymore since Gretchen killed most everyone who did.”

“You tried to warn me about that, but I just thought you were a lunatic.”

Tram exhaled on a chuckle but tried to cover it with a cough. The Counselor’s bells tinkled anyway but ended abruptly on an upswing, almost like a question. “Well, now I know how well you listen.”

I bit back a laugh. “Will you do that forever, hide people’s gifts at the graveyard, if they’re stupid enough to leave them, I mean? Even with all the dead Sorceressi locked up tight?”

“It’s part of my job to make sure no one leaves anything for the dead, so yes.”

“So, you said some of these things were stolen from people’s graves by Gretchen?” I looked around at what was mostly junk, at least to me, but for the people who left these items at graves, they probably held a lot more value. Like the picture frames, garden gloves, and sheet music I’d buried with Mom.

“Yes, but that’s not all I wanted to show you.” Tram shook a finger in the air and marched across the room.

Watching him made me smile since his sharp focus and determination kind of reminded me of a mad scientist, especially with that finger wag he just did. He reached into one of the vases and pulled out some folded papers.

“It wasn’t that impressive couch you wanted to show me?” I asked, coming up behind him.

“No. Look.” He unfolded the paper and smoothed it flat on the counter below the shelves, but a familiar black book with silver lettering prevented me from looking at anything else. 

It was the book. Resurrection: Dark Magic to Bring Back the Ones You Love.

Flashes of the night before burst unwanted memories into my head. The graveyard. The sick, squishy sound of bones moving through the earth. Muddy hands twisting skyward from the ground. Rusty moans from fleshless faces. 

Mom.

“Get that thing away from me!” The volume of my voice slashed chasms into the stone walls with every echo.

Tram jumped. He must’ve read the horror that was surely written all over my face and seemed to piece everything together as his gaze trailed to what I couldn’t stop staring at. His hand shot out, and he flung the book into a far corner.

“Leigh,” he said, breathless, as he took me by the shoulders. “You say the word, and we’ll leave. I’m sorry you had to see that. I should have moved it.”

“It wasn’t the same,” I said, focusing on the strength in his sharp gaze. “It looked newer than the one we had at home.” It seemed important to tell him that, as if it would somehow make seeing that book less horrible. It didn’t, though. I squeezed my eyes shut to keep the book’s image behind the thick wall of fog, along with everything else I couldn’t handle. When I finally opened them again, I said, “I’m fine. Really.”

Maybe it was the obvious wobble in my voice or the goose bumps pebbling my skin under Tram’s thumbs, but I didn’t think he believed me. The lines in his puckered forehead cut too deep.

“You say the word,” he said again.

At my nod, he turned back to the counter with a hand cupped tightly around my waist. “These are all the locations for Trinity graves. It’s not often that the ash, oak, and hawthorn grow together in a graveyard with a grave in the exact center, but it happens more than you might think.”

What he pointed to was a faded world map singed black on the corners and ends. Circled in green were a few places all across the world, but only three places were circled in red, including Krapper, Kansas.

“One, Gretchen’s sister, died at a graveyard here,” Tram said, pointing to another town circled in red in Canada named Timmins. “Two died here.” He pointed to the third, Cody, Wyoming. “And here’s our Trinity grave.”

I didn’t have to look to see where that one was. Tram pointed to each spot on the map until it made a pattern—a triangle. Isosceles, if I remembered right, and tipped on its side.

“So those places, those are hinges to the door to the Core,” I said. “Why those places?”

“The Trinities in Cody, Wyoming, and Timmins bled after the Sorceresses were resurrected, and that’s how I knew they were true hinges, but...” Tram rested both hands on the top of the map, as though if he pressed hard enough the real Core would never break open. “Did you always live here?”

“We moved from Arizona six years ago. Dad found a good job as an accountant and...” 

Oh, God. Mom. Soon after we moved to Krapper, she went all tight-lipped on Dad except at night when she thought I was asleep. She wanted to go back, but every time Dad would ask why, she could never give a reason. She knew. Mom must’ve found out there was a Trinity in the graveyard here, but she couldn’t do anything about it other than to solve the problem herself. That must be why she became Tram’s anonymous Trammeler to get rid of the threat that hung over her daughters’ lives. 

“One and Two weren’t from Canada or Wyoming either. It’s almost like Gretchen pulled them there somehow because of what they are.”

“Tram, how long did my mom work for you?”

“The first time I knew she existed, she left a note on a little white card back when I lived in Wyoming a few months ago.”

I gave a harsh gasp and leaned against the table for support. It wasn’t that it surprised me or anything, but just hearing him say that assured me it was her. Even in death, she couldn’t stop writing notes or looking out for me. I pressed my knuckles to my mouth and breathed through them to keep the sting from my eyes, but it didn’t do any good. 

“What did that first note say?” I asked.

“‘Go to Kansas when you’re of age.’ I didn’t know another Trammeler existed, but I figured I would trust someone with more experience than me to know where the danger was. It turned out I was right.”

“But how did she know you existed?”

“Maybe she knew my foster parents somehow.”

“Did they know what you were?”

“They knew everything even though neither of them had a magical bone in their bodies. They homeschooled me so I could teach myself how to be a Trammeler. They moved to the country just outside Cody, Wyoming when I accidentally destroyed our house while I was practicing with my roots and branches just so I would have more space. They helped me seal off the graveyard that Two had been buried in when I was nine. They called me son when my real parents didn’t want me,” he said, and his Adam’s apple bounced with his swallow. “They did everything for me.”

I rested a dirt-smudged hand on his pristinely clean sweatshirt. “You miss them.”

His jaw tightened. “My duty is here.”

“Your duty is to that stupid Counselor. What if you just quit? He’s too distracted to notice, anyway.”

“I can’t quit being a Trammeler. It’s who I am,” he said, coming closer. His penetrating look raised every hair on my body. “It’s who you are, too.”

A faint ding upstairs wrenched our chins toward the ceiling. The floor above our heads creaked.

“Oh, no,” I whispered. “I didn’t lock the door.”

“It’s just Mrs. Rios. Wait here. There are more things I want to show you.” He took a candle and the map with him on the way out the door. “Oh, and this is why you had to come here to see the map.” As soon as he stepped out into the hallway, the map caught fire by itself. He leaped back inside the room, waving the flames out, and handed it back to me.

“Huh,” I said, taking it from him. Sneaky Sorceressi.

When Tram pushed the door closed behind him, the rush of air puffed a curl of smoke from the remaining candle before it flickered out. 

Complete dark crept over my skin with hundreds of tiny legs. It pressed in and crawled down into my lungs. The rhythm of my gasps matched the dig of my fingernails into the ax handle. With trembling hands, I dropped the blade to the floor and pinched the handle with my knees, then skimmed my fingers over the table, searching. There had to be matches or a lighter somewhere.

My fingers brushed against something alive and hairy, and in my leap to get away from it, I knocked over something made of glass. It rolled to the floor and smashed at my feet. The ax handle held between my legs knocked to the floor. Right next to where the glass thing had been, my fingers found a small, square-shaped piece of cardboard. Matches.

I fumbled to get them open. With shaky fingers, I plucked one loose and dragged it across the little strip on the back. Nothing happened, not even a spark. I struck the next one, and it flickered to life. 

A creak sounded to my right, and I whirled around. The bathroom door was open a crack. The door that I had closed. And out of it wafted the nasty stink of decay.

“Tram?” My quaking whisper sliced through the silence. Not even the floorboards moaned overhead. I knew he couldn’t hear me, but that was as much noise as I dared make.

I froze, my eyes burning from watching the door so hard, and pressed my lips together to quiet my breaths. The lit match in my hand burned down to my fingertips. Instinct made me flick it away, and it fizzled out before it hit the floor.

Shit. My trembling fingers felt as though they belonged to someone else as I tried to light another match. Finally, one caught. Before I could do anything stupid like drop it again, I touched it to the candle and turned toward the bathroom.

Shadows jumped over a pale, muddy hand gripping the doorframe. A dirt-spattered sleeve cuffed its bony wrist. Out of the bathroom that had just been empty minutes before.

I choked back a scream and shrank away into the counter. Another dead person back from the dead. Here, at Whaty—

“Leigh, get out of there!” Tram shouted from somewhere far away.

Something scraped over the floor to my right, the opposite direction of the dead person. Shadows leaped and twisted. A quick puff of air teased past my ear and blew the candle out.
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Chapter 8
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Terror screamed through my veins. I dropped to the floor, searching blindly for the ax. 

Someone blew out the candle. Not the same someone coming through the bathroom door. It creaked open farther, the growing stink clenching my stomach. Glass crunched just to my left.

As soon as my fingers curled around something that felt like a handle, I swung up and to the side with every bit of strength I had. The blade connected and buried itself deep. Something shrieked, a terrible inhuman noise that stabbed frozen needles up my back. I gave the ax a yank, but it was lodged inside. 

The bathroom door creaked open the rest of the way and slammed against the side of the couch. A single footstep inside the small room unhinged my grip from the handle, and I scrambled for the matches again. 

Another footstep.

“Leigh?” Tram shouted, closer this time. “Run!”

I dragged a handful against the strip and touched them all to the candle, my hand shaking so bad, it was a wonder the candle caught.

One more step. Closer.

I spun around and stared into the eyes of the dead. Pale, paper-thin skin. Black mouth held open by a silent scream. Mud-sprayed scraps of clothing covered the bony frame of a man. Pieces of white hair draped down skeletal shoulders. 

Another dead person had come back. Another one. And a burning kind of hatred sparked in his eyes.

Lit matches stuck out from my fist, and I threw them at him. While they tumbled down his clothes, I stuck my boot into his chest and shoved. The matches didn’t catch until they hit the spilled liquid on the floor just in front of him. A wall of fire burst up between us.

Growing heat pressed me backward into the counter. I glanced to the side where my ax was still buried. A woman sagged against the back of a recliner, head tilted to hide most of her face behind the floor-length curtain of her dark hair. Small, pasty-white hands stuck out from long black sleeves in a dress that covered her from neck to toe. One of those hands rested on the back of the recliner and had an ax blade sticking out of her wrist. Long crimson streaks ran down her hand to drip to the floor in thick spatters.

“You want the power of the Trinity grave,” she croaked. “I can see it inside you.”

A loud pounding vibrated the wall of the only exit combined with shouts of my name. Thick, wavering shadows pulsed over the walls, the door, the ceiling, and even the burning ground. Something was blocking my escape, something this woman probably had something to do with, and not even Tram could break through the other side.

The woman looked up at me with crazy, dark eyes. Silver wire crisscrossed over her top and bottom lips, sewing them together into a permanent smile. 

“I see the darkness inside you, making you crave the power of the Trinity grave.” Somehow she spoke with her mouth tied together, almost as if she was speaking to me inside my own head. “Claim it, and I’ll set you free.”

Behind me, the dead man heaved a long moan over the roar of the rising flames. He turned away from the fire to kick a path through the maze of what wasn’t burning on a direct path toward me.

I jerked the ax handle back, but it was wedged into the woman’s wrist too tight. It might be the only thing to get me out of here, though, because I would never say what she wanted me to.

The wall of fire behind me licked its flames too close to my back. Another few seconds and the heat would scorch me. Just after the dead man gripped my neck with skeletal fingers. 

A quick glance over my shoulder showed he was already reaching for me. Only a coffee table and a few feet lay between us. The thought of his touch spiked the hairs on the back of my neck. I tried to focus all my attention on the blade wedged inside broken flesh and bone even though it ran a shiver of disgust over my shoulders every time I pulled on the handle.

The pounding on the door stopped, and a bright white light shown through the crack under the door. The black shadows sliding over the entire room twitched and seized up.

Smoke poured into my lungs and stung my eyes. Blinking back tears, I gave another sharp yank. The blade sprang free. The sudden weight spun me back, and flames danced across the blood pooling on the sharp edge.

The door ripped open and there stood a furious-looking Tram. Roots tore through the ground, pitching me sideways, closer to the dead man. 

His smell washed over me from his black, yawning mouth just inches from my own. His bony fingers wormed through the ends of my hair on their way up to my neck. I opened my mouth to scream at the feel of his dead gray flesh sliding over my own.

But instead of screaming, I swung the ax. I didn’t hit him, though; I struck bark. Roots tore the dead man away from me while the force of the ax vibrated a shock up my arms. The root carried the dead man and my ax down into a hole in the ground. More and more wound around each other in thick cages over the hole, cocooning both the dead man and the axed woman and pulling them into the ground in the blink of an eye.

“Leigh!” Tram came at me through the thick haze of smoke and flames that leaped toward him.

I jumped over the hole and into his arms.

Something crashed behind me. A support beam from the ceiling had fallen, all ablaze, and touched fire to everything not already burning.

Heat seared over my face as we rushed out the door. I lifted the neck of my shirt over my nose and ran with Tram’s hand tucked in mine. Mrs. Rios met us in the hallway and ushered us through the thick haze of smoke and up the stairs. We didn’t stop until we were outside and breathing fresh night air.

“What just happened?” I gasped, posting my hands on my knees and hacking up a lung.

“Did you find it? Did it lead here like I thought?” Mrs. Rios asked. Her eyes looked panicked. Seeing her like that and not her usually smiley self unnerved me, more than I already was.

“Find what?” I asked.

“I did,” Tram said, his face grim. “The tunnel led from Ica’s tree in the graveyard to the cupboard in the bathroom. Both the dead man and the cult member were bitten by spiders.”

I took Tram’s elbow and turned him toward a streetlight so I could look him in the eye. “Wait, what are you saying?”

Tram’s gaze pierced me to the core. “Someone dug a tunnel from the center of the Trinity, right below Ica’s tree, to this store. I didn’t detect it, so it must be someone with spider venom inside them. And whoever it is must be raising the dead now, too.”

I shook my head, refusing to believe it even though I’d seen the dead man with my own eyes. Why him? Why raise him? But most importantly, who raised him? 

“The granny spider twins,” I blurted. “It’s them. It has to be. I thought they were dead, but they’re not inside Whaty-Whats, so it has to be them who dug the tunnel. Maybe...maybe they raised that guy from the dead, too. Or the woman did?”

“It wasn’t the woman. She’s not powerful enough. She barely put up a fight,” Tram said.

“Well, how do you know for sure? Did you ask her?” I asked.

“Leigh, only Trammeler Sorceresses like Gretchen and One and Two have enough power to raise the dead,” Tram said and looked down at the parking space between us, his fists clenching and unclenching to the beat of his pulsing jaw. “I learned that from the book in the basement. The one—”

“I know which one.” A cool breeze chased the fire’s heat from my body and replaced it with one long shiver that clacked my teeth together. “Only...only Trammeler Sorceressi can bring back the dead?” I swallowed. That meant there were more of us? But if this other Trammeler Sorceress person was helping Gretchen’s cult, why weren’t they volunteering to be Three? It didn’t make any sense.

Mrs. Rios glanced at the glass door of the building behind us, the moonlight emphasizing the concern etched all over her face. “Should we call the fire department?”

Black smoke had climbed up to the main floor. It crowded behind the glass in whirls, like if it pushed hard enough it could break free.

“I vote to let it burn,” I said. It would never rank up with my favorite places again, so what did I care?

Tram turned his sharp gaze to Mrs. Rios. “Would you mind calling them? I need to get the prisoners inside proper cages and then get Leigh home. We don’t want the fire to spread.”

“Of course, Our Trammeler,” Mrs. Rios said. “I wished I could’ve done more, but like I said when I got here, I was walking through the graveyard after my watch and tripped over that hole. It definitely wasn’t there when I arrived, and Ms. Hansen didn’t see it either when she took over for me. So I thought I’d check it out so you didn’t have to.”

“You did what you could,” Tram said and shook his head. “And the empty grave?”

Mrs. Rios glanced at me and then slid the hair out of her face with a slim finger. “I filled in Mr. Benjamin’s grave the best I could.”

“Thank you,” Tram said.

“I’m sorry, Leigh.” Mrs. Rios touched a hand to my arm, her face locked into a sad kind of grimace. “See you tomorrow.”

“Yeah,” I said, but I wasn’t exactly sure what she was sorry about. After she drove off, I turned to Tram again. “When did the dead guy come back?”

Tram stared at me a long time before he answered, a mix of emotions playing across his face. “Tonight.” He lifted my hand to his mouth and warmed it with a single breath. “And if this one came back tonight, then the one that went to the motel last night isn’t the same person.”

My muscles stiffened. “So...so how many people are back?” 

“Only the one grave is empty. Are you sure the person at the motel was dead?”

“I’m pretty sure I know what dead smells like.”

With a small smile, sadder than I’d ever seen on him before, he held out his hand over a hole forming between us. Concrete scraped against concrete as roots tore it open farther. 

“If you trust me, I won’t carry you this time,” he said. “But we’ll have to move slower to put the prisoners in place.”

“I trust you.” More than most anyone.

He closed his fingers over mine and pulled me forward to the black void. Roots creaked and shifted to place themselves under my feet as they lowered us deeper and deeper into the tunnel until darkness zipped shut the last of the street lights overhead.

While we walked along in complete darkness, a steady dragging noise sounded behind us. I guessed it was the dead man and the axed woman, and lucky for her, she kept her thoughts to herself.

I waved my hands around and scratched at dirt. “How do you see anything down here?” Not that I didn’t welcome the dark, which hid the dirt-packed walls so much like a grave.

“I don’t, same as you. I tell the roots to lead my way.” A hand patted over my shoulder and down to my fingers where they pressed something wooden into my palm. Then he reached for my free hand and squeezed. “There’s your ax, by the way.”

“Oh. Thanks. So you’ll teach me to do that? Communicate with the trees?” Such strange things came out of my mouth lately, things I never thought I would say.

“I will, though it will take a lot of practice.”

“How long did it take you to learn?” When he didn’t answer, I dug my heels into the roots to make him stop. “Tram?”

He took a breath. “Years. But that’s because I learned most of what I know on my own.”

“I don’t have years,” I said, the words blowing out in a rush. I needed to know how to work my tree magic now. Today. Yesterday would’ve been even better.

“You already turned someone into a tree, and even I don’t know how you did that.”

“I don’t either,” I muttered. “It just kind of happened when my blood met an ash tree key.”

The roots under our feet slowed and then stopped. There was more dragging behind us, the scratch of rough bark that sounded like two sticks sliding against each other, and then a sharp click.

“I wish we had a light so I could show you their cages,” Tram said. “You could see how I’ve structured my temporary prison so you can build yours out of your own roots. You can design it any way you want. I put my sleeping area right below the Trinity, though I don’t have much time for sleeping anymore.”

No way would I sleep down here. It was too confined. If I slept like a normal person, I would make my sleeping area on top of the tallest tree in Krapper, out in the open, with lots of air surrounding me instead of dirt.

“Wait, what do you do for food?” I asked, since he definitely couldn’t eat dirt. Could he? “Do you eat dirt?”

Tram laughed, and he didn’t even try to hide it that time. The Counselor’s warning bells soon followed. If we kept this training up and made those damned bells ring all the time, Tram wouldn’t have any undamaged parts of his body left.

“I don’t need food. As long as my roots have enough water, that is. It’s one of the perks of being an official Trammeler.”

Yeah, the only perk. “Well, what about Ms. Hansen?” I asked. “Does she have a light so you can show me all this?”

“Yes...”

I could sense Tram’s hesitation in the long silence after that and I knew exactly why he did. Seeing Ms. Hansen meant seeing One and Two. The thought of seeing the dead Sorceressi again filled me with so much dread, I struggled to breathe. My fingers flapped to the shreds of fabric on my shirt, but there wasn’t anything left to tear through. I chomped down hard on my lip to keep the terrified gasps hidden away inside my lungs. 

But I had to see the cages. I had to know everything. 

“Show me,” I said in as even a voice as I could.

If Tram felt my panic attack just inches from him, he didn’t give any indication when the roots started moving forward again. Or maybe his silence proved he did. Either way, he didn’t argue.

A dull glow soon shined from up ahead. As we drew closer to the corner of a wall that hid it, a soft buttery light slanted over my boots, and I could see everything. We stood in a long stretch of tunnel with others forking and winding away from it. Sorceressi and even some Sorcerers with scraggly hair and broken teeth peered through the breaks in their root-covered cells on both sides of us. Some beckoned with curled fingers for me to come closer. Some glared at me with murderous eyes. None of them made a sound.

“Trammeler magic keeps them quiet down here,” Tram said, seeming to read my mind. “It also prevents them from using any of theirs.”

“There’s so many,” I whispered, but I didn’t dare ask any of the questions that rushed to the tip of my tongue. I didn’t want to look like a clueless newbie, not in front of all of them anyway. But I wanted to know how long some of them had been here, waiting for the Counselor to convict them to the Core.

“They’re up ahead around that corner. Ms. Hansen is sitting outside their cell,” he said in a low voice. “You don’t have to do this today.”

A chilly sweat clung my shirt to my armpits. I took a breath, willing my jumping heart to stay inside my chest, and swept past Tram to confront the Sorceressi who had tried to kill me.

Ms. Hansen scrambled to her feet at the far end of a tunnel. A thin, rubber hose attached to a metal canister at her side wound over her arm and into her hand. A large flashlight next to her feet picked up streams of floating dirt in its beam.

“Leigh,” she said, spitting the hair from her mouth. “Our Trammeler, did Mrs. Rios find you?”

I slowed. Soft sprays of dirt whispered down from cracks between the roots in the ceiling. It sifted out from the walls and settled into piles as tall as my ankles. If we stayed down here, we’d all be buried alive. I opened my mouth to beg that the flashlight be turned off, but being down here in the dark with One and Two seemed worse than seeing the walls crumbling down to bury me inches at a time. I took a deep breath and willed myself to be calm.

“She did,” Tram said, marching past me. “Did you see or hear anything unusual?”

“No.” Ms. Hansen looked from him to what she aimed the rubber hose at and shook her head. “Nothing. Who could’ve brought someone else back from the dead?”

Tram stopped in front of the cage then looked over his shoulder at me. The thin line of his lips prickled goose bumps over my skin. The answer wasn’t hidden behind the cage at the end of this tunnel. Someone else was bringing the dead back to life. Someone else could bring back Mom again.

A surge of heat through my gut propelled me forward. The air charged with the weight of glowing blue eyes that waited for me. The hairs along my neck lifted. Dirt rained down in showers, running in rivers down my cheeks. The last time they saw me, they’d leaned over my grave, watching me die as dirt fell from above. Like it was doing now. A tremor shook through my shoulders, but I stiffened my arms to stop it.

Before I reached the cage, my demand came tumbling out, “Who’s raising the dead?”

One’s bright eyes locked on mine from her dismembered head on the floor of the cage. Red hair fell in limp pieces over her bone white skin and snaked across the dirt on the ground. The black abyss of her mouth slumped open, her chin propping up her head so she looked skyward. Her body stood behind the head like she’d been expecting me. Scraps of gray clothing hung from her scrawny frame. Dark power seemed to radiate off her, filling up the entire cage. Somehow the cell looked much too small, even for her wasted body.

I risked a glance behind her, at the crumpled body of Two on the ground. Her eyes were almost closed; just a thin slice of blue blazed from them. Her mouth had wilted into a wrinkled, black oval. She was nearly dead again, I guessed, courtesy of Ica at the graveyard battle.

“Who was it?” I asked. “Whisper it to me. Possess me if you have to, just tell me.”

Tram stepped up beside me and put a hand on my elbow. “She can’t. All her power is contained behind the roots.”

“But she knows.” She had to. She and Gretchen and Gretchen’s cult had all been scooped from the same pile of crazy. No more dead people could come back. Mom couldn’t come back again. I linked my fingertips over the roots in the cage and stepped closer. “Tell me.”

A pale hand zipped out and caught me by the chin. Cold fingers clawed at my mouth and wrenched it open with iron strength.

Tram lunged forward. “Let her go,” he shouted. Roots tightened over the slits in the wall, cuffing over her wrists and loosening her grip.

I jerked backward and spit out the rotten taste of Sorceressi fingers. Blood pounded to my ears so quickly, it rushed red across my vision. I leaped toward the floor of the cage, snagged a chunk of One’s hair, and yanked. Her head beat into the door, but not hard enough. Tram and Ms. Hansen were already dragging me away, though.

“Tell me who it is,” I yelled.

She opened her mouth wider, like she was grinning, mocking me, but no hiss came out. 

My turn. I tightened my hands into fists and let loose a hiss. Her arms scraped backward through the roots holding them inside the cage wall. Black fluid oozed from the cuts along her gray skin. Her head, which now rocked on its side so her cheek pressed to the dirt, glared up at me with eyes flaring with rage.

But she wouldn’t talk. Even if we set her free, she still wouldn’t. Why would she? She would rather kill me than tell me all her secrets.

“We’re leaving.” Tram took my arm and nodded to Ms. Hansen. “Keep me posted.”

“Of course, Our Trammeler.” She settled herself next to the flashlight and adjusted the rubber hose in her hand while she cast worried glances in my direction.

Tram led me away in silence, his shoulders stiff, mouth set in a grim line. I wished he would say something to drown out the splatters of dirt peppering my head and shoulders. 

If I opened my mouth, it would all be empty words: We’ll find out who’s doing this. No one else will come back from the dead. Everything will be okay. 

Bullshit.
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Chapter 9


[image: image]


Thump.

A sunflower field bobbed in gliding waves around my hips. Their brilliant yellow matched the sun in a clear blue sky, but the daylight didn’t blind me. I drank in its warmth until my stomach felt full.

A light breeze weaved whispers through the leaves and petals, so close to words, but I still couldn’t understand. I tilted my head to listen while my hair played across my face.

Thump-thump.

Clouds swirled gray through the sky. The wind kicked up, slapping happy sunflowers against Mom’s gravestone at my feet. I knew this place, or this mishmash of places, and I didn’t want to be at any of them anymore, in my dreams or otherwise.

Mom and I always went to the sunflower patch when I was younger, and I loved it until the day I got lost. When I met the twisted face of the scarecrow, my scream alerted everyone who had ears. Mom, panicked and out of breath when she found me, promised never to take me back there.

Thump. Thud.

Why was I dreaming about that? And what was that sound? I blinked my eyes open and stared into darkness. Carpet fibers stabbed into my back. I raised a hesitant hand, and when it touched something solid, I smothered my sharp inhale with my other one. My heart slammed into the floor.

I remembered crawling into Darby’s bed last night after I’d crept through my window, and I sort of remembered falling out or being kicked out. But why hide under the bed? Was this some kind of weird, protective thing my subconscious wanted to experiment with? Or had my mind been so damaged from being buried alive that I needed to reenact it every night to remind myself I’d survived? Or was this how I escaped the nightmares that would haunt me otherwise? I had no idea.

I dragged my fingers down my shirt until they ripped me a hole and I could breathe semi-easy again. God, I was messed up. 

My ears on high alert, I scooted myself out. Halfway there, I stopped, waiting for the sounds to come again. Sunlight zigzagged across my fingers. The color reminded me of scarecrows and sunflowers, so I curled my hand away from it.

Something creaked from above. Darby’s bed. Soft snores eased some of the tension from my body, and I matched my breaths with each of hers.

My messed up brain must have dreamed those sounds. I sure wished my gut agreed with that conclusion, but I didn’t hear anything strange now.

I pulled myself into a sitting position and tucked my chin over her mattress. A couple broken crayons had somehow slipped themselves under her shoulder. Her lips pushed out in a pout, as though whatever she dreamed about didn’t have mermaids and rainbows in it either. I planted a soft kiss on her cheek then crept out the door to my bedroom.

Dirt smudged the wall under my window where I’d slid myself back inside last night. My clothes I’d worn lay in a wrinkled bundle on the floor. They looked as if I’d painted them with two coats of extra-gritty brown. How did Tram always look so spotless? Did Whaty-Whats sell...? Oh, right. They didn’t sell anything anymore.

After a trip to the bathroom, I slammed right into Dad in the hallway. “Ahh,” I whisper-shouted. “What are you doing just standing here?”

He tilted his head to the ceiling and put a finger to his lips. “Do you hear that?”

“Hear what?”

“Like ...I don’t know,” he said. “Squirrels, maybe.”

If anyone was a professional weird sound hearer, it was me. But I didn’t hear anything right then. Unless my dream hadn’t been a dream, and I really did hear something. 

“You think it’s squirrels? Not spiders?” Because what if he was wrong and it was a thousand more spiders? Or a giant granny twin one?

Dad folded me into his side, probably at the shake in my voice. “Spiders don’t make a lot of sound, honey.” 

They did if they were enormous. What if it was up there? I pressed my face into Dad’s t-shirt and squeezed my eyes closed. Whatever it was, I knew at some point I would have to climb up there and see for myself. Sooner rather than later.

“I’ll call someone. Hopefully they can come out right away,” Dad said and rubbed a hand over his chin, pulling his entire face into a frown. “Can you get your sister up?’

“Yeah.”

He disappeared into the bathroom, leaving my mind alone to whirl. Maybe it was just squirrels up there. Four legs were way better than eight. But what if it was something else entirely? I was sure it had everything to do with me because of the cascade of prickles down my back. Squirrels or not, it couldn’t be a coincidence. Not anymore.

I turned and knocked on Darby’s door. When she didn’t answer, half of me peered inside so only half of me might get rejected if she didn’t want me in there. I tried to make my face look as though I hadn’t just been sleeping under her bed. Whatever that looked like. 

“Hey. You awake?” I asked.

Sunlight slanted through the cracks in her blinds and striped yellow bars over her purple mermaid pillow. She blinked up at the ceiling. “No.”

“No?” I dodged to the window and tightened the blinds over the bed to block the glare. “Then why are your eyes open and your mouth is moving?”

She yawned and rolled away from me. “I’m really tired. I want to go back to sleep.”

Probably because of all the trips to the bathroom she’d taken the night before. According to Callum, that was the only thing that had happened while he’d stalked my house. Just repeated trips to pee or to the kitchen for water.

“Tough cookies.” I untucked her from the blanket burrito and pried the third Before Merlin’s Beard book out of her grip. “You have school, and I have places to go.”

“Like school?” The blankets she kept tugging up to her chin muffled her voice.

“Sure,” I said absently. Eventually. I plucked her glasses from the bedside table and yanked the sheets back. A dozen more broken crayons lay scattered around her feet. “Darby, you have to stop coloring in bed.” 

“Uh-huh.” Half-moons darkened the area under her eyes. She really did look tired.

“You feel okay?” I asked.

She shrugged, and her knobby shoulder slipped free from her nightgown. She quickly adjusted it back into place.

“Well, hold still so I don’t stab your eye out.”

When her glasses were safely perched on her nose, she met my gaze. “If you did stab my eye out, it would roll around on the floor like a tough cookie,” she said.

I pulled her into a sitting position. “Exactly like a tough cookie.”

“Tough cookies hurt my teeth. I don’t like them.”

“Fair enough.” I rooted through her closet until I found a pair of jeans and her favorite Books Are My Oxygen t-shirt. “No tough cookies will enter this house or your mouth or roll around with your eyeballs on the floor.”

Darby gave a mix between a sigh and a chuckle. “I’m really tired.”

I studied the small space between her bed and the floor with a sigh. “Me, too.”

* * * *
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IF I WAS REALLY GOING to do this, I needed to hurry. But every time I neared the video store that was just down the street from Heartland Cemetery, dread spiked my heartbeat and froze my legs. I had to swerve my bike into parked cars so I wouldn’t topple over. And that was just from seeing the video store. 

The thought of visiting Mom again inched me closer, though. I could see her smiling face inside the picture of her gravestone, talk to her, ask her questions, and while she may not be able to answer me except with a white card, I knew she would be listening. She might as well be hugging me for all the comfort that offered.

That, and the relentless creep of the sun and the eternal eight o’clock school bell urged me forward.

I drifted past the video store. The empty flagpoles that lined the inside of the graveyard’s gates clanged a steady warning. My handlebars wavered under my trembling grip. I buried my fingernails into the rubber and concentrated on keeping the bike upright. 

Gravestones behind the chain fence appeared from the corner of my eye. Deep shudders rolled up and down my skin. Everything inside me screamed to turn around without even a glance back, but I had to ignore that urge. Too many questions needed answered. Besides, Tram was right. I’d survived absolute terror before. This simple visit to a graveyard would seem like a roll in the park, along with Darby’s eyes and some tough cookies. I could do this.

My legs disagreed with each wobbly step to the gate. I straightened my spine to mimic the steel poles barring me from going inside and then took the ax I’d stolen from my backpack. 

The brand new padlock glinted in the sun. I’d entered the graveyard before pre-business hours but never broken and entered. But I didn’t have time to climb the fence again and monkey around in trees to get in. With glances over both shoulders, I tightened my grip on the handle. Then I let the ax loose. Metal clashed against metal, and the broken lock dropped at my feet. The graveyard gates creaked open, an invitation I didn’t know if I wanted to take.

Back on my bike again, the rocky path inside bumped air into my lungs. The graveyard looked fresh and clean, not like a major battle to the death had happened here just days before. Tram had said he’d brought back all the greenery inside the Trinity, but who brought back the rest of it? Like Sarah’s and my yard? Would the questions ever stop? Probably not.

I savored the sweet taste of spring and breathed as much of it in as I could. As long as One and Two were below Tram’s roots, as long as Ica was trapped inside her tree, as long as Mom stayed put, as long I could breathe all the air I wanted, I could do this. That was a lot of ‘as long as’s’, but I had the right to a long list of requirements.

I let my bike coast me along the path toward Mom’s grave. Seeing her tucked inside her burrito would give me the strength I needed to push farther into the graveyard.

New grass had been rolled over her grave. If I didn’t know any better, I would say she had been sleeping underneath her soft green blanket the whole time. I stopped my bike and squeezed my eyes shut until I was sure those memories wouldn’t overwhelm me.

Mom, I ESP’d to her while I eased myself off my bike. It’s me. I’m sorry it’s taken me so long to come see you, but...well, you know why I haven’t come.

I locked eyes with her happy ones set in the picture in her gravestone. Sunlight caught the edges of the photo, throwing an ethereal glow across her face. 

Do you know who’s bringing everything back to life? Is it the same person bringing all of the grass and everything back?

I kneeled at her side and searched the ground for a white card that might contain an answer to at least one of my questions. On the side of her headstone rested a wreath made of leaves, and underneath it, twists of grass gripped something white.

Baby book, the card read. I switched two of them. I traced the scrawled letters, trying to memorize their curves as if that might help me understand the woman who wrote them. She wanted me to look in my baby book? Or someone else’s if she’d switched them? But why would she do that?

Up the path, a crumpled old beer can scraped over the rocks in a clumsy roll. Tram usually kept the graveyard in pristine condition, but since he was out patrolling the streets for Gretchen’s cult, he probably didn’t have much time now to keep it litter-free. He needed someone like Jo, but I wouldn’t even allow her to say the word graveyard anymore, let alone come here. As the wind picked up, the beer can swept past. 

Hidden behind my sunglasses, I squinted in the direction of the sun and stood. 

Your notes are the only tie with you I have left. Please keep sending them. However you do that. Is it some form of written Trammeler Sorceress telepathy or something? I thought what I was doing, speaking to you like this in my head, made me some kind of lunatic, but...if it works...sign me up for the loony bin. A faint smile tugged over my lips. Don’t go anywhere, okay? I’ll be back.

Keeping my gaze centered on my boots, I concentrated on putting one in front of the other. Nausea rumbled my insides, but I didn’t slow down. Not until I felt something dark towering over me. 

I snapped my head up and came face to face with Ica’s tree. My breath hitched, and I stumbled back.

Her dead trunk leaned out over...over my grave. I swallowed the bile climbing up my throat. Sweat leaked down my sides. I twisted my hands around the wooden handle while I reminded myself that I was the one with the ax. 

She looked bigger than I remembered, though I tried to fog that memory from my brain. Black smoke coiled from in and around the large hole carved inside the trunk, darkening the sky between her bare, twisted branches, and wound over the curves of the three tattoo singed into her bark.

Two of her spidery arms had plunged into the earth where she’d tried to snatch me from inside the grave. Burnt bark now covered them. There wasn’t any trace of a hole below her that led to the bathroom at Whaty-Whats. It had likely been filled in.

If I came any closer to her gaping black mouth, she might swoop down and swallow me whole. I shivered as a sharp wind gusted from behind her tree and whistled through the jagged branches. It sounded like screaming.

“Scream all you want, Ica,” I warned. “But you’re staying here.”

Another blast of wind shrieked. Its strength whipped over my face, tilting my sunglasses, and tossed through my hair. A swipe of the ax would really make her sing, but I didn’t know what that would do to her. Another hole in her bark might help her escape somehow.

Tram had said that he’d purposefully left her tree dead and smoking inside the Trinity. If the tree was dead, it wouldn’t yield to her and it would keep her inside.

I raked my hair from my face and righted my sunglasses then circled around her. But something wet and sticky smacked my cheek. Did Tree Ica just hawk a loogie at me?

“Oh,” I said, my voice shaking through gritted teeth. “You’re such a bitch.” I brushed it away and flicked my hand in disgust, but stopped. Blood smudged my skin, and for once, it wasn’t mine.

A trickle of red dribbled from her tree mouth and raced along the grooves in the dead bark to seep into the ground. That couldn’t be good. Why was she bleeding? I stepped toward her, curiosity driving my feet way more than any kind of pity. Wind howled through her branches as I came even closer.

“Shut up.”

I stood on tiptoe so I could see inside her mouth better, but I was still too vertically challenged to see anything other than bark and more bark. Maybe something had crawled inside there and died. Or maybe something had crawled inside there and she’d chomped down on it. Either way, she was drinking blood. Hopefully it wasn’t Trammeler blood since that was exactly what she needed to become Three.

My body stiffened. For several heartbeats, I just stood there staring at a spot below her mouth until I couldn’t stand it anymore. I had to know if something was inside the tree.

I twisted the ax around so I now held the blade and prodded the handle’s end into the hole. Out streamed more blood from the corners of her mouth. It sloshed around the inside, and when I pulled the handle out, red coated the last fourth of it.

Seeing so much blood inside her plunged a heavy weight inside my gut. This could not be good.

Using the ax wasn’t working though because I couldn’t feel what was inside. I stared down at my hands and tightened them into fists. This was going to suck so much, especially if she could bite down. If I had to choose which hand Tree Ica might take, I would choose the left one since I was right handed. 

I flexed my fingers then crept my hand upward. At the same time, I leaned away as much as I could, convinced that this could be the worst idea ever. After a deep breath, I plunged my hand inside.

Warm, sticky liquid twirled my stomach. My eyes bulged as I watched for any sign that she might snap her mouth shut on my hand and readied the ax in my other hand if she did. Wind screeched while I probed with my fingers. 

“I don’t like it either,” I groaned, fighting back the urge to throw up all over Ica’s trunk.

But there was nothing in there other than three knuckles full of blood. I jerked my hand back and splattered drops of red everywhere in my hurry to shake it off. So whose blood was it? Some kind of animal’s? Or a Trammeler’s? Did it belong to the same Trammeler Sorceress who’d been waking the dead?

I backed away, staring at the blood slicking my fingers, and turned to wipe it on anything but my shirt. But something snatched at my boots. I cried out and swung my arms for balance, but it was too late. I was falling. My feet were all tangled up with whatever had grabbed me.

Hands punching through graves. That was what caught my boots. Terror choked my lungs with a vicious burn. I twisted myself free and scrambled away.

But wait. Nothing moved. No rotted fingers curled up out of the ground. No skeletal heads aimed dead eyes at me while they dragged themselves out. The crazy knock of my heart and the swish of wind through the grass were the only things that moved.

I crouched there, frozen, on top of someone else’s grave for a few minutes just to be sure. So what had grabbed me? Or had I just tripped? I almost didn’t want to know but I looked behind me anyway.

A small gravestone that I hadn’t seen before jutted out of the ground. A baby cherub carrying a rattle in a chubby fist was carved into the granite, its face aimed down at the name below: Ryan Henderson.

Ryan and Sarah Henderson. Their graves were right next to each other, though one of them was still unoccupied. Where had Sarah been lately? And was this Ryan related to her somehow? There weren’t any dates on the gravestone to hint at when he’d died. As always, there were more questions than answers, and I was getting really tired of it.

When I shifted my weight back on my heels to stand, a flash of green up in the air plummeted my insides into the ground. Between the trunk of Tree Ica and the crook of a higher branch, a cluster of small buds bloomed. They looked familiar, with their curved banana-like casing and the bumps of seeds inside. From my angle in front of her, I would never have seen them. Now I did.

Ash tree keys. But they were green instead of the usual brown ones sprinkling my yard. And these were sprouting from a dead tree. A dead ash tree. 

The only thing standing in the way of Ica becoming Three was that she had no Trammeler blood and she was trapped inside a dead tree. But now here she was, with blood leaking from her mouth and inside a tree that was coming back to life. Dread crept cold fingers around my heart. If someone brought Mr. Benjamin back to life, could that same someone bring Ica’s tree back to life? 

My breaths came in raspy groans. I tried to swallow, but the inside of my mouth tasted like desert. Even if someone or someones were helping her, no one would be able to help her become Three if she was chopped from the planet. 

But then I remembered where I stood, inside the middle of the Trinity trees, the single most powerful place. Tram said the Trinity trees were immortal, so... 

Oh, no. I stared up the length of Ica’s trunk and stepped to the side a few paces. My shoulder blades prickled with what I thought might be behind me. Mr. Benjamin’s grave.

Sarah had been evicted from hers by One and Two because it was the center of a Trinity. So, what if—what if when I turned Ica into a tree, I made another Trinity? A Trinity inside a Trinity. If that was true, Mr. Benjamin’s grave could be the center of this new Trinity. And now it was empty, waiting for a Trammeler Sorceress to be buried alive.

I willed it not to be true. The oak stood behind me to my right. I could picture its green canopy and the wind sliding over each of its leaves in soft whispers. The thorn tree would stand to my left near the chain link fence on the far side of the graveyard. 

And in the middle? My heart rattled against my ribcage. I took the blade of the ax and stabbed through my shirt so I could breathe. Inhale. Exhale. I had all the air I needed here, out in the open. Now wasn’t the time to freak out. I turned around.

Panic stormed through me. Without even looking at the headstone, I knew it was Mr. Benjamin’s. Fresh-packed dirt lay flat over his grave, fresh and new-looking even though his headstone crumbled at the edges. Mrs. Rios had tried to make it look like no one had been evicted, but it couldn’t fool me.

Another Trinity grave had a vacancy.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 10
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I plowed down the streets with no real sense of where I was going. One of my rubber handle bars lay in the middle of the road somewhere because I twisted it off, pretending it was a certain news reporter’s head. Head turned tree trunk.

I gripped my cell phone in my blood-spattered fist, waiting for Jo to text me back. Tram needed to know. Now.

When I cut through the video store parking lot, a gray car sliced off the road and through my path. Out jumped Callum, eyebrows bunched together, jaw dangling to his chest. “Oh my God, Leigh. Is that blood? Is that an ax sticking out of your backpack?”

I started to wheel around him. “Yeah. So?”

He gripped the metal between my handle bars and shoved his face in front of mine. “Are your eyes bleeding? What the hell happened?”

I screwed my eyes shut against the sudden pinpricks of tears but didn’t trust myself enough to speak without losing it. Exhaustion seemed to always make me teeter on the edge of sobbing, but I didn’t have time for that. Tears couldn’t solve my problems, anyway.

Callum’s gaze tracked over my face while some sort of understanding melted into his expression. “Get inside,” he said quietly. “I’ll take you to school.”

“I can’t go to school like this,” I mumbled, but I gave in anyway because I didn’t want to argue. He packed my bike into the trunk while I settled myself into his car. The cinnamon mixed with taco smell helped relax the worried fist inside my gut.

“I got blood all over your car,” I finally said when we were almost at school.

“So what’s new?” His mouth tipped into a smile as he looked over his shoulder then eased the car into another lane. “I’m going to have to start keeping a first aid kit in here with your name on it. Please don’t say that’s all your blood, though. Is it?”

I looked down at my clothes and arms, striped red and sticky. Strands of my hair were glued together in stiff clumps that stuck to my cheek. Somehow blood had worked itself through all the mud still wedged under my fingernails like some kind of backward and grisly nail polish. 

“No,” I said, and while I stared down at my cell phone screen, mentally screaming at Jo to text me back, I told him everything. Ica’s tree coming back. The blood inside her mouth. The second Trinity. Everything.

“When I pieced it all together, I went off on Ica,” I said, shrugging.

Callum, who hadn’t said a word during my explanation, finally glanced at me, all the color washed from his face “Did you chop her up?”

“I might as well have been using a butter knife since the muscle mass in my arms equals the center of a Cheerio. If she’s already a Trinity tree, it wouldn’t make any difference anyway,” I said and threw my cell against the dash. “Where is your sister? I need to tell Tram.”

“Her meeting with the mayor was this morning.”

“Oh, God.” I dropped my head against the window with a sigh. She’d called last night to tell me about an official recycling center meeting with the mayor in near hysterics. “I forgot. I was going to call her this morning to wish her luck.”

“It’s okay, Leigh,” Callum said as he turned into the parking lot. He stopped at the edge of the school, close to the grassy area that led to the football field, and cut the engine. “I’ll touch a tree. I’ll help you for as long as I’m...I’ll help you. Here. Put my jacket on so no one sees you.” He took it off and handed it to me in a wadded bundle with his trembling right hand.

I took his fingers instead and squeezed to still the shaking. The touch of his skin buzzed all the way up my arm, and soon the pressure of my hand over his stopped his tremor. 

“Why are you always helping me?” I asked.

A wince rolled across his face as quick as a memory. “I’m the parrot to your pirate, remember?” he said and cleared his throat. “Let’s keep the bloody axe in the car. Mr. Mallory gets a little pissy about that kind of thing.”

* * * *
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I LOOKED LIKE A DROWNED rat in a red and black Krapper High sweat suit, but I supposed it was a massive improvement to my previous Texas Chainsaw Massacre look. My hair was still wet from my locker room shower that Mrs. Rios and Ms. Hansen had hastily escorted me to. It had hurt to see everyone’s faces fall while I connected the dots for them about the new Trinity and the green keys budding from Tree Ica. Tram’s shoulders had drooped with the weight I’d dropped on them, and I kept saying I was sorry, so sorry, even though I knew it wouldn’t help.

I sawed my teeth over my lip in the lunch line with my hands sandwiching my head so it wouldn’t explode. The lunch ladies paraded around the lunchroom banging wooden spoons against pans while singing off-key for the benefit of the seniors. 

Unlike me, they seemed to enjoy it. They all sat at two long tables in the center of the cafeteria, pounding their fists or clapping along to the horrid song. This was their farewell lunch and their last day before graduation. Thankfully, Megan and Lily sat at that table rather than standing anywhere near me at the moment with their constant bouncing and gossiping and fakery. They would be thankful too, probably, since I kind of smelled like sweaty pennies even after my shower.

The lunch ladies finally ended their musical masterpiece and bowed to the audience, who gave them Lunachicks-worthy applause. All this noise would crack open my skull and spill brain juices all over the salad bar sneeze guard if this didn’t stop soon. I didn’t even know why I was in the lunch line. Habit must’ve put me there more than hunger. When was the last time I’d eaten anything? I couldn’t even remember.

When the lunch ladies resumed their posts behind the counter, the decibel level dropped some. The other students bobbed up and down in their seats like happy lilac blooms ready to burst into summer, even though the rest of them still had four more days of school. They were doing what I should be doing—planning little day trips with Jo during those lazy, sweltering days, soaking up the shade in her backyard, tossing our mostly eaten strawberries into Jo’s compost heap, and enjoying our freedom. My lack of Trammeler Sorceress know-how and the steady realization that things were still terribly wrong shackled my wrists. I didn’t know if I would ever feel free again.

Between the surges of laughter and the constant stir of movement in the cafeteria, a pair of deep brown eyes found mine. He’d washed most of the morning’s terror from his face, but the fear still lingered in his gaze. He seemed to be the only one who sat still in a sea of movement, the only one not smiling, the only one who noticed me. The rip in his t-shirt skimmed over his collar bone when he leaned his forearms on the table. He gave me a nod.

I didn’t know what it meant, but it felt like more than an acknowledgement. An ‘everything will be okay’ kind of nod? Or maybe even an ‘I believe in you’ kind. Whatever it meant, it shocked a flurry through my heart. I looked away as heat crept into my cheeks.

The lunch ladies must’ve saved up their cooking skills for today because one handed me a tray filled with a juicy-looking hamburger, potato salad, and a cupcake with a little plastic sign sticking out of it that read Happy Birthday. It wasn’t my birthday, but a quick glance around showed that it was everyone’s special day as far as the lunch ladies were concerned. Birthday, graduation—it was pretty much the same thing. 

Ms. Hansen stood with shoulders stooped behind two freshmen sitting at the ancient computers in the library, directing them with a finger to create a works cited page. Her gray hair striped over the thin line of her mouth and tucked itself inside. She waved but she didn’t smile. It had been a tough morning for all of us.

Jo looked up from a book at our table with bits of pink frosting speckling her lips. “Places to go, people to see, and trees to kill,” she said in a low voice. “But I still don’t know how to do it. Poison can sometimes take years.”

“Callum filled you in?” I asked, sitting beside her.

She flipped a few pages and hunkered down over the table, almost nose-to-nose with the print. Concentration etched a permanent V on her forehead. “He called just as I was leaving the mayor’s.”

It bothered me to see Jo researching tree murder when she’d spent so much of her life trying to save them. I slid the book out from under her gaze and snapped it closed. “How did the meeting go?”

“Leigh, what are you doing?” A note of desperation pitched her voice higher. Her wide, expressive eyes pleaded with mine. “What if Ica comes back?”

“Then Tram and I will deal with it. You shouldn’t be learning about killing a living thing no matter who or what it is. Do I need to give you lecture 101?” I handed her one of my napkins. 

She took the hint and rubbed it over her mouth. “But then what if something else goes wrong? What if something happens to you?” She buried her head in her hands, not quite hiding the tears that gathered in the corners of her eyes. “No offense, Leigh, but I hate your new job as a teenage mutant Trammeler Sorceress.”

“Hey,” I said, touching her shoulder firm enough so she would look at me through the spaces between her fingers. “I know you do. I’m not exactly comfortable with it either, and it makes me sick to watch you get upset about it.” I swallowed the bitter taste of what our conversations had become. Where did our rebellious, fun times in the library go? “Let’s talk about something else.” Since now wasn’t the time to tell her I burned down our favorite store, anyway. I plucked the happy birthday sign out of my cupcake and handed it to her. “I want you to have a very happy birthday and tell me all about your meeting.”

That got a tiny smile out of her. “It went really well.”

“Spill it.”

“He said he’s impressed with my devotion and wished that more young people were just like me. He said our little town is woefully behind the times and should have had a recycling center ten years ago.” She turned her head and smiled into her shrug. “I’m to go in front of the city council next week with my proposal.”

I slapped the table hard enough to make both our trays jump. “So awesome. And is he going to endorse you for president of the universe after we get a recycling center?”

“No, but he did say he’d write me a killer letter of recommendation when I graduate.” Her eyes brightened with her grin. She bounced in her chair so much, I barely even noticed when her hand shot out and stole my cupcake. It was unwrapped and in her mouth in seconds. A muffled squeal came out with a spray of crumbs. “No bad fo a Kwappa resi’ent, huh?”

“Not bad at all, Jo. I’m proud of you.”

She swallowed and then smiled. “Thanks. I’m proud of me, too. Miguel says he’s going to make me a t-shirt that says Badass Recycler on the front.”

“He better,” I said.

“Well, I couldn’t have done it without my best friend,” she said and scooted her crumby mess into a pile. “I have something else to tell you. That was the good news, but this is...”

I leaned back in my chair, eyeing her closely. “Bad news?”

“It depends on how you look at it. It’s about Cal,” she said with a sigh.

“What?” I fiddled with a sesame seed on my bun, not at all sure I wanted to know bad news about Callum. He hadn’t done anything stupid like get back with Megan, had he? But why should I care if he had?

“Graduation’s on Saturday, and my parents are having a party for him tomorrow night. You’re invited, of course.”

“Okay.” Another party. I’d ended up being dragged across the graveyard by two dead Sorceressi at the last party I went to. That kind of partied me out, but for Jo, maybe I would go to this one. Maybe. “That’s the bad news?”

“No.” She winced then spilled the rest out in a rush. “He’s leaving Sunday morning for college because his new coach wants him to help with some kind of summer camp, so he’s leaving. For good, and I should’ve told you this days ago, but the Sorceressi were counting down the days until your death, and I was all possessed and it just didn’t seem like a good time.”

“Oh.” It took a while for what she said to sink in, but when it did, a stone settled on top of my chest. He was leaving. He and his beard would go to college and gain instant celebrity status among the population who had eyes. He was leaving, and I couldn’t really blame him for wanting to after the last few days. It didn’t make the sudden pain in my chest any less sharp, though. But why didn’t he tell me himself?

Jo shrugged. “At least you have Tram.”

“Yep.” My voice came out as a whisper since nothing with much force could get past that rock that felt as though it was crushing me. It didn’t make any sense why I should feel this way. I didn’t have any claim over Callum. He was a big boy. Still, it felt like a slap to the face that he didn’t tell me this. That he was leaving me. The boy who my thoughts sometimes strayed to even though they shouldn’t.

“Are you okay?” Jo reached across the table, palm up, probably reading everything that had just crossed my mind.

“I’m fine,” I lied, and squeezed her hand. “I’ll be fine.”

* * * *
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I STOOD ALONG THE EDGE of the sidewalk, staring at my overturned bike in the yard, with a weird shifting kind of pain settling into my head. Yeah, I had every right to a headache, what with Tree Ica and other dead things coming back to life. And Callum... But this was more than that. The feeling seemed to seep into my brain, and twisted it all up into a pretzel so tightly, I fell to the grass with a low moan. What the hell was wrong with me? Maybe the stresses of this new life were getting to me. 

Even though I wanted to go pet Mom’s lilacs and then get out of the sun to look through my baby book like Mom had directed, it felt as if I would never make it that far. I probably just needed more sleep in my own bed instead of underneath Darby’s.

If I turned my back to the wind and focused on the spin of my tire wheel, my stomach didn’t seem so bad. I would just have to live on the yard for the rest of my life since I couldn’t get up.

Mrs. Gonzalez soon pulled in with Maria and Darby chatting excitedly in the backseat. I thought about getting up to whisper in Maria’s ear that Bobby Fever puts little girl ears in his breakfast cereal so she would stop talking to Darby about him, but decided against it. Changing their minds about him was probably just as easy as changing mine about punk rock. Never going to happen.

I waved to Mrs. Gonzalez as she pulled out of the driveway then handed my key to Darby. “You can go on in if you want.”

She glanced at the front door and swallowed. “I’ll wait with you until Dad gets home.” Her stretched-to-the-limit backpack landed next to me with a loud thud.

“More homework?” I asked.

“Mrs. Bonham is the devil. That’s the only explanation,” she said and plopped down next to her bag and across from me so half her butt was on the sidewalk. 

“We can move somewhere else if you want.”

A wary look crossed her face as she looked over my shoulder, but it disappeared when she shrugged. She seemed almost nervous about something. “I’m good.”

“You okay?” I narrowed my eyes at her, trying to pick apart her brain.

“Well, we could use a vending machine out here.” She unzipped her backpack to show me the stacks of notebooks and books, and I let loose an impressed whistle. “Don’t you ever have homework anymore?”

She didn’t answer my original question, but I chose to ignore that. For now. She couldn’t keep anything from me for long. 

“Finished it already.” Yeah, right. Homework was so far down my to-do list, I couldn’t even see it.

The garage door opened as Dad’s car pulled in during the middle of problem number twenty-eight of Darby’s math homework. We’d had to get up and chase the paper twice because of the stupid wind.

“Hi, girls,” Dad said after he’d parked his car in the driveway instead of the garage. “It’s a little windy to be doing homework outside, isn’t it?”

“We couldn’t go inside,” Darby said.

Dad flipped his jacket over his shoulder. Sweat darkened the armpits of his white shirt. “Why not? Where’s your key?”

Darby dragged her backpack into the garage. “In my bag.”

I shook my head when Dad turned his bunched eyebrows toward me. “We could’ve gone inside but we chose not to.” How else could I explain it?

“Hmm. What’s with the sweat suit?” 

“Oh, this? I spilled paint all over myself in art and this was the only thing the school had for me to wear. It’s pretty craptastic, but...” I shrugged.

“I almost didn’t recognize you without all your black.” He took my outstretched hand to help me up and walked with me into the garage. 

As soon as the cool dark hit me, I felt instantly better. I took off my sunglasses and breathed deep.

“I called Herman about the attic today, but his secretary said he’d had to rearrange his schedule because he’s tied up with something else,” Dad said, glancing up at the attic door in the ceiling. “I’ll go check it out quick after I change my clothes if you take care of dinner. All right?”

I nodded while a shiver skidded up my back. No way would I let him go up there alone. I followed him inside, and we used each other’s shoulders for balance to take off our boots and shoes. With my fingers still tucked inside mine, I dialed the nearest Chinese restaurant that delivered. That was me taking care of dinner. Dad just grinned and shook his head.

When he disappeared down the hallway, a soft thump sounded from above. Worry clawed at my gut. What was up there?

I made my way down the hallway, listening, and poked my head inside Darby’s room. Only drawings of mermaids and unicorns stared back from their place on the walls.

When I entered my bedroom, a loud bang punctured the silence. I jumped. Goose bumps rose along my arms. Another bang a few feet from the last one. And another right over my head like loud, heavy footsteps. One more out in the hallway.

I whirled around and screamed.

Half of Darby’s face peered in through the doorway.

“Darby,” I gasped, clutching my chest. “Tell me when you’re standing behind me.” My rushing blood dripped a sharp edge into my words.

She pushed away from the wall and glared. “Sorry.” Then she stalked to her room and slammed the door.

I sighed, still trying to get my hammering heart under control. She was such a little broody-moody lately. Wonder where she got that from? 

I threw on something less hot than sweats since I knew it would be stuffy in the attic, then I grabbed an ash tree key from my floor and a nail in case I needed to draw blood. Just in case. 

By the back door, I stepped into my boots again and entered the garage. A small rectangular door cut into the ceiling marked the attic’s entrance. A red rope tied to the end in a knot would pull it open. I scratched at my palms and gazed up at it. If Tram was here, he would tell me it was just an attic and nothing more. But no matter how much I repeated it to myself, it did nothing to stop the flashes of what could be lurking up there from spiking into my brain.

Wind lifted the fingers of Mom’s purple gardening gloves along the back wall. It looked like they waved me on to get this over and done with.

Okay, Mom. Let’s do it.

Several deep breaths later, I pulled the rope and the door creaked open. I reached up a tentative hand and unfolded the ladder. Nothing but inky darkness covered the entrance. Stale hot air wafted from inside with a hint of decay. Something was definitely dead up there, but it could be anything, things worse than what haunted my brain.

Dad came out in shorts and a t-shirt. “Hey. Whoa. I’m climbing up there, remember?”

I glanced up into the black hole, my scalp prickling. No matter how much I didn’t want to go up there, no matter how much I didn’t want whatever lurked up there to do with me, I wasn’t about to let my only parent go up alone.

“I’ll go up, too,” I said. “You’re getting old. I don’t want you to hurt yourself.”

“I’m not that old,” he mumbled.

“It’s okay, Dad,” I said, stepping up onto the first rung. “I got this.”

“Well, you’ll need a flashlight.” He took two from the table by the trash can and tested them both. Satisfied, he handed one to me.

I set my other foot on the ladder. The concrete floor, just a few inches underneath me, swayed. I swallowed. “Hold the ladder for me?”

He pressed a hand to the crease between the hinges. “Of course.” 

I kept my gaze aimed at Mom’s gloves while I climbed. The hot dead stink grew stronger. It swirled around me, pressing in. Sweat trickled into the collar of my shirt and slicked over my upper lip. The smell, the dark, the closed-in space twitched my fingers. They wanted to poke those memories and everything associated with them from my brain by ripping holes into my shirt. I clung to the ladder and gasped for breath.

“What’s wrong?” Dad asked from far, far below.

“Heights,” I whispered. “Not a fan.”

The ladder creaked. Dad’s hand grasped the heel of my boot. “Come down, Leigh.”

“No.” I looped my flashlight hand around the top rung and spread the holes at the bottom of my shirt wider with a satisfying rip and a cough to muffle it. A shaky breath of air filled my lungs. “I’m fine.” No, I wasn’t, but at least I could breathe. “Did...did Herman spray up here for spiders when he was here?”

“I’m sure he did.” The ladder creaked under Dad’s weight. He was on his way up.

‘I’m sure he did’ didn’t exactly inspire confidence, but it would have to do. One more step, and my head poked through the opening. I turned on the flashlight and tipped the beam over boxes coated in layers of dust. 

Tram said fear made you sharper. Well, consider me a scalpel.

I palmed the nearest box to steady myself as I climbed higher. Thick dust left a gritty film on my skin, and it coated the insides of my nose when I breathed in. I stood in a crouch since the ceiling pressed too close to my head, but if I stepped farther out, I would be able to stand tall again.

“Tell me if you see anything I don’t,” Dad called, just a few steps below.
“Okay.” I wound around the maze of boxes until they hid the light from below. The glow of the flashlight bounced around the support beams above, throwing shadows into the far corners. An old Christmas tree spray-painted with fake snow leaned against the pink cotton candy insulation that escaped through the walls.
“There you are,” Dad said and shined his light directly into my eyes. “See anything yet?”

I cried out and turned my back on him. “Now I just see spots.”

“Sorry,” he said, tucking his nose into the crook of his arm. “Something definitely died up here.”

“Smells that way,” I said.

What was it though? Something normally dead or something undead? The giant granny spider twins that I was sure had died at Whaty-Whats? The bird with the broken neck who’d tried to kill me? A squirrel? I hoped with all my might it was just a simple squirrel.

My light fell to the right where a box had tipped over from a high stack and spilled an old basketball and other sports equipment to the floor. I picked my way over it, trying to blink away the colorful explosions behind my eyes. 

The pointed end of something big lay on the floor near the back wall, half hidden behind an old lamp shade and between the layers of a blue tarp. I inched closer. The something was hairy, too. And moving. 

Whatever it was kept twitching. Right behind the pointed end, something else hairy rose and fell in an unsteady pulse.

Icicles stabbed up my back, even in the crushing heat, freezing me solid. A scream built inside my throat at the same time Dad said, “Dead squirrel” on the other side of the attic.

It wasn’t the granny spider twins because that pointy thing was a tail. Whatever it was, something seemed very wrong with it. Why was it convulsing like that?

“Dad?” I whispered, but he must’ve not heard me.

I kept my flashlight trained at the floor and didn’t dare move for fear any sound or movement would get its attention. But something with a ragged edge poked from underneath the lamp shade. Like it had been hidden, only not too well.

“Dad?” I whispered again, but I couldn’t even see the glow of his flashlight. I didn’t even think he was up here anymore.

I muffled the sound of my heavy breaths with my forearm and knelt down slowly. The leather on my boots squeaked. I froze. My heart rocketed against my chest. The thing kept convulsing but didn’t move any more than that. I let out the smallest of breaths then crept a finger under the lamp shade.

An old black book lay face down underneath the shade in the middle of a small area skimmed free of most of its dust. Dread uncoiled from the pit of my gut and overflowed into every part of my being. Sweat poured down my face. 

It couldn’t be. It couldn’t be that book. Dad had thrown it away. I reached a tentative hand for the cover and flipped it over. The title, those silver letters that spelled Resurrection: Dark Magic to Bring Back the Ones You Love, seared over the words already etched inside my head. I snatched my hand back and tripped backward. The flashlight crashed to the floor.

I backed away, fumbling for the flashlight to keep it trained on the thing behind the lamp shade. When the Christmas tree made a grab for me with fake branches, I turned and ran and didn’t stop until my feet hit concrete.

Dad entered the garage talking a mile a minute about what he could use for squirrel traps. His voice sounded far away, like none of this could really be happening.

But it couldn’t be happening because I watched him throw the book away. Had he dug it out again? Had Darby?

All my efforts at trying to keep Mom in her peaceful grave weren’t working. Even my own family wasn’t listening to me. How could they not realize she was in the best place she could possibly be? Did they want her coming back and looking like that thing in the attic?

White fire surged through my veins. I threw the book down at Dad’s feet so he would shut up. “You threw it away!” Tears cracked my voice, making my anger sound weaker than it was.

His gaze snapped up to mine, a blaze of white around the horror in his eyes. “I did.”

Red soaked through my vision as I tore around him. Was it her, my own sister, who brought back Ica’s tree and Mr. Benjamin? Was the attic some kind of Frankenstein lab for her? All signs pointed to yes while my heart hammered a series of no’s. 

Her name coiled up in a shout behind my tongue. “Darby!”
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Chapter 11
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I barged into Darby’s room. She lay sprawled on her bed, head propped on her forearm, until she jerked up with wide eyes.

“Don’t you kn—” she started.

I dragged her small, bony shoulders off the bed and shook them. “Why did you take Dad’s book from the trash?”

“What book?” Tears leaked out from behind her glasses, and I knew right then that she knew exactly what book I was talking about.

“The book, Darby.” I crushed her arms under my grip and shrieked at her face. “Tell me. Why did you take it?”

Dad filled the doorway, breathless. “Leigh, stop.”

“The book.” The words came out like a plea, a plea for her to understand how horribly wrong it was for her to even think about that book, let alone use it. “The one that would bring Mom back.” 

Memories stabbed through the wall of fog in my brain and crumpled me to the floor in a heap of sobs. I buried my head in my hands and wished them away.

Sniffs and heaving breaths continued long after mine finally ended. A light touch landed on the side of my face. I looked up into Darby’s red-rimmed eyes.

“I wasn’t going to bring Mom back like Sarah,” she said and hiccupped. “But I just...I wanted to know if I could do magic. Like Merlin.”

“Darby, magic...it doesn’t exist.” Dad slumped against the open door, his hand over his mouth and lower lip trembling between the cracks in his fingers. “It’s fiction. That book was something I got out of the attic because I wanted some kind of explanation for why Sarah could come back...and your mom couldn’t.”

“Darby.” I finally looked up at her, and the hurt and remorse I found there splintered my heart. “You can’t look at that book again. Not ever.”

She threw her arms around my neck with a gut-wrenching sob. “I wasn’t going to try to bring Mom back. I promise.”

“Then promise me,” I said, smoothing the hair in her ponytail down her back with gentle strokes. She seemed so fragile. Dad, too, with his trembling hands trying to hide the devastation written all over his face. All of us were completely broken. But less so than if Mom had come back and stayed back. “No more.”

“I promise.”

We stayed like that, both of us squeezing each other until we might burst, until the doorbell rang.

“Anyone hungry?” Dad asked, scrubbing the tears from his face.

I shook my head, and Darby shrugged.

When Dad had composed himself enough to answer the door, I pulled away from Darby.

“What’s in the attic?” I demanded.

“Maria’s dog,” she said and sniffed.

“You tried to bring it back, didn’t you?”

A pause, then, “Yes.”

That one word flashed dread down my back, but I had to know all of it. “Tell me.”

“I couldn’t finish it. I was too scared. It was bigger than the other things...” Her mouth stayed open but nothing else came out. She looked up at me with big, terrified eyes.

I blew a steady breath out of pursed lips to keep myself from puking. “What other things?”

“Just a bird.”

“Just a bird,” I repeated. I was pretty sure I knew which bird.

“At the motel and a squirrel. I won’t do it again, I swear.” She reached for my hand, but I pulled back. She’d touched dead things, after all, and dragged a dead dog up to the attic. I couldn’t have her touch anything near me.

“You have to fix this, Darby,” I said, standing because I needed to get away from her. “You’re the one who got it up there, so you have to get it out.”

Her whole being seemed to deflate right there on the bed with her sagging shoulders and the hopeless look on her face. “Are you going to tell Dad?”

Of all the things to be worried about. “No, I won’t tell him. Just take care of it.”

She nodded and swiped at her tear-streaked cheeks. “I’ll go set the table.”

I stared after her and sighed. Unease wriggled through my insides at the thought of her messing with dark magic. How could she do such a thing? She was only nine, and for something so morbid to pique her curiosity creeped me out. So did the half-alive dead dog in the attic. A shudder shook through my bones. She better get rid of it soon.

With both of them distracted, I had a few minutes to wander into Mom and Dad’s bedroom to look for my baby book. The closet doors screeched open on noisy hinges, and Mom’s perfume wafted out. I breathed it in, letting its flowery scent sooth the ache in my chest and the worry in my fists, until I finally had to exhale.

How could Dad stand it? Every time he opened the closet, didn’t her scented reminder knock him flat with her memory? 

Her clothes still hung on one side, with pants and skirts neatly folded over hangers and shirts that had never seen a wrinkle since she’d touched them.

Their colors, their shape, and of course their smell all belonged to her, but now they just hung here. I touched the sleeve of a soft, black t-shirt and the button on another one. Her fingers had touched these things, too. Like mother, like daughter, in so many more ways than I’d ever known.

I spread my arms out to bundle all her clothes in the closest thing to a hug as I could get from her. It couldn’t compare to the real thing, but it would have to do. The soft, black t-shirt with a picture of the Ramones on the front and concert dates on the back rested against my cheek. I slid it off its hanger and threw it over my ripped-to-bits shirt. Now I could walk around with her hug forever.

If only she was here to talk some sense into Darby, to make Dad happy again, to help me understand who I was, life would be so much easier.

With a deep sigh, I reached for my baby book on the top shelf of the closet. Mom and Dad probably didn’t know that I would grow up to hate the color pink when they’d bought it, but I could forgive them for that, I supposed.

The book cracked open, as though it hadn’t been touched in a long time. Mom’s handwriting listed my birthday, weight, and hair and eye color on the first page. Being dead must rush her hand since the notes from her grave were scrawled. Pictures of me as a baby hid underneath thin pieces of plastic with various captions on the rest of the pages. But I’d seen all this before. Looking at myself as a cute baby couldn’t help me.

But I flipped through more pages, anyway. A baby who was definitely not me stared back from around the middle of the book. It had bright eyes and blondish hair but the shape of its head didn’t match every other picture. The top and right edges had been ripped, tearing jagged gaps across the dark blue background.

“Leigh.”

At Dad’s voice, I jumped, and my baby book leaped into the air. I caught it with shaking hands.

“Sorry,” he said, his face still locked in stunned sadness. “There’s food if you’re hungry.”

I stuck the book under his nose. “That’s not me, is it?”

He blinked at the picture for a long moment. “No, that’s not you.”

“Are you sure?”

A hint of a smile lifted his mouth. “I memorized everything about you from day one. I knew every curve of your cheek and every ridge on your knuckles, so yes, I’m sure.”

His words pulled at my heart until I stood right next to him and could wrap my arms around him. “How do you do it, Dad?”

“Do what?” he asked, folding me into him and his sweaty t-shirt.

“Live inside this room with her smell and her clothes and...her.”

“I just take things minute by minute and try to feed my daughters when they refuse to eat and try to keep them from reading inappropriate books when I leave them lying around in trash cans.” He ran his fingers over the back of Mom’s Ramones shirt and shrugged. “I’m not doing a very good job, but that’s all I can do.”

I nodded, wishing I could somehow make things easier for him. But Darby wasn’t the only one making stupid decisions. I’d made about a thousand over the last week. 

“Darby’s curiosity isn’t your fault,” I said.

He shook his head, and I didn’t think he believed me. “Well, I’ll throw that book out later. For good.”

“Okay.”

“I bought this shirt for your mom after our first date, you know.” He rolled the fabric of one of my sleeves between his fingers with a deep sigh as if the feel of the shirt held memories for him, too. “She always said that it was the best first date ever, but it was this t-shirt that clinched our relationship for her.” 

His voice weaved happiness through the strain in his throat whenever he talked about her, but I liked hearing him talk about her. In fact, I wanted to hear much, much more.

“Do you know what a Trammler is?” I blurted.

“A what?”

“I ate all the egg rolls,” Darby said from behind us in the doorway, her face still splotched red and tear-streaked. “What are you guys doing in here?”

“Just reminiscing.” Dad unwound himself from me to give Darby’s ponytail a light tug. “Leigh, are you coming?”

“Yeah.” But I was already flipping through the rest of my baby book, looking for more answers. So, Dad didn’t know what a Trammeler was, which meant that Mom had kept it from him, too. Surely Dad could clue me in to some things, though.

Just not these random pictures of babies who weren’t me stuck inside my baby book. Another one stared back at me. A few pages later, another one. Three babies, all of them not me, each torn apart from the one next to it.

The Trinity babies. Gretchen’s gifts. I would bet a few toes that I was right. But why were the babies of the darkest Sorceress who ever lived inside my baby book?

I pieced the pictures together on the floor, and they fit together perfectly. If I got Gretchen’s picture I’d stolen from Whaty-Whats, I was sure it would fit on top. The three babies were what she was smiling down at.

How would this help me, though? The Counselor stole the Trinity babies and put them inside the Core, I guessed because he really wanted to win the worst father of the year award. It made no sense. But what did Mom mean on her note when she’d said she’d switched two of them? She switched two babies? What did that even mean?

I stuck the pictures in one of the zipper pockets of my bondage pants. Maybe Tram knew something more about the Trinity babies. I would have to remember to ask him during our training tonight.

Shadows darkened the room with the last shreds of sunlight coming through the window. I rushed to the end of my baby book, hoping for more hints. A small sealed envelope had been tucked behind the last page. I brushed my fingers over the flap, hesitating for only a second. Then I ripped it open. 

Thin silver chains were inside, knotted together, and dangling from the ends were two metallic leaves, one green and one pink, about the size of half a finger. They swung in unison and turned so I could read the backs. You set free my strongest gift was etched into both of them. 

A jolt went through my body. Tokens. Adeline had said the same words in The Sorceress’s Trinity. These necklaces held Sorceress power inside, hidden away in my baby book so no one but Mom could find them. Did they belong to me and Darby so we could hide our Sorceressi gifts from everyone?

If so, then maybe tonight I would get to show Tram my shiny new Sorceress skills.

* * * *
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“AGAIN,” TRAM ORDERED.

I clenched my teeth over the razor-sharp frustration that sawed my gut in two. The moon glowed bright around the branches of the trees he’d told me to “talk” to. So far, the only thing I’d communicated with was the Trinity oak’s trunk; actually, it was my boot doing the communicating with every fierce kick I gave the tree. It was immortal, and Tram couldn’t feel my touch, anyway, so it wasn’t like I was hurting anything.

“That’s not going to make the trees listen to you,” Tram said, his voice sharp. “Talk to all of the Trinity trees, and whichever is strongest inside you, it will answer.”

“I’m trying, okay?” I spat.

“You’re distracted.” He stepped toward me with his hands out like I might kick him, too.

A light breeze played with his curls as he came closer. His nearness softened the dig of my fingernails in my palms. He brushed his fingers over my neck, which sent a thrill to my heart, then slid his thumb down, over the curve of my upturned throat, until he stopped at my chest. He splayed his fingers and caught the jump of every beat that pulsed through my body. 

“Talk to them in here,” he whispered. “They’ll hear you. Just relax.”

I covered his hand with my own, watching the moonlight flicker worry in his eyes. If I didn’t learn to do this, then I couldn’t take down Ica’s tree with my roots. Tram already tried. He’d also attempted to hack her up with my ax. Nothing worked, and we were quickly running out of options. And time. Already, more green fluttered from her branches.

I allowed myself a single glance in the direction of Mom’s grave. If I didn’t look around too much, I could pretend I stood in a park at night somewhere with a lot of trees instead of the graveyard. Every insect buzz, every footstep in the soft grass, slinked hidden nightmares over my flesh, especially since it was night. Staring at Tram helped, but gravestones and moving shadows hovered in the corners of my eyes. The only way to fade those horrors was to remind myself that she was in the ground where she belonged.

Since my one-sided psychic conversations with her at her grave had started in my heart, maybe speaking to trees wasn’t all that different. Besides, she was part Trammeler, and therefore part tree.

Mom? Any words of advice? I’m kind of stuck here.

Tram stepped away while I closed my eyes. I concentrated on her face, her smile, her voice, and I reached out to her with everything I had so she would listen.

I found the necklaces in my baby book, and I’m wearing them, but I don’t know what to do with them. 

A warm gust of wind wrapped around my arms with a flowery scent that reminded me of her hugs. They were never one-armed or half-assed; she always hugged with major force.

I just want to finish what you started and make you proud of me.

The ground gave a soft shudder. I snapped my eyes open just in time to see a crack forming in the ground at my feet.

“Did I just do that?” I whispered, afraid I was hallucinating again.

The moon lit up Tram’s excited grin. “It’s coming from the ash tree.”

“Really? Which tree is the strongest inside you?”

“The oak, but I can use the powers of all three Trinity trees since I’m an official Trammeler.”

“Does...does the hawthorn, the Counselor’s tree, ever answer anyone?”

“Only if the Trammeler has a dark enough nature,” he said in a rush. “Come on. Keep going.”

You heard the man. 

I imagined linking myself to every part of the Trinity’s ash tree and all the other ashes in the graveyard—except Ica’s—to an invisible string in my heart. Then I curled my finger at the ground like I’d seen Tram do a couple times.

Roots exploded through the crack. I leaped out of the way with a giggle bubbling up my throat. Dirt splattered over my front but completely missed Tram somehow. I smiled through a mouthful of grit anyway, watching the roots twist through the night. They rocked back and forth as if they were waiting for something to do.

Ica’s tree, I ESP’d to them. Take it down.

They plunged back into the ground with enough force to pitch me backward on my butt. Overeager much? But I couldn’t keep the smile from my face as they plowed a zigzag around headstones just under the surface of the earth toward Tree Ica.

“They can be hard to control at first, but they’ll get used to you and listen better,” Tram shouted over the sound of spraying dirt. He took my hand and squeezed. “Nice job.”

“I haven’t done anything yet,” I reminded him. Despite the coolness factor of communicating with trees, I wouldn’t consider this a success until Ica had been ripped to shreds.

My roots punched through the ground at the base of her tree and creaked and groaned a path to the tips of her branches. They kept stretching up to the bottom rim of the moon in the distance, then like a giant hand made of roots, they all came crashing down on top of Ica.

A sudden burst of wind screamed through her branches at the same time wood slammed against wood. Loud cracks filled the night. 

Puffs of black smoke clouded the space above her branches and my roots. It grew thicker, heavier, almost blotting out the entire tree. I could sense rather than see my roots struggle under the weight of it.

Tram stepped closer, his hands forming fists at his side, readying himself in case she came rushing out to escape. His roots blasted out of the ground and wound around mine to help crush her.

I was about to mentally ask the branches of another tree for help, when my roots squished his into matchsticks and they fell to the ground in splinters. 

He whipped around, an odd expression on his face.

“Whoa,” I said. “I didn’t mean to do that.”

But he just stared at me, frozen in place.

“Tram?” I said, and then my roots crumbled to the ground too, my concentration lost. 

Rotten toilet meat filled the night air. I stumbled backward with a gasp. “What...?” But that’s all that could come out. They were waking up again. All of them.

Every inhale scraped through my constricting throat. I fumbled my fingers at the bottom of my shirt, Mom’s shirt, but stopped. Instead, I looked in the direction of her grave, prepared to make a run for it to flatten myself over the ground above her. I tried to listen for the sound of rusty moans or the squelchy noise of the dead rising, but I couldn’t hear anything over the blasts of blood between my ears.

Tram said something, but I had no idea what. He raised a hand toward me, and then he was falling sideways. Roots had snaked up from the ground behind him, coiling around his feet and up to his face in seconds. They dragged him past me, one of his hands clawing at the earth to stop himself, in the direction of the hawthorn.

“Tram!” It came out as a half-gag, half-shout. I sprinted after him, kicking up my roots as I went to rush them ahead of me. “Tram,” I yelled again, and that time his name tasted bloody. Something slick ran from my nose. I was bleeding again.

I ran harder, my heavy pants mixing with a bird’s squawk and the flap of wings overhead.

Trees and headstones threatened to slow me down, but I weaved around them, following the same path as the tangle of roots and a grasping, clawing green-sleeved arm, the only thing I could see of Tram.

The roots wrenched him around the back of the hawthorn tree. My roots started to follow, but a large wave of writhing movement just to my left crashed over my boots. My concentration snapped when I realized what it was. 

Spiders. Hundreds of them. Crawling their thorny legs down off the tree and onto me. Up me. Thousands of tiny legs scuttling inside my boots, up my sleeves, over my neck to the blood dripping from my chin.

I screamed and tried to shake as many as I could off, but they kept coming. One tracked just under my nose, blocking one of my only sources of air. Terror gripped my heart with icy fingers, chasing frozen spikes through my veins. They were going to suffocate me, and there wasn’t anything I could do about it because I was frozen solid with fear. 

I managed to drag in one whimpering breath before they scrambled into my mouth. I screwed my eyes shut to keep from seeing them, but I could still feel their creeping legs all over my body. It was like being buried alive all over again.

I couldn’t get enough oxygen in my lungs. I couldn’t breathe. Sirens went off in my head as loud as a tornado, and mixed through it was the sound of my name.

Something gripped my elbows and shook me. “Leigh!”

I reeled back and tripped over my bootlaces. The ground shocked through my butt when I landed and clattered my teeth, but I hardly felt it. I ripped and clawed at my arms, at my face, at the hands that kept reaching for me. They held mine with a familiar warm strength.

“They’re gone, Leigh,” Tram said.

I blinked my eyes open to stare at him. Fresh cuts sliced from his temple over his upper lip and down his chin.

“Where’d they go?” I whispered.

“They vanished. The roots did too as soon as they dragged me behind the tree. Whoever it was got what they came for or gave up.”

“Who? What did they want?”

“A Trammeler, given that whoever it was dragged me away with roots,” he said and shook his head. “I don’t know what they wanted.”

“A Trammeler Sorceress?”

“I don’t know that, either.”

“But it was a dead Trammeler. Didn’t you smell them?”

“Yes. Maybe it was two people, but I only sensed one.”

“Maybe one of them was bit by a...” I scrubbed a hand over my mouth because it still felt like legs were tickling over my lips. Nothing was. I breathed a sigh of relief. “A spider.”

“Maybe.” 

I stood on shaky legs with Tram’s help. “I think I’m done training for today.”

He nodded while he watched the ends of a wadded up sheet of notebook paper flap around the edges of a gravestone. He bent to pick it up. Dirt and grass clung to its creases, and something dark bled through the other side.

I snatched it from Tram and smoothed it open with fingers like blocks of ice. Mom. Standing next to her grave, covered in mud. It was Darby’s drawing with a smear of her blood in the corner. 

She’d been here to give gifts to the dead, too.
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Chapter 12
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Dad knocked twice on my bedroom doorframe. “I think you should go with us to Callum’s party,” he said. “The Monroes invited us to it and to graduation tomorrow, and God knows we need to get out of this house to have some fun.”

Everything was upside-down since I lay with my head over the side of my bed. I’d been searching in The Sorceress’s Trinity for some way to kill the unkillable, but I couldn’t stop the image of Darby’s drawing in the graveyard from scratching at my eyeballs. 

She swore she didn’t dig it out of the trash like she did that book. Instinct told me she was telling the truth, but if she didn’t, how did it wind up there? On the other hand, she’d also said she would get rid of the dog in the attic. When I asked her about it, she got all quiet. 

So I didn’t know what to think, but however it had happened, Darby’s blood had been given as a gift to the dead. Her drawing with her blood on it was at the graveyard, after all. Dead Sorceressi wouldn’t screw around with that fact, and they sure as hell wouldn’t play games and pretend to choose her as a Two or Three. She could really be chosen, if there were Sorceressi around to do the choosing, especially now that there were two empty Trinity graves. I couldn’t take any chances, which was why I had to kill Tree Ica.

“I have homework,” I said, flipping myself over to give my arms a break from holding the ninety pound book above my head. “Besides, I’m grounded, remember?”

“I’ll unground you until the Monroes say the party’s over,” Dad said. “And then you’ll be grounded again.”

“I don’t do parties.”

Half of Darby joined Dad in the doorway. “Since when?”

“Since now.” Actually since the graveyard party, if you could even call it a party. “I’m busy.”

“But Callum will be there,” Dad said, rubbing his stomach. His voice dripped with possibility. 

I glanced at the ceiling and shook my head. When had Callum recruited Dad as president of his fan club?

Darby mirrored Dad by putting her hand on her stomach. “And Jo. You know who Jo is, right?”

“Yeah, I know who my best friend is,” I said and snapped my book closed with a sigh. “You can go eat them without me.”

Darby snorted on a laugh, a full-fledged piggy one that made her giggle even more. “Eat them? Why would we want to do that?”

The ring of her laughter somehow forced out one of my own. How could something so light and happy come out of someone who’d done something as dark as raising the dead? 

“Because,” I gasped, “every time Dad mentions Callum, he rubs his stomach like he’s the best thing he’s ever eaten.”

“I do?” Dad glanced down his front and found his hand on his belly. His surprised chuckle formed the bass to Darby’s squeals. Laugh lines crinkled the corners of his eyes, erasing all signs of his usual frown.

Either my family hadn’t said no to drugs or they’d finally joined me in Lunatic Land. Still, it filled me with hope to hear them laugh, even if they were medicated or crazy. I was almost convinced they’d forgotten how. We should celebrate with a straight-jacket fitting party or something.

“Darby hugged the wall for dear life, probably tired from all that snorting. “So are you going?”

I fingered the book’s spine with another sigh. How could I say no to them? I could just lug the book with me and find a quiet corner at the party while I made sure they didn’t eat anyone who didn’t deserve it. And to keep an eye on Darby. 

For someone who had sworn off parties for an eternity, all it took for me to be talked into going was the threat of cannibalism and a laugh with the family. Maybe those were the very things that would start World War III, but for now, it was exactly what I needed.

“All right. I’ll go,” I said. 

Darby popped off the wall with so much force, mohawks and lip rings on the nearby posters took on a life of their own in the wavering breeze. She charged down the hallway while chattering a hundred words a second. Dad lifted his eyebrows at me with a smile, but I couldn’t help him decipher any of it.

I followed Dad to the front door with my book and backpack in tow, but Darby skipped ahead to the back door.

“Can we drive there?” she asked.

“It’s just down the street. We can walk,” Dad said and opened the front door while Darby slipped out the back.

I ticked my gaze between them before I followed Darby into the garage. She didn’t even glance at the attic as the door rumbled open and she bounced past. I did, though, because the stink of half-dead dog had multiplied. Dad had noticed it, too, but it was the weekend, and Herman couldn’t come out to set up more “squirrel” traps. So Dad had been steadily moving boxes and junk out to get rid of the smell, and eventually he would find the source if Darby didn’t snap to it.

Dad stood on the edge of the driveway, shaking his head. “I don’t understand you girls. What’s so special about the back door?”

Darby’s only answer was to twirl around him and clap her hands.

I shoved my feet into my boots and stared down the open garage door like it had just challenged me. 

“It’s because I have something to show you,” I told them. The future Olympic sport of garage door hopping was about to go public. 

“Does this have anything to do with—” Dad called.

But I’d already jammed my thumb into the glowing orange button. I raced across the empty place where Mom’s car should be and leaped over the sensor before the door crushed me. I skidded into an almost perfect landing, and ended with a gymnast’s victory stance.

Darby erupted into applause. Dad crossed his arms and glared down his nose.

“Do you have any idea how dangerous that is?” he asked. “Never again, Leigh.”

“Right. Sorry.” And that was why that Olympic sport never caught on.

Dad and I stepped to the edge of the driveway while Darby looked both ways before sprinting across the street. Sharp wind tugged my hair into my face. The red anarchy symbol on my black, long-sleeved t-shirt waved and swelled with each snapping gust. A constant bass beat threaded the blustery evening from up ahead. All the car windows Dad and I passed caught the dramatic pink and purple streaks in the sky, a constant reminder that night was coming, which was why I went without sunglasses. 

“Dad?” I said.

He took a deep, cleansing breath, his face relaxed for the first time in a long while. “Hmm?”

“Where did you get the book? That book?” I didn’t dare say the title out loud because it revolted me too much. 

Dad glanced up ahead at Darby, who picked up sticks and rocks from the sidewalk and shoved them into her pockets while she walked. “Your great-grandpa, whom you never met.”

“Why did he give it to you?”

“He died and left me all his books. He was a little obsessed with sorcery and magic. My parents didn’t take him seriously and distanced themselves from him because they thought he wouldn’t be a good influence, which is why you never met him.”

“So...was he a Sorcerer?”

He shook his head at the sidewalk. “You’ve been reading too many of your sister’s Merlin books.”

“Yeah. I guess.” If he could peer into my head, he would believe in much more than sorcery. I gave an exaggerated nod, as though I was checking to be sure my knowledge was tucked safely inside. 

But sorcery was real. That book was real. And my great-grandpa knew about it. So did that make him a Sorcerer? If sorcery did run in Dad’s blood, that would mean Mom was just a Trammeler, not a Trammeler Sorceress like I’d assumed. But if Mom had known about Dad’s family, why would she marry him if she knew a Trammeler plus a Sorcerer plus baby-making could equal someone who was at risk of becoming Three?

“Did Mom know this great-grandpa?” I asked.

“She never met him, either. She was pregnant with you when he died and left me his books. I’ll never forget the look on her face when they arrived in the mail. She looked like she was about to go into labor. I don’t think she was big on magic.”

Oh, Dad. If you only knew. 

“So she didn’t know great-grandpa believed in that stuff when she married you?” I asked.

“Well, I didn’t believe in it.”

So it had been too late. Mom had been pregnant with me when she’d found out about Dad’s sorcery blood. What else could she do but keep it all a big secret? My thoughts swirled around like the red plastic cup that skipped across the sidewalk and into Darby’s hands. 

The thump of music grew louder, so I raised my voice. “When you and Mom... Did you ever hear bells? Like when you and her...kissed?” My face flushed, not because I was embarrassed, but because I didn’t want to hurt him with memories.

He stopped, and his eyes widened. “How did you—?” He cut himself off with a sharp inhale and covered his mouth, fighting for control because his daughter was too stupid to keep her mouth shut.

My heart splintered, and I threw my arms around him. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked.”

He crushed me to him and stared at a spot over my head, remembering. “No. It’s good to talk about her. It was before you were born, but yes, every time I’d kiss her, every time she laughed, bells would ring. She said it was just my imagination, but... Well, anyway, one day they just stopped.”

But why would they just stop? Tram’s never did. Was it because she worked for Tram anonymously and was therefore off the Counselor’s radar? 

I tried to smile up at Dad, but it felt more like a grimace. “Do I know how to kill the mood for a party or what?”

“You’re okay, Leigh.” He dropped a kiss on the top of my head, and that one statement lifted some of the gloom and doom from the air. 

People had spilled into the Monroe’s front yard, and most of them carried red plastic cups. A few littered the street, spinning around wherever the wind took them.

I winced. Jo was probably having a conniption if she hadn’t already detonated with rage. She called plastic the spawn of the devil. Fitting, since all of it was red.

Darby hovered at the edge of the Monroe’s yard, waving at us to hurry and talking as if we could hear a word she said.

“Hey,” I yelled, tugging on her ponytail. “Stop blabbing for a second and help me pick up these cups.”

She chased after the nearest one, her prattles morphing into giggles, as the cup hopped and clattered away with the wind. Dad became the official cup holder once we collected as many as we could. We’d all just earned Jo’s Earth Saver Medal of Honor. Yeah, it really existed. She printed certificates out on recycled paper every year and mailed them out to deserving people.

We weaved through the crowded yard and inside the house where the noise was less ear-shattering. Elf stood on the stair banister where he could survey those who dared enter his domain and keep watch over the kitchen to his left at the same time. When his green eyes flicked to mine, he greeted me with a low, guttural growl. A gray striped tail bushed out in spikes and pointed straight up.

“Elf, it’s me,” I said and offered him my palm to sniff, but he spit out a warning hiss and took off into the kitchen. I stared after him. He’d always been his usual lover-boy self toward me. What changed? But then I knew, or thought I did. I tasted dead. He must’ve known that with his crazy strong animal senses.

“He hates you,” Darby said with a pat on my arm. Then she bounded past the kitchen and into the living room.

“Yeah.” But I didn’t think Elf had it in him to hate anyone. He’d never showed me his fangs before. His reaction to me hurt, more than I cared to admit. I looked over my shoulder at Dad and shrugged. “Good thing we don’t have any cats.”

“I guess so. I’m going to see if I can help with the grill.” Dad unloaded his armful of cups into mine and followed Darby.

“Try not to eat anyone,” I called after them.

People darted in and out of the house through both the front door and the sliding one that led to the backyard. Smiles plastered the faces of pretty much the entire school, including teachers and parents. Callum was getting quite the send-off. I wondered if everyone liked him so much they wanted to eat him, too.

The crowd in the living room parted before a copper-haired girl with a livid spark in her dark eyes stormed through the sliding door and trampled them. 

“Leigh,” she hissed when she saw me. “My parents insisted on plastic cups and plates. Can you believe it? They are beyond reason just like the guy who invented these things.” She held up a red spork. “I don’t even know what this is!”

“Breathe. Strike a yoga pose,” I said, guiding her back outside where the music pounded my temples. “I’ll help you clean all of this up and then we’ll drive to the nearest town that will recycle it.”

“What if the mayor finds out about this, though? What if he disinvites me to speak to the city council?”

“He won’t, and even if he did see this, he’s not blind.” I had to shout into her ear for me to hear myself. “He wants you there because he can see you’re passionate about environmentalism.” An empty plate rolled up to my boot and smeared something yellow over my ankle. I sighed. “Even if your parents aren’t.”

She shook her head into her palm. “I am so ashamed of them, I can’t even think straight.”

I patted her back and tried to spot Darby. Miguel stood by the back fence, swooping down on tumbling cups and plates with fingers splayed out like talons. No wonder Jo shaved her legs for him.

When I found Darby with half a hot dog in her mouth, I communicated through dramatic pointing at the plate in her hand and an imaginary noose around her neck that Jo would hang her if she dropped it. She nodded her understanding and snatched some guy’s empty plate out of his hands when he passed. I nodded my approval and left her to her hot dog.

The music seemed to drop half a decibel when I neared the side of the house. I breathed out my relief and sagged against a wall. While scanning the lawn for anything trashy, I found Megan. She stood straddling Callum’s hip, one finger hooked over the rip at his neck. A wide grin split his face while he nodded at some jock next to him. He seemed not to notice the girl attached to him, and yet he wasn’t pushing her off of him, either.

My cheeks burned, and I looked away. My heart pounded a painful dent into my ribs. I tried to tell myself I didn’t care, but another glance proved I did. He turned his head to some other chatty girl and gave her an intense but warm look, with traces of laughter that always edged the sly curl of his mouth.

I hated him for looking at her like that, the way he sometimes looked at me. I hated that he was leaving tomorrow for a campus full of girls who would fling scantily clad bodies at his lips. And Megan with her legs almost completely wrapped around him... Would she make him a slutty offer on his last night here? Give him something to remember her by before he got lost in the lip gloss smothered swarm at college?

It felt like a punch to the stomach just thinking about it. I couldn’t be here if that was what they planned to do, but if I left, I wouldn’t see Callum again for a long time, and that made it so hard to breathe.

Tears stung my eyes, which pushed a surge of anger through my veins. How could he make me feel this way? Like rage and want battling inside me? Half of me wanted to confront him and bloody his mouth again. The other half knew if I did, I might fall to pieces under the hurt look in his eyes. I didn’t want to hurt him anymore than I already had, yet he continued to upset me just by the thought of him leaving. It wasn’t fair.

I turned and ran back around the house. It was a wussy thing to do, but it felt better than standing around wringing my hands like some pathetic girl.

Jo and Miguel dragged a huge trash bag behind them across the yard. When I opened the sliding glass door for them, Jo locked eyes with mine. Her defeated expression sharpened. 

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

I shook my head since I didn’t want to put it into words. “What’s up, Miguel?”

“The sky.” He gave me a nervous grin and scrubbed a hand through his short, black hair. “I’m just chilling with my girl.”

Jo pointed to the trash bag and lifted her eyebrows. “Is that what we’re doing? Chilling?”

“It doesn’t matter what we do,” he said and leaned down to give her a peck on the nose.

Jo’s eyes fell closed at his touch. Splashes of color brightened her cheeks. She had it so bad for him, and it was easy to see why. His world seemed to revolve around her. 

He heaved the bag over his shoulder and followed Jo into the kitchen where they filled it up even more.

With a heavy sigh, Jo leaned against the empty counter, smearing a finger through a dollop of spilled ketchup without noticing. “I hate my brother with a deep, unending passion.”

I could’ve seconded that, but I reached for the refrigerator handle instead. “Here. A can of carbonated greatness will happify you.” Three popped tops later and the only person who looked happy was Miguel who aaaaahhed after every swig. 

“Stop.” Jo smacked him in the gut and giggled. “That’s annoying.”

“So what did Callum do to piss you off?” I asked, desperately needing another reason to hate him.

“He didn’t stick up for me. He knows about my recycling crusade, but did he say a word about it to back up my argument to our parents? Nooooo.”

“He’s busy, Jo,” Miguel said. “He’s got a lot on his mind right now.”

The spark ignited inside Jo’s eyes again, and Miguel stepped back with his hands up to ward off her anger.

“I don’t like the bros before hoes mentality, okay?” Jo said.

“Got it. Sorry.” Miguel scooped up the bag, his mouth set in a firm line. “I’m going to go take the trash out. And you’re not a ho.”

As soon as he left the kitchen, Jo sagged her shoulders, looking totally defeated. “I’m such a bitch. I didn’t mean to snap at him.”

“You’re not a bitch. You’re stressed. There’s a difference.” I crossed the kitchen to stand by her and to give her a bump with my hip. “But he’s helping you, not hanging out with his bro’s.”

“You’re right,” she said, resting her head on my shoulder with a sigh. “Boys can sure be complicated sometimes.”

“Tell me about it.”

“Any luck with psycho Tree Ica?”

I shook my head.

Mrs. Monroe bustled into the kitchen, a curvy woman with Jo’s expressive eyes and Callum’s warm grin. She held her arms out and smashed me to her before I could react. 

“How are you, Leigh?” she asked.

“Umm.” Being in her motherly arms reminded me of Mom’s hugs, so protective and giving. I bit down hard on my tongue to distract me from the suffocating pain that twisted through my chest. “I’m fine.”

She grasped my shoulders to pull me away and could probably read the lie all over my face. Like mother, like daughter. “You look so pale and tired and...” She scanned me up and down. “Holey.”

Jo spewed pop in a fine mist all over the refrigerator door. “No, she doesn’t, Mom. She wasn’t resurrected.” A note of hysteria lifted her voice an octave higher than it should be.

“What? No.” Mrs. Monroe waved at the bottom hem of my shirt. “Not holy. Holey, as in with holes.”

Jo puckered her forehead and blinked down at the droplets of pop spotting the floor. I handed her a napkin and nodded at the ketchup on her finger, but really I wished she could wipe the memories that slouched her shoulders clean.

“It’s probably time for a new shirt,” I said to Mrs. Monroe with an awkward smile.

Callum strolled into the kitchen then. “Is someone taking pictures of all this?” he asked around a mouthful of chips. His gaze slid right past me. The lack of any kind of acknowledgement fisted my hands.

“I asked you to do it, Josefina,” Mrs. Monroe said. “After you clean up your rain of pop all over my kitchen.”

Jo’s face ignited red at the use of her full name. She snatched the camera from the counter and snapped the button in Callum’s general direction. “There. Happy, dearest brother?”

Callum sighed. “Whatever, Weed.”

Mrs. Monroe grabbed a couple bags of hot dog buns and hit him over the head with them on her way out. “What did I tell you about calling your sister that?”

He shot her a mischievous grin, but it lingered on me after she left. I faked boredom while I watched Jo clean the refrigerator and floor, but really my heart slammed echoes into my ears. What could he be thinking? Why had his grin just faded to a blank stare the longer he kept his gaze on me? And why did I care so much anyway? He was leaving tomorrow. Period.

He turned and stepped toward the stairs. The wooden posts on the banister barred through his head on his way down. Where was he going? To see if he was prepared for a night with Megan? My stomach sloshed over the tiny sip of carbonation I’d taken. 

I had to know. I had to say something. So I stormed past Elf, who sat growling at the front door and whipping his bushy tale around, and went downstairs.

Anxiety ate through my gut at the sound of drawers opening and closing. I tiptoed to Callum’s bedroom and stood in the doorway while heat rushed to my face. What was I supposed to say to him that wouldn’t make me sound like a lost little girl? Because that was exactly how I felt.

He had his back to me as he searched through the duffel bags lining the far wall. With a sigh, he sat back on his heels. “What are you doing?”

At first, I wasn’t completely sure he was speaking to me or if he was asking his duffel bag a rhetorical question. His voice sounded so soft, he might’ve been asking himself that. He stood, turned, and regarded me with the same question in his eyes.

“I...” How to answer that? My gaze landed on his bed, and I winced. He didn’t plan on doing it in here, did he? With his parents upstairs? Then I somehow remembered my backpack slung over my shoulder. “I was going to find some place to read.”

“You came to my party to read?”

“I’m surprised everyone didn’t bring a book. This party sucks.”

“Right,” he said, shrugging. “I meant what are you doing here. At my party. Shouldn’t you be with your Tree Boy and saving the world from the dead people who keep coming back?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe.”

He took steps toward me. “Then why aren’t you?”

I looked at the blue lava lamp on his dresser, which was switched off, anywhere but at him. He must not want to take it with him to college since it wasn’t packed. If not, I might steal it.

“Leigh,” he said and reached out to trace my cheek. “Why aren’t you?”

His buzz touch skidded electricity across my skin. I leaned into it and closed my eyes. Words that might’ve been part of an explanation climbed into my mouth, but all of them filled me with unease. What if he didn’t feel the same way anymore? What if he changed his mind since his declaration in the graveyard? My heart had been trampled on enough lately, and after everything I’d been through, I didn’t think I could handle much more of anything. Yeah, it made me feel like a weak coward to even think that, but it was the truth. Besides, he was leaving tomorrow. Nothing I could say or do would stop him from doing what he’d always wanted.

“Callum, I...” I patted my pocket to make sure the lilac ring was still where I always kept it, dug it out, and held it out to him. “You should give this to Megan.”

He took his finger from my face, and I wanted it back the instant he did. The flicker of pain in his eyes cut through my heart. “You don’t want it?”

I stared at the ring in my palm rather than at him. The overhead light caught on the silver and deepened the delicate lilac engravings. I would miss calling it mine. 

“I don’t.” The words held a sharp edge that mismatched the dull ache in my chest.

“Fine.” He snatched the ring away and stuffed it into his jeans pocket. His dark gaze flashed over my face, his jaw tight.

“You can give that to her instead of the other thing you were going to give to her,” I blurted. As soon as the words fell out of my mouth, I wanted to swallow back every single one of them. Heat climbed up my neck and settled all over my face. I turned to the door. “I have to go.”

On swift legs, suitable for base-stealing or whatever, Callum beat me to the door and closed me in his bedroom. He stood so close I could smell his salty potato chip breath. “I saw you outside, Leigh. And I know what you think you saw, but Megan’s been throwing herself at me all night. Ask anyone.”

I shook my head because I didn’t want to care enough to do that. He was just feeding me his pretty words like he always did.

“What other thing was I going to give her?” he asked.

I inhaled his salty taste and let it burn all the way down while I focused on the rip in the fabric at his neck. “You,” I whispered. “You were going to give her you.”

Everything about him softened after I said it—the muscles in his jaw, the rigid bunch of his shoulders, almost like he gave a sigh of relief. But I didn’t hear a thing because I shoved him out of my way and rocketed upstairs.

Afraid he might try to find me, I hurried through the house to the sliding glass door to try to blend in with the crowd and vanish, though I’d never been any good at blending. Everyone seemed to be outside. Everyone except Lily.

She knelt next to one of the many dead plants bordering the door with her eyes closed, chanting in a whisper. One hand touched the dirt in the pot while the other glided up over the wilted leaves. They awakened bright green as her hand uncurled over them, like there were strings attached to her fingers guiding them to life.

I grabbed the stair banister to steady myself. Lily the cheerleader. Lily, Sarah’s old friend. She was bringing things back from the dead? Had she brought Ica’s tree back and Mr. Benjamin, too?

Hands tucked into fists, I charged at her. 

Her whispered words took shape: “Break the ties that bind you to death.” She didn’t even turn her head until I grabbed her by the throat and dragged her to her feet. Her mouth popped open. The whites of her eyes circled a wide path around her green irises. 

I pushed her into the bathroom and kicked the door closed behind me. “Start talking.”
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Chapter 13
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“Wh-what?” Lily choked. 

My hand still squeezed the cheerleader’s throat, but too bad. “You brought that plant back to life. Are you bringing everything else back, too?”

She shook her head hard. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

I opened my mouth and hissed. The light blinked on and off with the speed of a strobe light. Lily’s blonde curls gusted out behind her and sent the pink lily tucked behind her ear spiraling into the bathtub. As soon as I ran out of air and inhaled, the lights returned with an unsteady buzzing. That was suppressed Sorceress power? But I barely noticed any of it except the rage curling my fingers deeper into her neck.

“Please,” she gasped. Tears streaked her face in mascara-tinted rivers. “Please don’t tell anyone.”

My grip loosened. The confused crease between my eyebrows cut deep. I was primed to crush answers out of her, but she was more concerned with me not telling anyone? I took my hand from her throat with narrowed eyes.

“Yes, okay? I brought that plant back,” she said and backed into the far wall next to the toilet, rubbing the red handprint on her neck. “Just like I brought back everything in your yard and Sarah’s yard and as much as I could in the graveyard.” She shuddered and then held up a finger in front of her face. “But not the dead guy or Ica’s tree.”

Hearing that name come out of Lily’s mouth shocked the air from my lungs. “You know Ica? How?”

She looked up at me as if I had just sprouted antennae, which I imagined was the same way I looked at her. “Well, I don’t want to know her, but she’s kind of hard to ignore. She has so much Sorceress power, the school’s walls practically shook with it when she was there, and she doesn’t try to hide it, either.”

I rubbed the confused spot between my eyebrows, hoping that would help things make more sense. “So you just bring back plants and stuff. That’s it?”

“Yes, that’s it. Are you crazy? Never mind. I already know the answer. But I would never bring Ica’s tree back, if that’s what you’re thinking. Even though you think I am, I’m not stupid.”

I held my hand out, palm up, so she might put some answers in it. “Then what are you?”

She looked me in the eye as she chewed her lip, as though she was trying to decide if I would laugh at her if I knew. “A Sorceress,” she finally blurted. “Please don’t tell anyone.”

“Why would I, Lily? I’m one, too.”

“No, you’re not. You’re a Trammeler Sorceress and way more powerful than me. But how are you even alive after going up against One and Two?”

That was too much of a loaded question to answer. “My turn to ask the questions,” I said. “So you were helping me and Sarah. Why?”

Lily glanced into the bathtub at her broken pink lily with a grimace so wobbly, I thought she might break down in tears. “I owed it to her. I could’ve helped her if she’d let me. I tried to tell her parents not to bury her in the middle of a Trinity, but...they were devastated. I didn’t want to add to their pain. Bringing her yard back, it’s a small thing to do, to keep doing, but I...I had to do something.”

This was not the Lily I thought I knew. The pale yellow of the wall behind her and the flickering glow above threw a different kind of light onto her. One that was less bouncy and bitchy, but gentler, especially as she knelt to caress the petals of the pink lily in the bathtub. 

“And my yard?” I asked.

“Break the ties that bind you to death,” she whispered. The bent petals straightened in the palm of her hand and brightened in color. She wedged it back into its place behind her ear and stood to face me, head tilted to the side as though she was listening with the flower instead of her ear. “I didn’t want to add to your pain, either.”

“Oh.” I blinked down at the mustard still on my boot. Just when you thought you knew someone, they flipped themselves over and showed a side you never saw before. It took a second for this new Lily to take the other one’s place. The new Lily who brought Mom’s lilacs back had helped me heal some, both from Mom’s death and that night in the graveyard. Not a lot, but some. It gave me hope. Lily gave me hope. What was I supposed to say to that? I started with “Thanks” but that didn’t seem like enough.

She shrugged. “You’re welcome.”

We stood in awkward silence, now both of us staring at the mustard on my boot.

“I don’t know who’s bringing Ica’s tree back to life or who brought back Mr. Benjamin. I only went to the graveyard that one time to heal after I heard you survived since I figured you’d killed everything there.”

“Thanks,” I said again. Was there really no other word in the entire English language I could use? Why was expressing my feelings, no matter what kind they were, so hard? Biting back a groan, I reached for a wad of toilet paper to dab at the mustard. That was as good an excuse as any to avoid looking her in the eye at my next question. “Doesn’t it bother you that it’s dark magic you’re using?”

“It’s only dark if you bring things back that aren’t supposed to come back.”

“Like people?”

“Like people.”

“And animals?”

When she nodded, I swallowed back the icy metal taste that climbed into my mouth. I already knew my sister had worked dark magic up in the attic, but to hear it confirmed by Lily, the resurrection expert, chased a shudder up my back. No, not just a shudder. A bone deep chill. I was freezing.

The overhead light sputtered.

“Leigh?”

“What?” But as soon as I said the word, I knew. Blood streamed over my lips from my nose and over the curve of my upper lip. I pointed at Lily, at the red now dribbling from hers. “Yours, too.”

She brushed a hand under her nose, her eyes growing wider at the smear of blood on her pale skin. “What’s happening?”

The light blinked on and off. With every split second it flicked on, Lily’s face grew paler and paler. Maybe all the partying outside was about to blow an electrical fuse. If only that simple explanation would ease the worry clawing at my gut.

But it wasn’t just the blood and the blinking light that thumped my heartbeat faster. A drop of Lily’s blood landed on the tip of an upward turned wave of hair that hung over her shoulder. It swirled down the length of it, painting it a wet red, a color I’d seen before, and suddenly Lily’s face filled me with realization.

I switched two of them.

The force of the shock knocked me back a step. If only Lily hadn’t always hid in Megan’s shadow, if only I had looked, really looked at her, I would have seen the similarities. Frame her and hang her on a wall behind a checkout counter in a store that didn’t exist anymore, and she would be a younger version of Gretchen. Lily was Gretchen’s daughter.

A flurry of bumps beat at the door and wall, like people were running away from the front of the house toward the back with elbows flailing. Someone screamed. 

My heartbeat pulsed at the back of my throat, catching on a question. I hovered a hand over the doorknob, but first I had to know. “Lily, did you know my mom?”

“Y-yes. She was really good friends with my mom.” Lily’s gasps turned into panicked pants. “Why?”

“Is your mom your real mom?”

She shook her head. “What’s going on?”

“I don’t know.” Answers hid everywhere, but I didn’t have any time to find them. Not right now, anyway. I threw open the door.

Miguel saw me from his post next to Jo and Callum by the screen door and pointed. “There she is.”

“Leigh.” The panic in Jo’s voice lifted the hair from my arms. She ran toward me, the two boys on her heels, and took my hand. “It’s Tram. He’s out front.”

“Why?” I whispered.

Callum took my other hand in a trembling one, his face twisted with fright. “Ica’s tree.”

Lily stepped out from behind me and the flickering shadows in the bathroom. Her gaze swept over their faces and read from their eyes what I refused to. “She escaped.”
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Lily ticked her gaze to Callum. “Didn’t she?”

When he nodded, I felt myself tipping forward. Or maybe the earth grew lop-sided because it wanted us all to slide away from this impossible news. But I caught myself with Jo and Callum’s hands squeezed in mine.

“Why are you both bleeding?” Jo asked.

“Where is she?” Lily asked.

“How do you know about Ica, Lily?” Callum asked.

“No.” That was all I could say. Every other word, every thought, swam through my head in a confused rush. She couldn’t have escaped. Because the first thing she would do would be to find me. “No,” I said again, as if it could change anything.

“What do you want us to do, Leigh?” Callum asked in a low voice.

I didn’t know. I’d been so focused on keeping her from coming back, I’d never thought for one second what I would do if she did. Just like I’d been with Mom.

“Leigh?” He gave my arm a shake, and I looked up into his dark eyes. 

I took a breath. Everyone had to get out of here because if Ica came to find me, then I needed to be far away from people. She would kill anyone who got in her way of becoming Three. I was sure of it. But I couldn’t leave here until I found out why people were running away from the front door.

“Find my dad and Darby. Make sure they get home safe. Get everyone out of here.” I uncurled my fingers from Jo’s and Callum’s and stepped toward the front door.

“Someone’s out there with Tram,” Jo said. “I couldn’t see who it was.”

Was it Ica? Here already? My muscles stiffened. Then we had to hurry because she wouldn’t wait. 

“Go,” I said over my shoulder.

Jo scrambled for the sliding glass door.

Miguel followed her through. “Are you going to tell me what’s—”

“Leigh.” Callum stared at me, his forehead creased with worry. My name hung between us, thick with some unspoken promise neither of us could figure out how to put into words. We didn’t have time anyway.

I gave him a quick nod before I hurried to the front door. Elf sat in front of it, hissing and spitting. Not at me, but at the crack underneath. As I drew closer, away from the blinking bright lights out back and into the darkness by the door, I could smell why. Decayed corpse seeped inside and forced its way through the leaking blood in my nose. But Ica wasn’t dead. Yet. Was she? It couldn’t be her. She couldn’t have died and been resurrected so fast. She couldn’t be.

The steady thump of music from the backyard stopped. My heartbeat roared in its place.

“Maybe it’s Sarah,” I whispered to Elf.

“It’s not Sarah,” a voice said behind me.

I whirled around, jamming a fist over my mouth to muffle my yelp. My twin bleeder stood right behind me.

“Lily, what are you still doing here? Escape out the back with the others,” I ordered.

She set her mouth into a thin, determined line, holding a finger just above it to catch the blood. “This is the third shirt I’ve ruined with bloody noses lately, and this one’s silk. I have a right to know who’s ruining it and why.”

I couldn’t argue with that. “But why can’t it be Sarah outside?”

“Because her mom built a barbed wire fence around the backyard so she can’t get out.”

“Oh no.” Poor Sarah. But if it wasn’t her, then who was it? Mr. Benjamin was below Tram’s roots. 

I tried to control the panic that was no doubt creeping over my face. Blood from my nose dripped down my chin onto the tile in steady plops, reminding me of the precious seconds I was wasting.

I reached over the yowling cat and nudged him out of the way with the door. Night held everything on the other side of the screen in a firm grip. Not even the pinpricks of stars winked through, and only a sliver of moon shimmered in the passing clouds. The smell of rotten death wormed over my tongue since I could barely breathe through my nose.

A lone figure stood outside, facing the street, with a wide set of shoulders hidden underneath a bulky sweatshirt and blond curls turning in the breeze. 

When I opened the screen door a crack, the stink knocked into my stomach. I reeled back to get my senses under control again. 

“Tram?” My whisper surrounded others that were not my own. They came from in front of him.

He put a hand behind his back, palm out and fingers splayed, a warning to stay back. Adrenaline stormed through me because I knew I wouldn’t. Not for long anyway. 

Tram’s shoulder twitched. He took a step backward. Something was wrong. Tram didn’t shrink away from anything. I tightened my grip on the screen with slick fingers, ready to spring.

If it wasn’t Sarah, Ica, or Mr. Henderson who stood behind his bulky frame, then it had to be... 

My tongue grew thick and cottony. I tried to swallow, tried to draw a breath through a closed throat. Did One and Two escape, too? My fingers fumbled for the holes in my shirt.

Lily groaned and sagged against me.

“Lily, what—” 

As soon as I saw her face, I gasped. Blood dripped from her eyes in red rivers of tears. It rushed over her lower eyelashes, drowning them, and mixed with the steady drip from her nose to drench most of her face. 

“Oh, my God.”

“I have to know...the dead bird,” she said. All the blood on her mouth wet the words and mangled them into something barely recognizable.

Maybe Tram could help her. Maybe he could explain why she was bleeding much worse than me.

“Tram?” I said again, louder. Lily’s sagging weight against me stumbled my feet forward, and the screen door slammed shut behind us.

Tram jumped at the sound. Seconds passed. Whispers threaded through the night to knot around my rattling heart.

Pale, claw-like fingers poked from behind Tram’s head and curved over the top of it. Tram’s legs buckled under the force, but he clenched his refusal to kneel in his fists. Was someone forcing him to bow to them?

Hell to the no. I dug my fingers into Lily’s arm and pulled her after me down the steps to the yard. 

“Tram, who is that?” I demanded, ignoring Lily’s whimper.

His legs finally collapsed underneath him, and he dropped to his knees. Behind him stood a dead girl I’d never seen before. Her mouth gaped open, as black as the broken-necked bird that sat on her shoulder. A single strand of blonde hair curled over the strap of a dirty white dress on her other shoulder. A slice of moonlight caught on her pale skin, giving it an ethereal gleam. Dark streaks oozed from her glowing blue eyes and out her nose. When her gaze settled on me, I shivered at its piercing chill. 

My heart skidded sideways as I opened my mouth. “Wh-who are you?”

Only a garble of whispers answered me. Tram turned his head slowly as though it hurt him to look at me. But it hurt me so much worse. Blood leaked from his eyes and nose, too, drenching the front of his green sweatshirt.

I stumbled toward him. The dead grass under my boots gave a sickening crunch. “Tram, what’s happening?”

Before he could answer, before I could even take a breath to shout her name, the black bird hurtled toward Lily and dove down her throat. 

I heaved a strangled cry and reached toward her as if I could somehow help. Like she’d helped me.

She staggered to the side, clawing at her neck, until she fell to her knees. Then her arms dangled loosely at her sides. Her shoulders and head slumped forward for several heartbeats. When her head snapped up again, her eyes glowed blue.

“Sister.” A sinister voice that ripped sandpaper claws up my back fell out of Lily’s bloody mouth. “How nice to see you again. You.” Lily raised a jerky arm toward me, freezing my fingers’ crawl to the back of my skinny jeans and an ash tree key. “Try anything, and I’ll snap your lover boy’s neck.”

Tram bit back a groan as the dead girl, her hand still on top of his head, bent it at an odd angle.

I threw up my hands. “Fine. Just don’t hurt him. But please, let Lily go. She has nothing to do with—”

Lily gave a laugh that sounded like dead leaves scraping over rocks. “I don’t think so. Her father needs her too much.”

Father. Sister. I looked from Lily to the dead girl, at their blond curls and glowing blue eyes. Were they sisters? But their father? Tram caught my eye. Blood swam over the inside of both of his. His blond curls lay against his cheek, soaked in red, too.

I switched two of them.

Brother. Sisters. Father. Mother. The Trinity babies. Triplets.

The blood streaming from all our faces marked us as the same. We were bleeding out our true essence. Our true Trammeler Sorceress essence. All of us were the same. We were all Trammeler Sorceressi.

Tram hung his head when the puzzle pieced together in my stare. He was a Trammeler Sorcerer. He was a Trinity baby. He and Lily and the dead girl were Gretchen and the Counselor’s true babies. And Mom had switched two of them at birth, but I still didn’t know what that meant exactly.

Lily cried out and fell to the dead grass in a pile of jerking, twitching limbs. Her eyes flashed normal then back to bright blue with every lurch. 

At the same time, the moon, our only source of light, blinked out behind a charge of thick, dark clouds. A rush of arctic wind bit at my cheeks and tossed my hair into my eyes. Lightning forked across the sky in thorny paths, its brilliance reflected in the boiling clouds. The hair along my arms lifted as another bolt zipped down to the tree in the Monroe’s yard. It cracked open with enough power to flatten my face to the ground.

A sharp chemical smell mixed with the death stink and pulsed spasms through my stomach. I curled up and dug my hands into the dead grass to keep from heaving, but it splintered apart into black bits between my fingers.

“Keep crying for your father, my siblings.” The corners of Lily’s bloodied mouth curled up in an evil smile. “Because here he comes.”
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Out from the center of the halved tree stepped a man in a simple black suit, crisp white shirt, and tie. Long, silky white curls flowed down his shoulders. Hollow pits in his cheeks sharpened every bone in his face. So did the inch long thorns that jutted out from every inch of skin. A white, milky substance dripped from where they stabbed into him. His eyes matched the color of this strange liquid, empty of everything except power.

Tram immediately covered his head with his hood, fighting to stand only to sink to his knees again in front of the man. “My Counselor.”

The dead girl knelt next to Tram, and Lily said in her rough voice, “My father.”

“You have found them.” It came out of his mouth as a real voice from pale lips that moved. They didn’t sag open in a terrified scream.

“They cry for you,” Lily said. “Your true children cry tears of blood and joy.”

He looked down at Tram. “You? You are my son?”

“I didn’t know, my...my father,” Tram said, his hood sinking farther over his bloodied eyes.

“What better way to hide you than under my own nose,” he said and flicked a finger at Lily. “And this one. What is she?”

“She pretends to be just a Sorceress,” Lily said with the dead girl’s voice. “The traitor Kassandra suppressed her Trammeler power and my brother’s Sorcerer power so they would never be found out as Trammeler Sorcerers.”

The traitor Kassandra. Mom. I switched two of them. She suppressed some of their powers with the tokens I still had in my pocket. I could feel the points of the leafy necklaces with a press of my wrist.

“But your spell makes all Trammeler Sorcerers bleed their true essence.” The Counselor strode toward the dead girl, his steps making no noise over the black grass, and touched the top of her head. “You may rise, my Aneska. You did well.”

With a deep bow of her head, the dead girl obeyed.

The Counselor flicked his pale gaze to me, and his empty eyes narrowed. I willed myself not to recoil at the burning sensation in my nose as he came closer. Even though he seemed the size of any normal man, he seemed to tower over me. Another crack of lightning burst the sky open behind him. 

“This one doesn’t cry blood for me,” he said. 

“No, and the smaller version of her is gone,” Lily rasped.

The Counselor grinned, and it stretched his papery skin from the top of his scalp to his pointed chin, tipping the ends of the projecting thorns up with it. “That’s too bad. If she’s anything like her traitor mother, I’m sure we’ll meet someday. There’s a special place in the Core just for small ones.”

A fire sparked under my skin. I dug my fingers into the crumbling grass to keep myself from flying at him and tearing the thorns from his face. 

“Never,” I snarled.

“You sound like your mother, stubborn until the very end, or what she led me to believe was her end.” He folded his hands together in front of him while observing me in my half-squat. “Let me see if you look like her, too. Rise.”

“I don’t work for you. You don’t get to—” 

“Leigh, stop,” Tram warned.

I glanced at him and then up at the Counselor, who pushed his mouth into a chilling frown. 

“This is the girl?” he asked. “The one who enjoys wasting my time for every warning bell that rings? When will you learn that Trammelers and Sorceresses must not enjoy each other’s company? Trammelers hunt Sorceresses down so I can interrogate them. Period.”

Tram’s gulp sounded so loud over the grumbling sky. “Yes, my...my father.”

The Counselor twisted his hands apart to stare down Tram. “Then control her.”

I rose then, following the hot venom climbing into my throat. “Nobody controls me, not even Tram, so you can look at me all you want to see if I’m really my mom’s daughter, but you leave him out of it.” 

Out of the corner of my eye, Tram dropped his blood-caked face into his hands. He could back up the whole lack of control thing with at least a dozen stories if he wanted to, but if it meant he would get hurt, I wouldn’t let him.

A long, pale finger bristling with thorns crept under my chin to wrench it up. Sharp ends pierced my skin as he twisted my face closer to his. More thorns were just centimeters away from stabbing into my eyes. His chemically-spiced breath rolled from between his white lips and burned through my mouth with every inhale. 

“Would you like to know how I controlled your mother?” he asked.

The pressure and pain under my chin made it difficult to speak, but I wouldn’t let that stop me. “You didn’t.”

“Wrong. I did control her, up until she turned traitor by helping my lovely wife and then faking her own death.”

“What?” I tried to shake my head, but his grip wouldn’t let me. “But she’s...she’s really dead. She didn’t fake it.” She was dead. The bright red hole in my heart proved that. So what was he saying?

“Now, she is dead, yes, but to stop being in my employ, she faked her own death to try to live a normal life among humans. Just before she cheated me from my own children when she made a deal with their mother.” 

No sooner had he reinforced what I already knew about Mom than a painful knot tied up the shard of hope I’d allowed myself to feel. Of course she was really dead. Otherwise, she would be here at my side instead of making me go through this alone. Still, that knot made it hard to swallow.

“She’s the one who started this unofficial, anonymous Trammeler business since Trammelers don’t just quit. They never quit,” the Counselor said. “A number of my Trammelers faked their own deaths after she did so they could lust after everything with a bit of sorcery in their blood.” He looked over his shoulder at Tram, who quickly averted his bleeding eyes. “I’m sure your...what do you call him? Tram? I’m sure he’s been tempted to do just that for you. Would he make the warning bells ring constantly if he hadn’t at least thought about it?”

“He wouldn’t fake his own death,” I said. “He’s too devoted to what he is.” So devoted that it blinded him to see that his boss craved torturing him.

“Once upon a time, your mother was just as devoted. Someone, or the very idea of someone, made her forget her dedication, though, and turned her into a very dangerous woman. That same someone has power over my son.” He gave me a pointed look, just as penetrating as the sharp thorns in his skin. “Too much power. Tell me, do you care for him?”

“Yeah, I do.”

Tram’s gaze snapped up to meet mine. “But she doesn’t love me. Even if I quit, we could never be together anyway, so please don’t hurt her.”

Questions formed on my lips, but his words had stitched a tightness over my tongue. How could he know what my heart wanted when even I wasn’t really sure? But even as these thoughts buzzed around my head, the answers became clear in the sadness emanating from his gaze.

“No, of course not. I wouldn’t dream of hurting the traitor’s daughter.” The Counselor released my chin with a cold chuckle and turned toward Tram. “Not physically, anyway.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” Tram asked, tearing his gaze from mine to look up at his approaching father.

The Counselor’s fist swooped down on Tram’s face with the crack of knuckles on bone. Tram’s head swept to the side. Booming thunder smothered my gasp. I started toward him, not at all sure what I planned to do. There wasn’t much a ninety-five pound girl could do against Death himself. 

Before I could get any closer, Aneska aimed her eerie blue gaze at me. That same white milky substance that dripped from the Counselor oozed up in a wide ring around me and Lily, thickening over the tips of the dead grass. It billowed up a toxic-smelling mist and gave off a steady sizzle, a warning I decided to obey. I stayed put. But my fingers didn’t.

“Don’t you dare question me,” the Counselor roared at Tram. “My child or not, you are still a Trammeler. This girl has fed you too much of her defiance.”

Tram kept his head bowed, silent.

“Aneska, do you have everything ready?” the Counselor asked.

“Almost, father. Mother will be mortified.”

“Yes, I believe she will,” the Counselor said with a malicious grin. “I can’t wait to see the look in Gretchen’s eyes when she looks upon our true children instead of the fakes the traitor switched them with. She fought so hard to keep them away from me, which will make it even more delightful when we’re all reunited.”

While they were preoccupied with each other, I snatched the leafy tokens out of my pants. The front pocket of Lily’s blood-soaked silk shirt opened a little more with every lurch and shake, and I pitched the necklaces inside. Whatever happened, her Trammeler powers wouldn’t stay suppressed for long.

“I won’t have to pump myself full of chemicals constantly just to walk the earth once I have my true children with me,” the Counselor said and plucked a thorn from next to his thumb, nodding. “I won’t have to endlessly question and torture Gretchen’s followers into telling me where my own children are.”

“Your Trinity children will bleed for you, and together we’ll give you the greatest gift of all,” Aneska said through Lily.

The Counselor gave a wicked grin. “Immortality. The freedom to walk the surface of the earth at my leisure without these chemicals to keep me alive. To choose those worthy enough to walk with me.” 

“What about your duty? Who will rule the Core? What if it opens?” Tram asked in a rush.

The Counselor twirled the thorn between his fingers, that same terrible grin stuck on his face. “Oh, I’m counting on it opening. I’ve been waiting for someone to open it for years since that’s the only way I can escape my duty as Counselor of Death. I’m ready to live,” he said, and then he plunged the thorn into Tram’s forehead.

Tram’s mouth popped open in a silent scream. Dark liquid, so much darker than the blood seeping from his nose and eyes, leaked from the thorn. But it also dripped inside him. His mouth lolled open further, revealing an echo of the night sky. The color on his face washed out to a pale, paper-white. His skin shrank away to his bones, squeezing his bulky frame into almost nothingness so that the biting wind could snap at his loose sweatshirt. He pitched over onto the dead grass, unmoving, eyes closed. Gone.

A shriek ticked at the back of my choked throat. I wanted to finish his silent scream with a wailing one of my own to let all my sadness and terror out with a single rush of air. But it was all I could do to fill my lungs through my panic.

“Stop,” I gasped.

He picked another thorn from the skin next to his thumb and turned toward Lily, who squirmed and writhed against Aneska’s possession. The chemical ring around us disappeared to let him through. 

A smile turned up the corners of his deathly pale lips. “Now I’ll never have to.”
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Too late. Too late. Too late. The words echoed through my head like a time bomb, but the explosion had already happened. 

I touched my hand to the lock on the gates of Heartland Cemetery without really seeing it. Nothing seemed real anymore except Tram’s dying face that had imprinted on my mind for all eternity. I was caught in some horrible nightmare, and I forgot to set the alarm to wake myself up.

What was I supposed to do? I was the only Trammeler left, other than Darby, but I had no clue what I was doing. I didn’t even feel like a Trammeler since I stole Callum’s car to get here instead of plowing through the ground with my roots. Taking his car had felt more natural after I’d stumbled into the Monroe’s house, alone, and shriveled into myself with every sob. I didn’t even remember the drive here. Shock must have numbed my brain to the point I’d lost the ability to think.

But I needed to see for myself that Ica’s tree really was gone. If it was, then I needed to check the Trinity grave—Trinity graves—to make sure they were still empty. If not, then I had no idea what to do. I wished for the hundredth time that Tram stood by my side with that grim look on his face whenever things got serious. Which was all the time. It was just me, though, faced with the task to capture someone who wanted to massacre me.

So, it was time I started acting like a Trammeler Sorceress. I let the lock drop back against the bars with a clang.

Mom? I need my roots, now more than ever, to take me to the Trinity. Please.

The ground gave a rumble. What looked like twisted worms pulled the earth apart at my feet, forming a hole large enough to jump down into. The familiar tremble rocked through my body as I looked into its dark depths. It was just a hole in the ground, nothing more. 

If I concentrated hard enough, I could practically hear Tram’s voice telling me the same thing. Nothing would bury me alive down there. My ash tree would help me. I could do this without him. Or at the very least, I could try. I held my breath as though I was about to jump into a swimming pool and stepped out into nothingness. 

Shit. All my focus had been on the hole itself and not the landing. My roots didn’t catch me because the idiot human they connected to didn’t tell them. Too late now, because I was already falling much too fast. The meeting between my face and the ground below jolted through my body. 

I sucked in enough air to allow myself a whimper and then told my roots to go forward. Fear and shock had already wasted enough time; I didn’t have much to spare for pain. 

Cracks and snaps sounded all around me. Rough bark guided my elbows ahead through the darkness, and each step pushed against something solid and moving. Every foot forward wound more trust between my roots and I, faster and faster, until I felt as though I was flying underground. Dirt and my hair whipped at my face. The dark tunnel my roots dug in front of me gradually inclined. My calves burned, but I didn’t slow down. Finally, a bright moon shined from above, and roots shot at it then arced to its edges.

Up.

My feet lifted toward the hole, my own private underground elevator. When my eyes were level with the ground, I shot a hand out, and my ride ended.

Fog hung thick in the air, smothering the night with a heavy curtain. Branches from nearby trees poked into the sky from invisible trunks. They looked as if they were floating above a dense lace, especially when the wind teased them into a bob and sway.

I turned completely around in the hole, watching, listening, but the fog hid everything too well. After I clambered out, I realized I stood next to the ash tree. My tree. I looked in the direction of Tram’s tree, the oak, and my stomach flipped over on itself. The oak. His tree was the oak, a Sorceressi tree, and his mom happened to be a Sorceress. A Trammeler Sorceress. Why hadn’t I made that connection before? Not that it would have made any sense to me before now, but still.

When my gaze drifted toward the left, toward the center of the Trinity and the Trinity inside the Trinity, my heart stuttered to a stop. Three figures stood in a line behind the cover of fog. 

Three.

I was too late. Ica had already been resurrected and had sprung free One and Two. Together, they would be unstoppable. The Core would open, and all the magical beings would escape their prison. 

Every organ in my body plunged to my feet. The sliver of confidence I had followed. Tram had been gone for less than an hour, and I’d already failed him. Me against those three would hardly be a battle at all. It would be suicide.

None of them moved. Maybe they faced away from me and didn’t know I was here. It was impossible to tell with the fog. 

I chewed on my still bloody lip, thinking. Should I hope they weren’t looking so I could sneak up behind them? Or should I blaze a path straight for them with my roots? I had to do something. Standing around staring at them wouldn’t solve anything, no matter how much I wanted it to.

I ducked down into the fog and crept forward. I would have to use the cover to my advantage if I was going to take them down. The heavy clouds hid everything from me, including the sound of my footsteps. But not the sound of my heart. 

Nothing materialized in front of me until I was near enough to brush my shoulder against a headstone or snag my hair on the tip of an angel statue’s wing. Before I could turn my head to see what I’d run into, images of skeletal hands reaching for me flashed through my mind. Everything that touched me, every slow creep forward, knocked my heartbeat harder into my ears.

Behind the shield of a tilted headstone, I stopped to will the rush of blood in my veins to a low roar so I could hear better. It didn’t do any good, though, because nothing made a sound. Silence clung to the night just like the thick lacy blanket gripping the earth.

The quiet grew too loud. I should have heard whispers. Something. I dared a peek over the headstone. A couple yards ahead and to the left, Ica’s tree trunk stood above the layer of fog. Two sections curled outward from the deep split in the middle, making most of the branches dip into the fog and disappear. Leaves that looked like curved fingers hung limply against the bark. 

I patted my hand around my waistband, but all my ash tree keys must have fallen out. If I’d had a clearer head, I would’ve stocked up when I’d popped my head out of the ground. God, I really sucked at this.

I ducked down again and gripped the headstone with both hands, readying myself for some kind of action. Even if I did manage to capture all three of them, I couldn’t put them all under my roots. Tram had said it was best to keep them separated, in case they conspired somehow or turned themselves into spiders and escaped again. So I needed one of those keys to turn Ica into a tree again. Adding blood to it would be the easy part since my front was drenched in it.

A whisper of a breeze swirled large holes into the fog. Now was not the time for the stupid Kansas wind to kick in, but it was, growing stronger and taking my cover with it. My breaths came faster, as if they could somehow piece the misty wall back together again.

Time was up. Now or never. On the count of...four, I would make a run for the tree and aim a handful of plucked keys at anything that moved.

One. I gripped the headstone so hard, bits of it crumbled between my fingers.

Two. A shaky breath seeped out of my clenched teeth.

Three. I risked another peek. A single figure stood outlined against the dark just yards away. Only one. Oh, no. Where had the others gone?

Four. I ran. Without the muffling fog, my boots crashed over the ground. I didn’t dare tear my gaze from Ica’s tree for one second. Not even when a blur of movement shot to my left. Not even when twigs cracked right behind me. Because I was almost there. 

Almost there.

I wound my hand around a cluster of keys and yanked. Someone gasped. Maybe it was me, because when I spun around and brushed the keys against my bloodied shirt, Ms. Hansen stood in front of me.

“Leigh, what are you doing? You can’t be here,” she said, shaking her head hard enough to lose the ends of her hair from her mouth. The rest of it flew around the hood of her green sweatshirt in wild tangles.

“Did you see them?” I asked, my voice screeching.

“Them? Who? Herman, Mrs. Rios, and I are the only ones here.”

“You...three?”

“Yes.” Ms. Hansen touched her hand to my shoulder, but I shrugged it off. My nerves were miles past the point of ever being calmed. She folded back her rejected hand and looked at me under bunched up eyebrows. “Did you see someone?”

“Margery, I thought I heard...” Another figure approached down a nearby path and stepped out of the shadows in a matching hooded sweatshirt. A pair of brown eyes half-hidden behind pixie bangs widened when they landed on me. “Leigh. You shouldn’t be here.”

“I—I know. I thought I saw... Where’s One and Two?”

“Below Our Trammeler’s roots. I was just down there when I heard voices. The three of us will guard the graveyard together until Our Trammeler can capture Ica, and you should stay far away from here until he does.”

Our Trammeler. They didn’t know. Of course they didn’t. 

“He’s not coming.” The building knot in my throat shrunk the words to a whisper.

“Of course he is,” Ms. Hansen said. “The three of us will help him however we can, but it’s too dangerous for you. Go on home.”

“No.”

Mrs. Rios reached out a tentative hand. “Leigh, Ica won’t hesitate to kill—”

I jumped back from her soothing touch and the words I already knew to be true. “No. I know that. I just—” 

How was I supposed to tell them? And why was it always me who had to break the news? I was the one who’d answered the phone when Grandma died and had to find the words to explain it to Dad when he got home. I was the one who’d told Darby that Mom had died because Dad could barely function. Neither of those memories made me want to relive them. Yet, here I was, forced to tell of someone else’s death. 

But I couldn’t not tell them, especially since so much was at risk. I flicked my gaze from teacher to librarian while opening and closing my mouth like a dying fish. The silence grew, just as the realization did in both their eyes that something was terribly wrong.

“What happened?” Mrs. Rios asked.

“The Counselor,” I started, tearing at the hem of my t-shirt. “My mom switched two of his babies, two of his and Gretchen’s babies with two other babies, I guess, before the Counselor could take them to the Core. Mom made a deal with Gretchen just before she captured Gretchen so the Counselor wouldn’t take Gretchen’s last two babies. If she didn’t switch them, then the Counselor would use the triplets somehow so he could live forever. He said he wants immortality.”

“The Trinity will bleed,” Mrs. Rios said and sucked in a breath. “A Trinity made out of beings instead of trees.”

Ms. Hansen’s face paled. “He’ll bleed the Trinity power right out of them just to make himself immortal?” 

“He said he wants the Core to open so he doesn’t have to be Counselor anymore. When he can walk the Earth as an immortal, he’ll wipe it clean of people he sees as unworthy,” I said.

“Everyone,” Ms. Hansen whispered. She looked down at the ground, blinking rapidly, and striped her hair across her cheeks and into her mouth.

“You saw the Counselor? He told you all of this?” Mrs. Rios asked.

I winced. “In the seeping flesh.”

“And Our Trammeler is...” Ms. Hansen shook her head, as if she wasn’t sure she wanted to hear the rest of it.

“His real son. And Lily, Lily with the flower in her hair, is his real daughter.”

“Not Lily,” Mrs. Rios breathed and posted her hands on her knees.

Tears streaked Ms. Hansen’s face while her eyes fell closed. She placed a hand on Mrs. Rios’s back who made a strangled kind of sobbing sound.

“His third kid, a daughter, found them. The Counselor...” I tried to swallow to help get the words out, but the tangle of helplessness lodged in my throat wouldn’t let me. So instead, I took a long breath. “He took them both.”

Mrs. Rios’s shoulders sagged, and it looked like she might crumble to the ground. “He killed them, you mean. Lily and the only Trammeler we have left.”

They looked at me with such expectation in their expressions that I desperately wanted to lie to them. But deep down, they already knew the truth. The tears in their eyes proved it.

“Yes,” I said, and I hated how that one word could drag out everyone’s hope and stomp it into the ground.

Mrs. Rios’s legs wobbled, and Ms. Hansen rushed to keep her upright.

“Ica will win,” Mrs. Rios said, clutching Ms. Hansen’s sweatshirt. “Her tree had blood in it, possibly Trammeler blood, and someone gave it to her without anyone seeing. Without us seeing or hearing, and we were here, just below the ground. They brought her tree back to life so she could escape. She has too many people on her side, and if One and Two get free and the Core opens...” She shook her head, her dark eyes flitting to both our faces. “We’ll all lose.”

“No, we won’t.” My voice broke the quiet night with its strength, a strength that started with the simmer in my gut. I couldn’t deny the fact that it stung at how little faith my teachers had in me. “Don’t you remember who I am? What I am? I survived all of them once, even the Counselor and his freaky daughter, and I can do it again.” 

The words pumped courage to the parts of my brain that still had doubts, and there were many. I wasn’t too stupid to realize that many people had helped me survive that night in the graveyard. Yeah, some of that help hinged on luck, but I knew a little more about myself now and what I could do. That had to count for something. That had to even the odds in this deadly game at least a little.

“We don’t mean to have reservations about y—” Ms. Hansen started.

“Yes, you do, but I understand why. It’s true that I’m only slightly sure about what I’m doing. I’ve only known I was a Trammeler Sorceress for a few days, but I can do some things. You’ve seen me do a fraction of what I’m capable of. I’ve only seen a fraction of what I’m capable of, but if we just give up, if we don’t even try, then yes,” I said and looked both of them in the eye so they would know I meant every word, “we’ll lose.”

“Leigh, listen to me for a second,” Mrs. Rios said through tight lips, rougher than I’d ever heard her before. “Ica will come for you.”

“I know that.”

She threw up a hand in front of my face to shut me up, and I snapped my mouth closed again. 

“And when she does, I’m betting she won’t just kill you. She’ll hurt you. She’ll make you pay for being the real Three, a real Trammeler Sorceress, for taking her spot in the Trinity grave she so desperately wanted. She’s that crazy.”

“Power-hungry people like her can’t be reasoned with,” Ms. Hansen said. “Especially since you trapped her inside a tree while you were inside the Trinity grave. Her grave. That was likely a giant slap to her face.” 

“I get it,” I said. “I’m high priority on Ica’s to-be-killed list, but she made my shit list when she first shoved that furry microphone in my face. I sure as hell won’t run away or get all mopey because the world’s going to end. Right now, it isn’t. And I’m going to try my hardest to keep the Core closed. It’s my duty as a Trammeler. A Trammeler Sorceress.”

The two teachers looked at me with their mouths open. When no one said anything for the longest time, I thought maybe I’d offended them or something. 

“Excuse my language,” I mumbled.

Mrs. Rios grasped my arm, and this time I didn’t shrug off her touch. “Then let us help you, Our Trammeler.”

“Our Trammeler Sorceress,” Ms. Hansen corrected.

I pulled in a breath. Our Trammeler. It felt weird to hear it directed at me when that title should refer to Tram since he was the official Trammeler. Had been the official Trammeler. ‘Our Trammeler’, with or without the Sorceress, sounded so singular, so...heavy. The weight of responsibility for saving the world fell on my shoulders, a fifteen-year-old girl who had no clue what she was doing and who couldn’t even keep her bootlaces tied. 

I sighed as I looked down at them and at the series of holes I’d poked in my shirt. Their Trammeler Sorceress had some obvious mental issues, too, with an obsession for ripping clothes up and sleeping underneath beds. And I didn’t even dress like a real Trammeler.

Ms. Hansen cleared her throat, making me wonder if she’d guessed what I’d been thinking. “We’ll continue our watch over the graveyard to make sure she doesn’t come here with Gretchen’s cult and be buried alive in the new Trinity,” she said. “We’ll watch over One and Two. We’ll do whatever it takes to help you, but you really shouldn’t be standing in the middle of a Trinity in case Ica does show up.”

I nodded. “But what if she does?”

“Then we’ll let you know,” Mrs. Rios said, squeezing my arm. “We can trade cell numbers, but in the meantime, go home. Get some sleep. You look like you haven’t slept in days, and even Trammelers need their rest. Tomorrow you can start hunting Ica.”

I liked the sound of Ica hunting. No camouflage or big orange vests or duck calls required for this kind—just me, my blood, and a seed pod. But I wouldn’t wait for tomorrow. Sleep could wait until I was dead. Really dead.

Once numbers were traded and programmed into phones, I wished them an uneventful night then followed the rocky path toward Mom’s grave. A brisk wind had dwindled the fog into a haze that hung around my ankles. Gusts rushed over the spikes of grass next to her headstone, weaving through them so they twisted together for added strength. Clouds blotted out the moon. Luckily I’d memorized every dip and curve in this path so I didn’t need to see.

I knelt next to her grave and slid my hands under the wilted leaves of the last wreath Tram had left for me. The last one he would ever leave for me.

A white card lay underneath, and I held it up to the meager light.

I couldn’t tell anyone about us for protection.

I touched the spot on her headstone where I thought her picture would be. I already know that, Mom. Everything you’ve done, you’ve done for me and Darby. 

Instead of telling me things I knew, I wished she would tell me where my Sorceress power token was. I guessed she really just wanted to make sure I knew she couldn’t tell anyone.

With a sigh, I pocketed Tram’s wreath and then dug a hole underneath the entrance of the graveyard to Callum’s car. I couldn’t very well leave it there so I drove it home with the promise to myself that I would travel by roots from now on. Practice makes perfect and all that.

Bird feathers rustled from inside the cover of the whispering leaves of the tree in the front yard of my house. I pushed my lips together, just in case, so nothing with wings would rocket down my throat, and rushed toward my window. My fingers fumbled for the side groove, but finally the window slid open and I clambered inside. I would need a certain tool from the garage before I went Ica hunting.

Just as I straddled the windowsill, my bedroom light snapped on. I recoiled from the sudden yellow glow. Dad stood in the doorway, his hand still on the light switch, while his sleepiness drained away with each drop of his jaw. The disappointment in his eyes soon flared an icy blue that froze me to the spot.

He crossed my bedroom in a flash and dragged me inside. “What the hell are you doing, Leigh? You were supposed to be home hours ago.”

“I know.” I stared at the scuffed parts on the toes of my boots while his presence towered over me. His rage trembled the air between us. “I’m sorry,” I whispered.

“Sorry isn’t good enough. You were supposed to come home right when the Monroes decided the party was over. You’re grounded, remember? That means you can’t go off whenever you want doing lord knows what.” His voice rose in volume until it knifed through my heart. I couldn’t remember the last time he’d yelled at me.

“I can explain everything.” Right. I didn’t even know where to start. And would he believe me if Mom didn’t even tell him what she was? She hadn’t told him for his protection, too, but look what had happened by not saying anything. She’d died while trying to protect us. As much as I hated to admit my dark-Sorceress-catching mom made mistakes, she should have at least asked for more help. Why didn’t she ask Tram to go with her to Whaty-Whats? She might be alive today if she had.

“There’s... Mom was...” I took a deep breath and tried again. “I have gifts, Dad. Magical gifts. So does Darby, but she doesn’t know about all of it. We’re Trammeler Sorceressi, and other Sorceressi...aren’t thrilled about that. If I don’t stop these other Sorceressi, the world as we know it could end.”

Silence stretched into what must’ve been a full day. I squeezed my eyes closed, waiting. If that was how well I could explain things, I should’ve started banging my head against the wall to show him just how crazy I was. Even though all of it was true, I still had trouble believing it myself. 

I glanced up at Dad and wished I hadn’t. The disappointment had come back, deep and penetrating, hammering down on my soul so hard, I bit back tears.

“Sorceressi? Saving the world? Is that the best you can come up with? Just how stupid do you think I am?”

“Dad, you must believe in that stuff at least a little because you were reading about how to raise the dead. Darby did raise the dead.” I didn’t mean to spill that, but once the truth started flowing, I couldn’t stop it.

“You’re talking about make-believe things, Leigh. I want reality.”

“Then how do you explain Sarah Henderson?”

“It was a miracle,” he yelled and threw up his hands at the ceiling as if looking for confirmation from God. “Why else would I be reading a book about raising your mom? Because I was looking for a miracle.”

“Sarah isn’t a miracle. Have you even seen her?”

“Well, her yard came back to life. Our yard came back to life. How else would you explain that? It’s a miracle, plain and simple.”

“You’re wrong,” I said, crossing my arms and shaking my head. “Magic exists. Dark magic exists, and that’s what brought Sarah back. Dark magic will win unless I can do something about it. I’m the last Trammeler, so—”

Dad shook me by the shoulders, his expression fierce. “What kind of drugs are you on?”

“Dad, please.” My voice broke off when the tears started. 

I should’ve told him I’d been at the graveyard talking to Mom. I should’ve told him anything but what I’d just said. To him, I was just some lost, confused girl on a bad trip. But maybe it was safer for him to think that. Easier for him, too. Maybe Mom’s way of trying to do everything herself really was the best way. Besides, a daughter who’d surrendered to drugs didn’t sound as bad as a wicked Sorceress hell-bent on killing me. Did it? I had no idea, but I wasn’t about to admit to being some crack bag ho, either. So, I didn’t say another word. I would let him think what he wanted since he would rather believe that than me, anyway. And that hurt worse than anything.

“You’re grounded for the entire summer.” He dropped his voice from a shout to a low warning that held a furious shake. “But you’re going to graduation tomorrow with me, like it or not. You go where I go, unless you have school, to which you will ride the bus. No bike. For the summer, you’ll stay home, and I’ll call every hour on the hour and...and you better answer within four rings.” He shoved a finger up under my nose. “Got it?”

I stared at my guitar leaning against the corner and shrugged, pretending indifference. A discarded black and white striped sock was wrapped around the neck like Dad’s black and white world squeezing my own. 

Ica would have to get in line for her turn to squeeze, because somewhere out my still-open window, she waited. I could feel her hatred in the prickle of my scalp and the rise of hair along my arms.

As soon as Dad stormed out of my room, purposefully leaving the door wide open, I slammed the window closed to seal myself inside my own prison.
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If this was any indication of how my high school graduation would go in two years, I would skip it. Between the stifling press of bodies all around me and the stink of sweaty socks that had been left in the nearby locker rooms to marinate for the last two hundred years, I wouldn’t have any teeth left with all the gnashing I was doing. And if that person behind me kicked me one more time, I wouldn’t be able to control my actions.

The graduates and their families who sat behind them in the middle of the basketball court must have been just as uncomfortable as me. Everyone kept squirming in their chairs, clearing their throats over the drone of the old guy who was speaking, or darting their gazes everywhere but at the stage in front. Even those who weren’t capped and gowned fidgeted. No doubt everyone had heard the gossip coursing through the blab food chain about Lily. 

Everyone thought she’d been kidnapped by some stalker guy wearing a mask. I had no idea where that scenario came from, but I kept my mouth shut and head down so no one could see the shame burning the tips of my ears. Telling someone what really happened wasn’t an option since no one would believe me anyway, as proven by Dad the night before. But my gaze kept straying to her empty chair in the first row, two down from Sarah’s commemorative empty seat, hoping that when I looked again, she would be there. And Tram would still be alive and out hunting Ica.

He wasn’t, though, and that fact cut deep enough to leave me breathless every time I reminded myself of it. I refused to think about how the Counselor was making him bleed or it would curl me up into a tight ball. I had to stay sharp and focused like he’d said, something that would be much easier to do if Ms. Hansen and Mrs. Rios would answer their phones. Where were they? I didn’t see either of them up on the stage with the rest of the teachers.

With a barely stifled sigh, I tried to listen to the guy yak on and on about how people had to make their own path, how people needed to think for themselves and not follow the pack, how people should embrace their individualism. No one seemed to see the irony in his words while he spewed them to a group of kids all decked out in matching red and black caps and gowns. 

It reaffirmed my idea that high school was like a factory assembly line, cranking out clones of each other and dumping them into the brutal real world as some kind of evil social experiment. Not that I knew anything about the real world. I only knew about the world that existed under my feet. That, and the bubble world Dad had forced me into and attached to his hip. Darby sat on his other side wearing her I’d Rather Be Reading t-shirt, and judging from her bored expression, her shirt rang true.

I looked for a flash of veggie-red hair in the sea of families below the bleachers and burned a hole into the side of Jo’s face with my stare to get her to look at me. She sat with her head tilted, but I could tell she was faking attention to the old guy from the glazed look in her eyes and the endless twitch of her feet on the half-court line. Without looking at her, Mrs. Monroe rested a hand on Jo’s knee so she would stop wiggling. She held still for about two seconds then turned her head toward me, feet bouncing once more. I gave an exaggerated frown and swept my gaze over the crowd before returning it to hers again, ESPing her to see if she saw the two teachers anywhere. I’d already texted her all my worries since Dad hadn’t taken my phone away, but she only gave a slight shake of her head.

Polite applause erupted through the gym when the old guy finally concluded his speech and sat down on the stage. Some of the graduates in the front row whistled and hooted, which earned them a stern look from the principal, Mr. Mallory, who took his place at the podium.

“Thank you, Mr. Oz, for that inspiring speech,” he said, patting down his comb over. The microphone squealed feedback through the speakers, and the audience winced. “On this day of celebration, we should all have smiles on our faces as we send these young people out into the world. But our hearts are heavy at the same time. This year has been a tough one with the loss of Sarah Henderson. Though a miracle brought her back to us, her life will never be the same.”

The whole gym seemed to stiffen at Mr. Mallory’s major understatement.

“Just last night, another of our students who should be seated here, Lily Hybard, went missing after a party. Sarah and Lily’s families are in our thoughts and prayers,” Mr. Mallory said, gripping the edges of the podium. “And not five minutes before graduation, I learned that two of our staff members were brutally attacked last night.”

A frozen fist hit me in the core. I curled my fingers around the bottom of the bleacher seat to keep myself vertical, to keep myself breathing, to keep myself from screaming. What did he just say?

“Mrs. Rios, our beloved Spanish teacher, is in the hospital in serious condition,” Mr. Mallory said.

A stifled groan tumbled out of my mouth. No. It couldn’t be.

“Leigh?” Dad whispered. His gaze tracked the drop of my jaw, and he wrapped an arm around my shoulders. But no amount of comfort from him could melt the ice freezing through my veins.

“And Ms. Hansen, our dutiful librarian, is in fair condition,” Mr. Mallory continued. “Details on the attack are sketchy at this time. Please keep these two dedicated staff members in your thoughts and prayers, as well, since they couldn’t be here to join in our celebration, though I have no doubt they would have wanted to more than anything.”

Jo caught my eye, her body rigid, face washed of all traces of color. A chair tipped over near the front row and clattered to the floor with a loud echo. Callum stood over it, the only one standing in an ocean of red and black, searching the bleachers until his eyes, made darker by the brim of his graduation cap, settled on mine. They both looked to me for direction, but I didn’t have any to offer. 

If they were both attacked, where was Herman? Was he okay? Who was guarding One and Two? And most importantly, where was Ica?

Mr. Mallory leaned over the podium to glare down Callum, but the microphone still picked up everything he said. “Mr. Monroe, if you’ll please be seated, I’d like to give you and the rest of your class your diplomas.”

After several bobs of his Adam’s apple and the ambush of unasked questions in his eyes, Callum glanced around to see the whole gymnasium staring at him. He quickly righted his chair and sat to a sprinkle of nervous snickers.

“The first row may proceed to the stage to receive your diplomas, but make sure you stay in your alphabetical order please,” Mr. Mallory said. “If the audience could save their applause until the end, it would be appreciated. This is a graduation not a circus.”

The school band seated on the other side of the basketball court in the bleachers began that typical graduation song soft enough for Mr. Mallory to announce the graduates. One after the other crossed the stage, rolling their eyes at how badly Mr. Mallory butchered their names. Most of the audience ignored his warning and clapped and hollered and honked little horns anyway. Every shout, every sudden move, made me flinch.

I had to do something. Ica might’ve already been buried in a Trinity grave and resurrected. She might’ve already set free One and Two. The final hinge on the door to the Core could spring open right this second, and thousands of dark prisoners could be flooding out and destroying everything. Not to mention the Counselor. And here I sat, the only person left who could do anything about it, glued to Dad’s side and stuck at a stupid graduation. I let out a breath through clenched teeth and eyed the two sets of double doors opposite the stage.

“Dad,” I said, twisting my fingers into the fabric at his knee. “I have to go to the bathroom.”

“Now? Can’t you wait?”

A little girl with black curls in the back row on the gym floor swiveled in her seat to look at the doors, too. She tugged on the sleeve of the dark-haired woman sitting next to her until she turned. The woman seemed to freeze for several seconds. Then, whatever they saw made them scrape their chairs closer to the row in front of them. The little girl stared up at the woman, and I could practically hear her whimper.

A knot of fear constricted my insides. What were they seeing that I couldn’t?

“Yes.” I unwound my fingers from Dad’s pants and glanced at Darby. She stared at the stage with her cheeks puffed up like a blowfish, oblivious. “Now.”

Before he could argue, I stood and stepped on feet in the aisle of those who were too slow to move. Finally free of the tangle of people, I jumped the last few steps to the floor and landed with a thud.

The entire back row on the court rose in a panic, their gazes aimed at the back wall as they shuffled away. Several people shouted, but loud applause and horns drowned them out.

Sweat dripped down my sides as I neared the back row. And then I saw it. 

Black shadows thick as smoke curled over the wall and wound and twisted upward and across its length. Dark spirals caught the award banners hanging over the basketball rim and turned them to ash. Paint peeled from the wall in blackened crisps. All of it fluttered to the ground like some post-apocalyptic snow storm.

My lungs emptied on a moan I couldn’t hear over the rising commotion.

Ica was here. Spewing her black smoke from the holes in her face. In the first place she’d ever laid eyes on me, the place where recognition had sparked in her eyes when she realized who I was. Right out in that hallway.

“Mr. Mallory!” someone near the back screamed, and that time everyone heard.

The band trailed off into a scatter of sour notes. The entire gym quieted and turned to the sound of the yell. My heavy boots stomped to the door. A loud panicked gasp rippled through the crowd.

“Sweet Jesus,” Mr. Mallory whispered into the microphone. “Where is the fire alarm? Arnie, go—”

The fire alarm rang, clattering around inside my skull so loud, I thought my head would burst. People hurried away from me and the back wall. The closer I got to it, the more I realized it wasn’t just its charred appearance that stirred the fear; it was the smell, too. Rotten death seeped through the cracks in the doors to build its own wall, one that stopped me in my tracks like I’d run into it.

Was Ica already dead and resurrected, and therefore even more powerful with the Trinity of gifts? Or maybe she’d brought a couple dead Sorceressi with her. 

My stomach turned at both the sickening stink and my plummeting odds at walking out of here alive. Now I knew what Tram must’ve felt like every single day. The only Trammeler left who had to keep moving forward even though the itch to run almost overwhelmed me, to catch the uncatchable, to face down fears that were so much more powerful than me. 

I reached for the handle on the darkened door, expecting it to crumble between my fingers. A glance backward showed Mr. Mallory and the janitor on either side of the stage waving their arms to direct the panicked streams through the locker rooms and outside. I didn’t see Dad or Darby, or Jo or Callum in the shifting bodies. They had to get out of here, all four of them, and since I didn’t see any of their faces coming toward me, hopefully that meant they were already headed out and wouldn’t turn back. But half of me wanted to see them once more. Just in case. 

I shivered that half loose as I gripped the handle tighter. With the alarm echoing the scream of my heart, I pulled open the door.
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The smell alone made me want to turn back, so I breathed into the crook of my elbow until I was almost positive I wouldn’t puke. 

Ica had painted the entire hallway black with her smoke. It clung to the walls and ceiling in concentrated shadows. Not even the sunlight outside the doors at the end of the hall could penetrate it. It took a few seconds—precious seconds where I thought every coiled tendril of smoke was Ica coming toward me—for my eyes to adjust to the dark. With the alarm still crashing between my ears, I wouldn’t even be able to hear her approach.

But when I could kind of see again, I found the hallway empty. She was prowling through the other halls then, with smoke curling out of every hole in her ex-news reporter face to smother the entire school the same color as her soul. Searching for me? Or playing a deadly game? Knowing her, probably a little of both.

Every step forward felt grainy underneath because the normal shiny tiles had been dusted with piles of black ash. I stopped in front of the trophy case and Sarah’s prom queen picture. Her face had melted inside the frame, darkening her mouth and drooping her eyes, so she looked more like she did now. This was the exact spot where I’d first glared up into the face of she-devil Ica with a furry microphone pressed up against my mouth and a dead people question hanging in the air. I’d wanted to kill her then, too.

The alarm ended so abruptly, I jumped in the sudden silence. I backed toward Sarah’s picture, turning my head to look in both directions, listening. The eerie silence in a place normally bustling with activity and spring fever ran a chill across my back. So did the moving shadows staining the hallway. I wished we could get this over with, whatever this was exactly. If she wanted me dead, why hadn’t she killed me already? And where were One and Two?

Breaking glass sounded from farther down the hallway. Cold sweat beaded over my upper lip, so I swiped it away with a shaky hand. A familiar screeching noise, like the sound of scooting desks, followed by the low murmur of voices made me take a step forward. 

My phone buzzed in my pocket. I had to squint to read the screen. Five voice mails from Dad in the last two minutes and a text from Jo. Biology room, it read. The same direction as the broken glass.

I hurried past the library and turned the corner into another hallway, but the biology room was locked. Jo’s ghostly pale face appeared in the window, making me leap in the air once more, and then she opened the door a crack.

“You can’t be here,” I hissed as I barged inside. Relief swelled through my chest anyway, not just from seeing her again, but also from the rush of fresh air through the broken window.

“I know.” A flame sparked from the lighter in her trembling hand, playing across the terror on her face. “We’re burning the school down.”

“What?”

“People keep wandering back inside because no one smells smoke, just dead things, and everyone’s looking for the fire. They don’t get what’s happening. But if Ica’s here, then no one else can be,” she said.

Callum stood from his squat next to the cabinets lining the opposite wall and held up a Bunsen burner. He still wore his black cap and gown, and with the darkened walls behind him, he looked like nothing more than a floating face and hands. 

“The fire department’s on its way,” he said. “We’ll give them something to distract them and everyone else, at least for a little bit, so no one gets hurt.”

People would get hurt if they were stupid enough to be wandering around the school with Ica here. Burning the school down was a tad extreme, but it could help keep people away. 

“Do it,” I told Callum. “Light it up, but try to keep the fire away from the main hallway. And if you see Ica or anything that’s dead-looking, run.”

“We’ll light them just inside all the doors,” he said, bundling up as many burners as he could from the cupboard.

Jo pocketed her lighter, trapping her bottom lip with her teeth. “Is there anything I can say that will make you climb out that window with us?”

If only I could. I would give just about anything for the chance to run far away and never look back. “You know I can’t.” 

“I do.” She sandwiched my face between the palms of her hands and leaned in close enough for me to smell her vanilla chapstick. “But if you so much as think about dying, I will light your face on fire.”

A clipped chuckle somehow slipped from my mouth, something only Jo could make me do at a time like this. “Well, don’t accidentally light yours on fire, okay?” 

Tears streaked down her face, burning out some of my own. “But then we could be burn buddies,” she said, circling her arms around me and pulling me into a hug.

“I’ll be fine,” I whispered into her hair. The strength in my voice mismatched the twists of doubt squeezing my gut.

Sirens wailed in the distance.

“Weed, we need to go,” Callum said.

Jo pushed me away and hurried toward the window. “You better be fine,” she said, or at least I thought that was what she said. Her sob muffled her words too much to tell. 

She hiked up her long, flowered skirt and climbed on top of the cupboards, her boots crunching on the broken glass. With a quick glance over her shoulder, she jumped out.

Callum tapped a finger on the window ledge, body poised to leap out too, but he aimed his gaze at me. 

“Oh, fuck it,” he muttered then stormed through the rows of desks toward me. They screeched and scraped out of his way until he stood in front of me. In his rush, his graduation cap flew off. He twined his fingers behind my neck, angled my head with his thumbs, and kissed me.

The force of his mouth felt as though it would bend me over backward, so I pushed back with body, lips, and tongue to keep from tipping over. And to drink him in just as deep. His warm cinnamon taste rushed heat to every single part of my body. The feel of him pressed so close to me ignited that buzz touch I’d fought so hard lately to pretend I didn’t want. 

Because I did want it. I wanted to go on kissing him for hours, yet thoughts of Tram zipped through my head, and I felt like I was betraying him somehow. He’d died trying to protect me, and there I stood getting thoroughly kissed by a boy who played my emotions like a broken guitar. I pulled away, breathless.

Callum leaned his forehead against mine, every pant whispering warmth over my lips. “Go kick her ass, Leigh. No one wants to live in a world without you in it. Most of all me.” 

Then he was speeding toward the window with his gown billowing behind him like some kind of cape.

The sirens’ wails grew louder.

I blinked after him until I found my voice again. “But...wait. What if you get caught starting the fire? What about college? What about your scholarship?”

He perched on the windowsill and flashed me a grin. “There are more important things than baseball,” he said, and then he jumped out.

I almost smiled as I watched him go, but I knew I would need a pincushion taped over it to make it stick. Yet something, maybe his kiss or what he’d said, stirred up a bundle of confidence hidden deep inside me. It lifted me up to the balls of my feet and cranked the volume on the pop of my knuckles. 

I could do this. I could capture Ica and put her smoking ass inside ten trees. And One and Two would wish they’d never made me their Three.

But the empty room punctured some of that confidence and flattened my smile. I was alone again with only a fish tank beside the door with water inside that had thickened to a dark sludge. An upside down fish squished against the side stared at me with a single dead eye.

My phone buzzed again, reminding me that Dad was probably ready to kill me himself. The text was from him:

WHERE ARE YOU? PLEASE TELL ME YOU HAVE DARBY WITH YOU!

Oh. My stomach dipped to my knees, taking the rest of me down with it. No. I clutched the phone to my mouth so every jagged breath could blow those words out of existence. Darby couldn’t be in here. Surely she’d followed Dad out with the rest of the crowd. Maybe she was just separated from him. Or maybe...

I pushed the reply button. The phone shook so bad in my hands, I could barely type.

shes here b ot son

Hopefully that would keep him from coming inside. Please, Dad, you can’t come inside. 

Heart racing, I pushed open the door. “Darby!” My voice bounced up and down the black, empty hallway, making it seem like one of the echoes could be her answer with a rebounding call for my name. “Where are you?”

She had to be here somewhere. She should’ve answered me, unless she couldn’t. Unless Ica had her.

I turned the corner and stared down the shadowy hallway where I was sure Ica would meet me. Movement swirled over the closed double doors past the library and trophy case. 

Every bit of rage I felt toward her gathered at the back of my throat and pitched out with my yell. “Ica! Give her back!”

The double door at the end of the hallway crashed open. I jumped. More shadows tumbled onto the black tile and rose up the walls in waves, carrying the growing rotten stink with it and a rush of whispered gibberish.

I scratched the palms of my hands while I stepped past the library to face the shadows head-on. Roots first to hold her down and make her tell me where Darby was. Then I would turn her into a tree again. Roots, Darby, tree. Roots. Darby. Tree. I repeated that over and over until the words patched themselves over the crater my heart had beat into my chest. 

More and more darkness writhed and twisted through the doors. And out of them emerged a skeletal shape, coming closer.

A flash of stringy red hair. Ghostly pale skin. Black smoke steamed out of the holes in her face and weaved through the air in a steady stream. Now Ica was what she always wanted to be—dead and ugly and just as powerful as One and Two. But instead of a three tattoo winding around one of the fleshy red holes where her eyes used to be, a single black mark stained her face. One. Ica was One. 

Before I could comprehend what that meant, her tattered gray scraps of clothes snapped in a blast of wind. The darkness inside her mouth sagged open further, and she hissed.

My body flew backward down the hallway. I smashed into the floor, jolting the air from my lungs, and skidded to a stop at the end of the hallway near the door. Tainted black air dragged into my mouth, but I couldn’t get enough of it. I lay there, gasping and cringing at the pain shooting through my head and back.

But I could feel Ica coming closer in the tremors shivering up my skin. I had to move. Now. So I curled my finger at the floor, opened my mouth, and screamed. It splintered through the silence enough to drown out the rumble in the ground. It ended in a ragged cry when a thick tree root ripped through the floor at the other end of the hallway behind Ica. Not where I wanted. Tiles buckled around it.

Come, I ordered the roots.

The root shot for Ica’s back, tearing up the floor in its rush. Tiles and cement sprayed out on either side like wings.

But Ica was already reaching for me. An arctic hand wrenched me up by the neck. Her empty eyes gave off waves of frozen hate. My feet dangled underneath me to twirl on the floor on the tips of my boots. I snatched at the icy arm cuffing my neck. 

Behind her, the thick root towered over her shoulder and arched down on top of her, tackling her to the ground.

I aimed an ash tree key down at her and matched every bit of rage in her face with my own. “Where is my sister?”

A smile curled the corners of her blackened, drooping mouth. Only a continuous string of unintelligible whispered words came out.

Make the dead bitch squeal.

My root rolled up her chest to her neck and stretched over it, each crack and pop lifting her chin until it pointed straight up. I bent over her, her black smoke curling into my nostrils, and held the urge to punch her in my fist. 

“Where is she?” I asked. “Possess me if you want, just tell me.”

A black cloud spewed out of her mouth and whisked past my shoulder.

“Good idea,” a raspy voice said behind me.

I whirled around.

A girl stood several yards behind me in the rubble. With an I’d Rather Be Reading t-shirt. Bright eyes glowed blue behind her glasses. Sorceressi blue.

“Darby?” I whispered. What I saw couldn’t be real. But no matter how much I wished it to be an illusion, she still stood there. Her hair had come undone from her ponytail so it hung in a tangle past her shoulders to hide some of her face. But not those eyes.

A spasm gripped her entire body. She fell to her knees, threw back her head, and screamed. The sound felt like a slap to the face. It was real. That cold stone of realization dropped me to the floor with a high-pitched moan.

“Oops. I missed.” Ica’s voice scraped out of Darby’s mouth. It sounded so unnatural to hear it come out of her, so wrong, that I wanted to cover my ears so I wouldn’t have to listen.

An anger so bitter I could taste it filled my mouth. I let it out in a growl as I pounced on top of the root wrapped around Ica, fists raised. “Let her go!”

As soon as my knuckles raced toward her face, she hissed. I flew up to the ceiling and smashed into it but didn’t come back down. An invisible force pressed against me to keep me there, away from Ica and Darby. Darby peered at me through the curtain of her hair while her entire body twitched. Invisible marionette strings pulled her to her feet again and tilted her head to the side, almost near the snapping point.

“You don’t need her for anything,” I wheezed without taking my gaze off my sister. The force that sucked me into the ceiling squeezed over my chest so I could hardly get the words out. “Just...let...her go.”

“I do need her though to help keep you in line.”

“You don’t need her. You still have One and Two.”

“I am One. Those two Sorceresses betrayed me and are too stupid and weak to be any help to me now. As long as they are below the Trammeler’s roots, they are meaningless to me.” 

A red sort of liquid oozed from between my roots holding Ica down, too stretchy and gauzy to be blood. It sizzled over the bark and somehow burned red streaks up my forearms, even though I was still pressed to the ceiling and nowhere near it.

I bit back a scream. The skin on my arms bubbled and smoked just as the red liquid melted holes in my root. The pain sent terrible spasms through my body, but I couldn’t tear myself away from the grip of the ceiling. I could only look at Darby, at the glow of her blue eyes that hurt worse than anything else. 

“Please. What do you want?” I asked.

“Release me from your tree roots.”

“Release her first,” I shouted.

Darby’s head bent to the side even more. Her eyes returned to normal just as she gave a sharp gasp that sounded like my name.

My heart clenched. Leave, I commanded.

The root uncoiled from around Ica, and she rose to stand beneath me. 

A rough laugh clawed out of Darby’s throat. “I already have everything I want. Almost, anyway. This much power is intoxicating.”

“You don’t deserve anything else,” another voice echoed from down the hallway. A bright white arrow zoomed over Darby’s head and streaked toward Ica in a flaming blur. It sank into Ica’s chest with a sharp crackling sound. 

Before I could comprehend what just happened, the floor came up to meet my face. I was falling toward the mess of tiles and concrete broken up in sharp, jagged spikes. Just before I landed, something white skimmed past the tip of my nose and slid down to my chin and chest, stopping my fall within two inches of gouging my eye out on the pointed end of a smashed tile. My arms and legs smacked against the rubble anyway with the force of motion. But my head hadn’t exploded on impact. I looked down to see what had caught me. Another glowing arrow.

Ms. Hansen leaned against an IV pole behind Darby while she aimed a third arrow at Ica. Bandages were wrapped around her beaten and swollen head. Straps of a hospital gown dragged over the wrecked floor. 

“Let them go, Ica,” she ordered.

Tendrils of electric white light bloomed out of the arrow buried in Ica’s chest and over her dirty scraps of clothing. They spit out snaps with every new fork as they spread up her neck and out over her arms. 

Tentatively, I took the arrow that made a bar between my chin and torso and stood. It made popping sounds in my tight grip and felt warm to the touch.

I could feel the roots underneath me, climbing closer to the surface, ready to spring into action. But I leaped first. I charged at Ica just as she pulled the arrow free from her chest. Hundreds of spiders scurried out of the wound, big and small, and swept down her legs to the floor. I recoiled for a split second before I charged ahead and smashed most of them on my way to the invisible target on her neck. 

Before I hit it, Ica let loose a hiss at Ms. Hansen. I plunged the arrow in my fist down and plunged it right below Ica’s jaw. At my command, roots shot out of the ground to engulf her. 

Glass shattered behind me. I turned in time to see the trophy case overturning on top of both Ms. Hansen and Darby. I sprinted forward, but there was no way I could get there in time. A garbled cry tore from my throat. Ms. Hansen threw her back against the tilting case and shoved at Darby. Darby tripped out of the way just as the case crashed down. 

“N—” I covered the rest of my cry with both hands.

Ms. Hansen’s head and arms, still out in front of her with her last push, were the only parts of her body that weren’t buried underneath the enormous slab of wood on top of her. Her eyes filled with tears as she looked at me. “Leigh,” she croaked. “Are...are...?”

My brain turned to sludge because it refused to comprehend the scene in front of me. Seeing Ms. Hansen like that...it turned me inside out.

When I reached her, I sank to my knees and slipped both my hands into hers, my own tears splashing onto our clasped fingers. “Why did you come?” Somehow the words poured through the knot gripping the back of my throat.

“I read...” she started, and a trickle of blood leaked from the corner of her mouth. “I read that it would happen...like this. My ending.” A frizzy strand of gray hair had worked its way loose of the bandages, and I knew exactly what she meant by that. “Sorry I couldn’t...couldn’t do more.”

Pain fired over the burns on my arms again, but I gritted my teeth against it. I could feel Ica’s deadly cold presence creeping up on my back as she burned through the roots surrounding her. She could come at me all she wanted, but I couldn’t leave Ms. Hansen. Not like this. 

“You’ve done plenty,” I croaked.

“Be...brave.” She squeezed my hands tight with a small nod. Then she lay her head down, and the light went out inside her eyes.

I gave her fingers a little shake, not wanting to damage her any further, not wanting to let her go. “M-Ms. Hansen? Please, Ms. Hansen, don’t go. Don’t—”

The ground disintegrated under my feet into a dark abyss. I snatched at scattered silver and gold statue heads, broken glass, pieces of tile and plaques, anything. Nothing supported my weight until I grabbed hold of a jagged bit of concrete that rimmed the hole two feet below the surface of the ground. My feet dangled into oblivion while I tried to pull myself up. Ms. Hansen’s limp arms dangled over the edge as though she was reaching for me, but she was too far away. Too far away.

“Release me or I’ll take her head off to see what’s inside just before I push her in with you.” Ica’s voice dragged thorns across my skin. 

Darby sat above me to the side, arms and legs twitching, her feet dragging against the chasm wall, head bent to the side at the near-breaking point. Her eyes changed back to normal for the split-second it took for a tear to track down her face.

I reeled the roots back in, even the scorched ones around Ica. I didn’t have a choice. But I wouldn’t be able to hold on for much longer. I tried to pull myself up but couldn’t get a good grip. My fingers slipped. My heart beat a roar through my head. I bit my nails into the sharp ledge and kicked my legs for some kind of foothold. Pieces of stone and dirt bounced into the darkness below. The toe of my right boot finally found a pipe sticking out of the wall of the cavernous hole. But before I could draw a relieved breath, Darby opened her mouth once again.

“Show her,” she said just as Ica stepped to the edge beside her.

Darby drew up the sleeve of her right arm. A curved black tattoo had grown out of the spider bite there and inked over her forearm. Two.

A sob split through the quiet as sharp as the knife cutting into my heart. “You can’t have her!”

“Yes. She gave her gifts to the dead. She volunteered to be my Two. Sure, she had some prodding from me, but it still counts.”

Her drawing of Mom. Her drawing with her blood on it in the graveyard. She had given gifts. Had that been from Ica’s prodding, too?

“Did you take her Trammeler blood?” I asked.

“No. It was given to me.”

A bright white anger fumed through my veins. “By who? Your spidery great aunts? Darby would never go to the graveyard alone.” 

The top of Darby’s tattoo curved onto her wrist, her bones there so thin and delicate, I could wrap my whole hand around them. I tore my gaze from Darby and aimed the deepest kind of hatred I’d ever felt toward this dead spider bitch. 

“You don’t want her as your Two,” I shouted. “She’s only nine. She’s weak. You let her go, or I swear I’ll destroy you.”

“You’ll want to destroy me anyway, whether she’s Two or not. So what are you going to do now?”

“No,” I whispered, but it lost itself in Darby’s sharp gasps.

Black smoke hovered over her shoulder. She looked at me with normal Darby eyes, round and terrified behind her glasses. “Leigh, what’s happening? Where’s Dad?”

The horror in her eyes brought tears to mine. “It’s okay. It’ll be okay,” I said and wished the soothing note in my voice could ease the dread weighing on my shoulders. 

That was a promise I’d given her, and I would do anything, anything, to keep it. My heart thundered. I closed my eyes while my insides tumbled to my feet like they were shrinking away from what that promise meant.

“Make me your Three,” I said.

Ica looked down at me with her empty eyes and twisted her open mouth into what might’ve been a smile. She bent to grasp my arm with a wintry touch, but it was a single whispered word that raced a shiver up my back. 

A flash of blue light enveloped me, and it was done.
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Chapter 19
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Darby and I lay on her bed while I rocked her to sleep with my arms locked around her. My mind tried to process everything, but it was just a spiraling mess of puzzle pieces that didn’t fit together. How could any of this be happening? Darby was only nine. She should be devouring Before Merlin’s Beard books and even pining over stupid floppy-haired boy “singers”. Not raising dead things in the attic and sporting her first death tattoo.

I pressed my mouth into the warmth of her hair to keep my lips from trembling. My own tattooed arm wrapped around her middle. As soon as Ica had vanished from the school, Darby had gone limp, and I finally scrambled out of the hole to her side. 

“I was standing outside next to Dad and looking for you. And then I wasn’t,” she’d said with a frown puckering the space between her normal blue eyes while I walked her out of the school. “What happened?”

“You were sleepwalking. You fell asleep in Dad’s arms during graduation, and you must have wandered into the burning school to find me.” I’d adjusted the jacket I found in my locker around her shoulders so she couldn’t see her tattoo and wagged a finger at her face. “Never do that again.” But I didn’t have the energy to make it sound like I’d meant it.

“Sorry,” she’d said.

Dad sat in her desk chair now, watching us with bloodshot eyes while he stroked Darby’s ponytail. Any minute and her hair would turn red like the Sorceressi’s under his fingertips. She would kill every kind of plant life, including Mom’s lilacs, and in two days, my little sister would be buried alive then resurrected. Just the thought drove spikes of terror through my body. That couldn’t happen. Could. Not. Happen. I struggled for a breath but cut my fingernails into my palms to keep them from digging useless holes. The only hole I needed was the loop kind to take that tattoo away from her.

Dad wiped a hand across his face. “Things like that...a fire during graduation at your school. It’s not supposed to happen. Not to my babies.”

“I know, Dad,” I whispered. “I’m sorry.”

He leaned over to press a kiss to my cheek. “If anything would have happened to you two...”

“Nothing did,” I blurted.

“I still don’t understand how Darby got separated from me. Why would she go back into the school without telling me? She’s smarter than that.”

I screwed my eyes shut, but behind them, writhing dark shadows kept twisting inside Darby’s mouth like a poisonous viper. “I don’t know.”

“And why did it take so long for you to get out of the building? Surely you heard the alarm in the bathroom.”

“There was a lot of smoke. I couldn’t see,” I said, opening my eyes again and shifting my position on the bed. Darby’s crayons kept poking into my side and shoulder.

“I’m just glad it’s over and everyone is safe,” Dad said.

“Me, too.” How I wished that was true.

I had to try to fix this. Before Trammeler Sorceress blood drenched Darby’s silky blonde ponytail, before her two days were up, I had to fix this.

The sun’s last rays sliced across the carpet, and laying there in the near darkness, I knew what I had to do once the sun submerged itself into night.

* * * *
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ON QUIET FEET, I SLIPPED through my window and joined the night sounds with each rustling step forward through the grass. I took my bike from the side of the house, which I’d put there earlier so I wouldn’t wake everyone with the sound of the garage door, and set off at a turtle’s pace because I needed time to think this through. But I didn’t see any other way. 

The weight of the ink on my arm propelled my feet onward, though. I had three days. Darby only had two. This had to be done tonight. I would have to deal with the consequences, but the sooner I did this, the more time I would have to deal with them.

Leaves rattled across the road behind me, alive or dead, I couldn’t tell. Everything appeared blackened, a reflection of the midnight sky, but I stuck to the middle of the street just in case. The thought of killing everything with my death touch again burdened my body with heavy doses of sadness and hopelessness. I’d had enough of those feelings lately, and I had zero time to feel sorry for myself. I pedaled faster.

Vague shapes of a slide and swing set soon loomed up behind a chain link fence. I cut my handle bars to the right and followed the dirt path that swerved a maze through the fence to the inside. The empty swings rocked back and forth with every push of the wind. One of them was shorter than the other, its chains wrapped around the upper bar by a kid who lived for heights and adrenaline rushes and danger. I envied that kid so much.

I parked my bike next to the lower half of a teeter-totter then stood between it and the merry-go-round that turned in lazy circles.

Okay, this is it, Mom. If you don’t think this is a good idea, I guess speak now or forever hold your peace. Or you don’t have to speak. Just give me a sign that this is not the right thing to do. Maybe stop the merry-go-round from spinning if you think this is a crappy idea.

Crickets sang the chorus to the song only they knew, punctuated by the occasional whine of the merry-go-round and the creak of the swings. A wispy cloud threaded over the moon.

I guess I’ll take that as a go ahead then. I swallowed, the few nerves I had left pulling tight. Wish me luck. And bring on the roots.

The ground pitched and rocked. I tumbled to one knee and threw my hands over the dirt as though I could somehow coax it to chill. A dark hole yawned open inches from my fingertips. Roots shot out and arced through the air in front of the moon, like some bizarre fireworks display, and I waved my arms at them to get some kind of control. They plowed into the ground again, forming a new, wider hole a few feet from the other one. The first one wasn’t good enough for them, I guessed.

With a sigh and a wish for a fatter moon so I could see, I swung my boots into the hole and dropped, but not before I told my roots to catch me. They seemed to sense my anxiety because they wriggled around my fingertips and brushed against my sides as they lowered me down.

“I’m the only Trammeler left other than Darby,” I said, just as much to them as to myself. I needed that reminder to carry myself forward. My fingers scraped the walls and snagged groaning roots as I reached blindly in front of me. My eyes felt as if they would burst from my head, searching for just a hint of light.

Finally, a yellow glow shone down a tunnel to my right. A pudgy man leaned against the dirt wall and pointed a rubber hose at the root wall in front of him.

This was it. I took a breath.

“Herman,” I yelled. “You have to help me!”

He let out a small yelp when he saw me charging him. The rubber hose now aimed at me, and I skidded to a stop, breathless.

“Please. You have to come with me. There’s too many spiders out there.” My arms prickled with a creepy-crawly sensation, as though what I had just said was true.

His grip on the hose tightened. I wished he would aim it somewhere else. “Where are they?”

“Right outside. The roots will lead you out. I’ll be right behind you.”

He slid a glance at the cage in front of him. “What about One and Two? Our Trammeler gave me orders...”

“Never mind them. I’m the Trammeler now, and I’m ordering you to help me by killing those spiders.” The volume of my voice sent showers of dirt raining onto both of us. My breaths hitched, but I held my trembling fear in my fists and stabbed it to death with my fingernails.

Sweat beaded all over his face. He ticked his gaze between me and the cage.

“I’ll watch them until you get back. Just please go,” I ordered.

He nodded slowly, as if he still wasn’t quite sure he could trust me.

“Just follow my roots and they’ll lead you to them,” I said, lowering my voice to try to give it more urgency, to push him out in a hurry.

With one last nod, he marched past. “I’ll leave the lantern there for you.”

I silently thanked him while his flashlight bounced around the corner. No way did I want to be down here in the dark with the Sorceressi alone. No way did I want to be down here alone with them period.

Blowing the air from my lungs to take a deeper, calming breath, I stepped toward the cage. The light from the lantern twisted shadows up the length of the root wall but couldn’t penetrate the inside of the cell. Only the blue glow of One’s eyes near the floor lit up the immediate area around them. Her body stood next to her head, facing me, waiting, as if she knew I would come. 

“No matter how much you want to,” I started, my voice quaking as much as my insides, “you can’t kill Ica.”

Her eyes pierced mine, but she gave no indication she’d heard me. Maybe she didn’t understand what was happening. I yanked up my sleeve to show her my three tattoo.

“I’ve been chosen. Again. And so has my little sister Darby,” I said. Voicing it constricted my throat. I hooked my fingers over the maze of roots covering the cage for support so I didn’t fall over. “She can’t be Two, do you hear me?”

One’s wrists twitched against her gray scraps. Behind her, two faint pinpricks of blue stared from the corner of the cage. Two, or who had been Two before Darby took her place.

“One,” I said, stepping closer to the cage. “She can’t be Two. She’s a kid, kind of like Gretchen’s kids. We don’t want her to be taken away from her family like Gretchen’s kids were.” We. I’d just said we. I’d just lumped myself in with her as if we were cut from the same paper. But how different were we really? “I’ll say it again.” I pulled an ash key from the waistband of my pants and fit it inside a hole that kind of resembled a lock. When I twisted it, the door sprang open. “I’ll be your Three, but Darby won’t be Two. Got it?”

She just stood there while the light from the lantern tried to seep through the open gate. The hinges creaked while the door beat open against the dirt wall.

Seconds passed. We stared at each other, waiting for the other to move. Finally, One flashed an arm out to scoop up her head from the floor. Her eyes stared up at me, gluing me to the ground, while she came forward to fill the doorway with a cold and dark presence. The lantern cracked behind me, and the light blinked out. Only her eyes, icy stars hovering in the dark, let me know she was still here. 

She moved closer. Her whispers started up again as soon as she stepped past the cage door. The rotten meat drowned in sewer stink, which somehow had been contained inside her cell, swung outward with the force of a wrecking ball.

The back of my boots dug into the opposite wall, as far away from her as I could get. “Don’t kill Ica,” I begged.

A blast of glacial air pressed me against the wall and then roared to the right. I ran after her, flailing in the dark, grasping at the dirt walls until I smacked into one. Dirt sprayed down on top of me, splattering my clothes with an all too familiar sound. I bit back a scream that morphed into a muffled sob.

I forced myself to stop, focus, breathe. Inhale. I took a step forward. Exhale. The roots guided my feet forward with protesting cracks and pops. Only a small amount of dirt dusted over me as I followed my roots through the tunnels. They would lead me through the dark; I just had to trust them.

As soon as the ground sloped upward, I ran as fast as I could out of the hole. Gasping, I climbed out. Between the smell still disorienting my brain and the clouded moon, I couldn’t immediately see. But I could hear the accusation in one whispered word: 

“Leigh.”

I turned to see Herman. He had his back to the merry-go-round, rubber hose pointed at an advancing One.

“No! Leave him alone!” I leaped to my feet and dodged in front of her.

“You d-didn’t, did you? You didn’t set her free, did you?”

I ground my teeth together and planted myself in front of One. She kept coming with her head in her hands.

“You did. You tricked me. There aren’t any spiders out here,” he said, and disbelief squeaked his voice. 

“Ica chose my little sister as Two, Herman. I had to do something.”

“But we had them captured. Our Trammeler worked tirelessly to imprison them. He would never agree to this. Why would you ruin everything he—”

One’s head zipped over my shoulder toward Herman. I turned in time to see it explode into thousands of spiders. Herman screamed. I shrank back.

Spiders crawled all over him, and he was wasting the spray by hosing the whole playground down. I yanked the hose from his hands and sprayed and crushed all at the same time. He panted and shook himself like some crazed dog. 

When nothing else skittered about, I asked, “Were you bitten?”

But he just lay there on the ground, huffing, pudgy face gleaming with sweat, while tracking something behind me. I turned. A black fog crept toward the three of us outside the chain link fence. 

Ica. She was here. And she would not be happy.

A dread thick as the smoke barreling toward us took the place of my next few breaths. I choked under the pressure. What if this didn’t work? If Ica or One killed the other, then Darby would still be Two. But how could I prevent them from tearing each other apart?

I glanced down at my tattoo. Freeing One hadn’t changed it any. Not like I expected it to. But where was One’s tattoo? What did hers say?

She had her back to me, facing Ica’s approach with skeletal fingers splayed like claws at her sides. Dark smoke twisted past her pale arms and legs and hovered above the dead playground grass. In front of her, an emaciated figure crept from the shadows and stared with unseeing eyes. Ica’s tattoo was still the same—a one. But they couldn’t both be One. Could they?

Ica’s lolling black mouth peeled back into a grin that raced shivers over my back.

“Herman,” I whispered. “Run.”

He did. I still carried his half-empty canister of spider poison, but I didn’t think it would help me much. It landed on the ground with a soft crunch.

I dared take a step toward them. And another. Each one roared the blood through my veins faster. My fingers itched to hold an ash tree key so I could turn them both into trees, but I couldn’t risk it. Not now, anyway. Not when they both gripped Darby’s life in their bony hands.

Whispers spun around my head, both sets equally frenzied. One rolled her wrist against her leg, the movement so subtle that I would’ve missed if I’d blinked. Ica must have caught it, too, because her grin seemed to waver.

Then, in a flash, One fisted her hand. Ica made a sound like a backward hiss and fell to her knees.

“Stop!” I sent a stream of roots up from a hole in the ground between them. I would form a fifty foot high wall that cut through the center of town if I had to just to keep them from killing each other, but it was too late. The smoking holes in Ica’s face were already growing larger. They stretched over one of her empty eyes until the moon shone on part of her skull.

My roots coiled around One’s arms to keep her from spreading Ica’s holes wider with a flick of a wrist. Ica made a wheezing groan that sounded like she was inhaling loose rocks, but she managed to lift a finger and aim it at One. 

Segmented red legs jutted out of her fingertip, about as long as my hair. So did a forked tongue that flicked at the air. Then a blur of something red with too many legs rushed at the other Sorceress.

“No!” I lunged at the thing and lifted my leg to smash my boot down on top of it, but a wall of black smoke funneled inside my mouth. 

The worst kind of burn fired down my throat, choking me, ripping me in half. I clawed at my chest, desperate to get it out of me. The world was turning blue, the brightest blue I’d ever seen, but it hurt. Everything hurt. Someone’s scream tore through the night and dragged the moon down the blue night sky. I watched it fall while my body did, too.

“You bitch.” It came out of my mouth, but it wasn’t me. Another dark shapeless cloud swept down my throat as I said it. It trailed acidic claws after it, pulling darkness over my mind like a curtain. But I could still feel them both battling inside me while they tried to push and squeeze the other out.

“I am One because I am Gretchen’s sister. It is as Gretchen commands. Do you dare go against her?”

“Did Gretchen command you to lie to me? To pretend to choose me as Three?”

“I will do whatever it takes to free her.”

“And I’ll do whatever it takes for more power. When the Core opens, all those Sorceresses will have a reason to worship me.”

“You were going to take a child as your Two, a child who’s not much older than Gretchen’s children were when they were taken by their despicable father. She’s not nearly as strong as this one.”

“Was I? Was I really going to take that skinny brat for my Two? Or did I just guess that Leigh would free you to save her sister?”

The voices inside me that weren’t mine fueled the inferno of fire, smoke, and pain with every shove for position inside my mouth. I tried to speak with my own voice, to tell them not to kill each other, to get the hell out, but everything was starting to fade behind that thick curtain until...

I woke with a start, but I wasn’t a hundred percent sure I’d been asleep. My fingers twisted through the spiked dead grass that turned to crisped bits as soon as I gripped it to help me stand. A red mist flecked my skin and clothes, my head ached, and my chest felt as though I’d smoked an entire chemical plant, but I was okay. Still tattooed, but alive.

What just happened? I remembered a red snake-like spider shooting a direct path toward One, but she wasn’t even here. Smoke wafted up from a dark heap just a few feet away. It blackened the night to thick velvet, weaving darkness across the swings and teeter-totter, leaving them the same color as the sky. 

I stood at the same time as the heap did, scorching the air with her hatred. Ica still sounded as though she had stones rattling around in her gaping mouth. It took a few seconds for the wind to kick up enough to blow the smoke away from her so I could see what I wanted to see. 

Relief sweetened the toxic smell radiating off of her when I did see it. The top of a black two tattoo, a two, not a one, curved over where her eye used to be, and the end of it disappeared into one of the many holes all over her face. Her skull took over most of the other eye. The same red mist on me also speckled her scraps of clothing, and I wondered just what had happened to that spider/snake.

Ica let loose a hiss. A pain seared over my tattoo, so terrible it burned tears from my eyes. I folded my arm to my chest with gritted teeth while she turned and disappeared in a cloud of smoke.

“Miss? Are you all right? My wife says she heard screaming out here,” a deep voice said from outside the fence. “Dear God, was there another fire or...?”

I knew what that was. It’d been a not-so-subtle reminder that my number still marked my arm with permanent ink. To get rid of it forever, I would have to first erase both One and Ica at the same time to keep Darby out of danger. Otherwise, she would be chosen as the replacement. Because they would never stop until they had a grave winner. Not ever.

“Miss?”

And I only had three days to figure out how to stop them. Three days.

“Are you all right?”

I turned, about to give an answer so this guy would shut up. But a chill penetrated to the core of my bones, making speech impossible. The smoke-charred merry-go-round had stopped spinning.
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Chapter 20

Day One
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Darby adjusted her glasses with shaky fingers, so small and frail like everything in her bedroom. “Are you going to tell Dad about me? About what I did in the attic and that it really worked?”

I studied her for a long moment while the worry behind those words threatened to blow me over. After being possessed by an eyeless, black-cloud-oozing ex-news reporter, that was what made her push her heels into the carpet. Yeah, she remembered none of it, but I remembered every single second.

“No,” I said and glanced at her bedroom door, open so Dad wouldn’t think I’d slipped out the window or anything. “I won’t tell him.”

I’d already slipped out part of that truth, but he hadn’t wanted to listen anyway. It was a trivial detail compared to the larger picture, though. And everything that had gone down the night before. 

The deathly still merry-go-round surged doubt into every quiver of my stomach. What if setting One free was the absolute worst thing I could’ve done? Should I have let Darby be Two and scrambled around until the last minute to see if I could capture Ica? But what if I couldn’t? Tram wasn’t here to tell me if I’d done the right thing or to yell at me if I hadn’t, and I really wished he was. If he was here, I might not be in this mess again. If he was here, Ms. Hansen might not be dead and Mrs. Rios would be okay.

Darby nodded, seeming satisfied that I wouldn’t tell on her. “I’ll get rid of the dog. I’m just waiting for the right time.”

Which meant never. How did she get the dog in the attic in the first place if she was so terrified of dead things? 

“So are you going to tell me how you did it?” I asked for the third time.

“I thought you didn’t want to know.”

“I don’t. I do. I just...” I frowned, searching for words that wouldn’t freak her out. “It’s the same reason you took the book out of the trash can. Curiosity. I have this fixation with dead things, and I’d like to know more.”

Darby ran a finger over a mermaid tail on her bedspread and pursed her lips. “I don’t think regular sisters talk about this kind of thing on Sunday mornings.”

“Yeah, we need serious help,” I agreed with a sharp nod. “What did the book say?”

“It’s complicated.” Darby gave me a look like I wouldn’t be able to understand it with such a small mind.

I swallowed back the growl of frustration that this was taking so long for her to just spill it. Understanding the dead and the dark magic that brought One, Two, and Ica back could be my only way out of this. I would try just about anything at this point. 

“Try me,” I said.

“Well, it says to start out small, like with insects and things, because...when you raise the dead, they usually come after you and want to hurt you.”

“Really.” It wasn’t a question; it was a hearty agreement that I tried to keep from dripping into my voice. I knew a thing or three about that.

“I mean they want to hurt the person who raised them because the dead get mad that they’re woken up unless you can control them. But Merlin says anything with more than four legs is the spawn of Morgan le Fay, and I can’t handle creepy-crawly insects,” Darby said and shivered.

“I won’t argue with you there,” I said and shifted around on her bed so all her broken crayons wouldn’t dig into my butt. “So you skipped ahead to advanced resurrection class with birds and dogs.”

“Yes,” she said quietly.

“And what did you do?”

Darby picked at her purple pillowcase, shoulders bunched up to her ears and a frown etched onto her mouth. “It’s dark magic, so... it has to be performed in the dark. But first, there’s a whole ritual of lighting a candle to see if you can even perform dark magic.”

“A candle? So you were playing with fire, too,” I said with a sigh. “Go on.”
Both our heads snapped toward the hallway as Dad walked past in a t-shirt and shorts. He looked like he was about to go mow the lawn.

“Then, you...you say a lot of words, a spell, and then you get away fast in case the dead want to hurt you. Also because it’s a major crime since it’s dark magic. Trammelers can arrest you for it.”

That one word shot my eyebrows up my forehead. “Trammelers?”

“Yeah, Trammelers. The book didn’t say what that was exactly, but they’ll arrest you and send you to the Counselor for judgement.”

And who judged the Counselor to make sure he wasn’t using dark magic? No one. I wished I could shove his craving for immortality right down his throat to choke off his smelly chemical breath.

“What else?” I asked.

“That’s it.”

I leaned forward in her desk chair. “How do you make the dead not want to hurt you?’

“Easy,” she said with a shrug. “You protect yourself with parts of a thorn tree.”

“Of course,” I whispered. Hide from the dead with Death’s tree. Tram had done the same thing to the gifts I gave Mom to make them undetectable to One and Two. “Darby, who can raise the dead. Is it a special type of person?”

“Mm-hm, but that part confused me because I didn’t know what it meant. It said that only someone with certain gifts can raise the dead.”

A Trammeler Sorceress. Those were the gifts needed to raise the dead. Tram had said the very same thing in the parking lot outside a burning Whaty-Whats.

“There was something else I didn’t understand, though. The part where it said, ‘You set free my strongest gift.’”

My mouth dropped open. “What?”

“That’s how the book began, on the dedication page. I recognized the words from Dad’s coin he always flips over his hand while he’s reading.”

I smacked myself in the forehead while a mix of a snarl and a high-pitched giggle burst out of my mouth. “His coin. Of course. Darby, you’re a genius.” I rose to give her a kiss on the lips and laughed when she screwed up her face in disgust.

“You sound like my teacher just before she gives me more math homework.”

“No homework, I promise. But if you want twenty Bobby Fever bookmarks, I’ll get them for you,” I said in a rush. “Dad!”

“What?” he called from somewhere down the hall.

I ran to find him. He sat by the back door putting on a pair of grungy shoes.

“The coin,” I said, breathless. “The one you dance over your fingers. Where did you get it?”

“Them, you mean. I have two of them, and your mom gave them to me for my birthday soon after Darby was born.” He turned back to his shoes and tugged at the laces. “Why?”

“What did she say about them? Anything?”

Dad narrowed his eyes, studying me, and shrugged. “She said they were bookmarks and that I should always keep them close and out in the open.”

So we could see them, and if I hadn’t been so blind, I would have a long time ago. God, I was such an idiot.

“I thought it was a little strange that they were to be used as bookmarks, but since they were a birthday present, and they were from your mom, well...it was impossible to ever say no to that woman.” Dad stood and posted his hands on his hips, a faraway look in his eyes.

Mom knew us so well. Dad almost always had books in his hands, one for each of them, so she knew we would see the coins all the time. The same words she’d etched on them she’d put into song lyrics, which she’d drilled me on so I would know they meant something special. Genius must run in our family. It must’ve skipped the first child, but hey. I was doing the best I could. Hope boosted me to the balls of my feet to plant a kiss on Dad’s cheek.

I flew back down the hallway to find the coin. If I had my Sorceress power, I would have a better chance to capture One and Ica. I could do it. I would have to figure out how, but I could do it.

“Darby,” I yelled, bursting inside Dad’s bedroom to search the pile of books on his nightstand. “Show me what I have to do.”

* * * *
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I COULDN’T DO THIS. 

I’d followed Darby’s directions word for word, and I thought I would feel different somehow, more powerful maybe with all that Sorceress power bubbling through my insides. But I didn’t. The only way I would know for sure if that coin held my Sorceress magic was to try it out, and the only bit of magic I knew was how to raise the dead. 

Just thinking about it made my flesh slink around my bones. I’d fought so hard to keep dead things away from me, to keep Mom resting and peaceful inside her grave, and now I would have to undo everything I thought I wanted. Well, almost everything because there was no way I would step foot near Mom’s grave while I performed this spell.

Instead of making me feel relieved, every dip of the sun curled my fingers deeper into the edge of Darby’s mattress. When she slammed her mammoth Before Merlin’s Beard book shut, I yelped.

“What do you think’s going to happen next?” she asked, grinning.

“I don’t know.” I hadn’t heard a word she’d just read.

Dad stood from Darby’s armchair and stretched. “Merlin will have to swallow the apple-flavored candy Morgan le Fay gave him. It might make him go to the dark side, but that’s the only way he’ll defeat her. Great story.”

“What if he doesn’t, though?” she asked as she settled herself deeper into the blankets with a slight wince. A stray crayon had probably just stabbed her in the back.

I played my fingers through her hair one more time before I stood, too, faking a yawn. “You already know what he’s going to do.”

“He could rewrite the end while we’re sleeping,” she said. “He could not swallow the candy just to see if he’s brave enough to beat Morgan without dark magic.”

“What if you have it all wrong?” Dad asked, bending down to pluck her glasses off her face and to sweep kisses over her cheeks. He handed the wire frames across the bed to me, and I folded them carefully before placing them on the nightstand. “He doesn’t know what’s going to happen to him once he swallows that candy. That takes some guts.”

Sweat beaded across my face. This conversation was hitting much too close to home. The heavy rock in my stomach sure didn’t make me feel brave about using dark magic, and it had been coated in ice-cold terror, not apple flavoring.

“It does take guts,” she agreed. “Will you leave the light on?”

I sawed my teeth over my lip at that awful request. She’d asked the same thing the night before. Monsters had finally wormed their way into her head to make her fear the dark. I hated Ica even more then. Biting back the storm of words I wanted to spew out about her, I turned away so no one would see the rage probably written all over my face.

“Sure.” I grabbed the doorknob with both hands to help still the anger gnawing its way through me.

“I love you, Dad,” she said.

“Love you, too, sweetie pie.”

“I love you, Leigh.”

That simple declaration relaxed my shoulders a little. I leaned against the doorway and peered back at her through the curtain of my hair. “Love you more.”

Dad followed me out, shutting the door, and dropped his voice to a whisper. “Are you all right, Leigh?”

“Fine.” It was such an automatic response now, I felt as though I’d just speed-dialed it to come out of my mouth. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Well, you seem like you have a lot on your mind. Is there anything you want to talk about?”

“I’m not pregnant and I’m not on drugs if that’s what you’re thinking,” I blurted. He had thought it, though. Probably still did.

He chuckled, the real kind that started in his belly. 

I rubbed a hand down my tattooed arm covered up by a long black sleeve, wishing I could tell him the truth and that he would actually listen. But I would much rather hear his laugh, especially now when I thought about what I was going to do.

“You can talk to me. You know that, right?” he said.

“I know.”

He crushed me to him then to plant a kiss on the top of my head. “I think it’s great that you’re taking over your mom’s role by reading with Darby and watching over her like you do. Your mom would be so proud of you.”

The heavy weight in my chest swelled so much, it pulled at my throat. I squeezed my eyes closed at the sting welling in their corners and at the image of the merry-go-round completely still, even in the crazy wind. Maybe she had been proud of me. I shook my head against Dad’s chest because I doubted she would be anymore.

“You’re still grounded, though,” Dad said and pulled away. “Just because you don’t have a school anymore to finish out the year doesn’t change that, okay? I’ll still call every hour tomorrow while I’m at work.”

I wiped at my face, nodding. “I’ll be good.” Not here for chunks out of the day, but still good in my definition of the word. I couldn’t stand to see disappointment in Dad’s eyes again, no matter what happened.

“Goodnight, Leigh. I love you.”

“I love you, too.”

He stepped inside his bedroom and closed the door, and I felt my way down the dark hallway toward the kitchen. A soft creak, almost imperceptible, sounded from above. I stopped, listening, and stared up at the ceiling like I could somehow see through it. Maybe it was just the house settling. Once I flicked the kitchen light on, it happened again, a light scraping sound that pebbled goose bumps over my arms. There were dead things up in the attic, and I was in desperate need of dead things.

I collected a candle and matches from the drawers, and then paced a path over my bedroom carpet while I waited for Dad to fall asleep. An hour later on silent feet, I slipped into the garage and tugged at the red rope to open the attic door. It protested in a loud screech, so I pulled harder until it stopped and darkness yawned up above. Stale air laced with decomposing half-dead dog wafted out.

It was just an attic, nothing more. I reminded myself of that as I snatched a flashlight from the work table and began to climb, breathing through my mouth so I wouldn’t puke at the stink. Besides, I didn’t have time for fear. But when I pulled myself through the small square opening, sweat ran down my sides anyway.

I pulled the beam through the darkness, searching for anything moving, but everything moved in the shadowy dance just beyond the edges of the flashlight. On tiptoe, I crept through the maze of boxes and along the wall of pink insulation in the direction of the dead dog. My heart leaped with every cloud of dust I stirred up with my bare feet, every scratch on my arm from the stiff branches of the Christmas tree, every spider web that tugged at my face.

The dead dog still lay there, its matted fur pulsating, its muscles twitching. I swallowed back the fiery bile climbing into my mouth. Oh, I couldn’t do this. This was Maria’s pet, a loved member of their family. How was this any different than raising Mom? I couldn’t do this. 

I had to do this. How else was I supposed to know if my Sorceress power had become unsuppressed? If it didn’t work, then I was wasting precious time. One and Ica would make me their Three. The Core would open unless I could figure out another way to stop them, other than my non-existent Sorceress powers. Trammeler powers alone couldn’t do it. Not without all the help I’d had from Tram, Ms. Hansen, and Mrs. Rios the first time around.

Unable to look at anything but the dog, I dropped as quietly to the attic floor as I could with trembling limbs. The flashlight beam painted lurching shadows all over the walls until I fumbled for the switch to choke the attic in complete darkness. Then I lit the candle.

“The...the light chases away the dark. The light commands.” I ran my index finger through the flame, fast so it wouldn’t burn, and then back through again. “But the light has a weakness in its spark. A single burst of air, and I will do what the dark demands.” 

Several heartbeats later, I blew the candle out.

My breaths came in ragged bursts, so loud in the quiet, and punctuated the words that Darby taught me. The resurrection spell fell out of my mouth easily until I finally ended with, “Break the ties that bind you to death” in a whisper.

I waited for something to happen. Instead of turning on the flashlight like I wanted to, I drummed my fingers on the hard plastic, close enough to the switch if I needed it in a hurry. A shiver skidded up my spine, raising the hairs on the back of my neck. It felt like something was watching me, and I whirled around, only to face more of nothing.

Freaking out about imaginary things wouldn’t help anything. I willed myself to chill, even though no amount of thinking it would make it happen.

Something thudded right in front of me. I fisted my hands to keep them from snatching up the flashlight. I pushed my lips together to keep from screaming and to keep from breathing in the growing smell. Another thud, and then two small, reflective silver orbs rose from the floor.

I grabbed at the flashlight and turned it on, but it slipped out of my sweaty palms. It rolled behind me and now aimed its beam the wrong way. Jumping shadows shuddered over everything. But the dark shapeless thing surrounding the silver orbs shifted. It rose from the floor in shaky lurches. I’d woken it up. I’d raised the dead.

I scrambled to my flashlight on hands and knees and shined it forward. A pair of silver eyes glared down a long nose with glistening white teeth below. An insistent whispered kind of growl that rushed shivers over my back fell from the black void of its mouth. Its four legs jerked underneath it, and its head shook in weird spasms. It stepped closer into the light, crushing the lamp shade under a twitching paw. My stomach churned. What had I done?

I backed away, unable to tear my gaze from the horror that stood in front of me. Then I turned and ran back through the maze of boxes. 

Sharp claws scraped over the floorboards at a dead run. That same whispered growl seeped its threat through the cracks between the boxes and licked chills up my back. Urgency bit at my feet. Terror flooded my body at the tumble of boxes right behind me, the scramble of feet, the relentless whispered growl. All of it approaching much too fast.

I threw myself down into the dark square onto the ladder. But before I made it to the bottom, a long string of drool dripped onto my cheek from the darkness above. I looked up, but my stomach sank into the concrete below. Because the thing lowered itself into a crouch, staring down its long nose at me, and jumped.

I leaped just to get away from the rotten stink hurling down at me. The rough landing speared pain through my ankles.

The dog’s claws clicked and scraped at the concrete floor in the garage as it tried to get its legs underneath it again, just a foot away. I stumbled backward, trying desperately not to look at the whole left side of its body. Blood matted the fur it still had left.

It slinked toward me, locking its dead eyes with mine, drool leaking from its dark gaping mouth. Its whispered growls echoed in the small garage, surrounding me, consuming me with the knowledge of what I’d done.

“I’m sorry,” I said and jabbed a finger at the glowing orange button. The garage door rumbled open. I took Tram’s last wreath of hawthorn tree leaves he’d made me from my pocket and held it out like a peace offering. 

The dog sniffed at the air and turned its head as though it was looking for me. I released a single breath of relief before I inhaled another and exhaled a single note through pursed lips.

The dog’s one ear perked up at my shaky whistle. I circled around him while I continued, drawing close enough for me to feel the cold radiating from it, and stepped out onto the driveway.

It followed, still sniffing. A soft breeze tempted him farther out, and he must’ve picked up a scent because he was soon scorching a trail of black ink across the yard.

I rushed back inside the garage and thumbed the door closed, guilt pressing heavy on the back of my throat.

The door leading back inside opened, and Dad stepped out. “Leigh, it’s two o’clock in the morning. What are you doing in the garage?”

My eyes filled with tears. “I think I got rid of the squirrel problem,” I said, and then I threw up all over the concrete floor.
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Chapter 21

Day Two
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Jo and Callum didn’t barge out after I spilled what I’d done. Neither of them seemed particularly disgusted, either. Callum sat next to me on the couch and tried to hide the tremor in his hand by tucking it in his armpit. Jo sat in one of the armchairs and tried to gnaw off her hand one fingernail at a time. I could only tick my gaze back and forth between them while tearing holes in my clothes.

“Someone say something,” I pleaded.

Finally Jo met my gaze, but I could read the wince on her face as she took in my new red hair color for the twentieth time that morning. She tried to hide her flinch by clearing her throat. 

“You could parade around town with Mother Teresa’s head on a stick while littering Krapper’s streets with styrofoam and quoting non-scientists about what a joke global warming is, Leigh, and I would still love you. I would lecture you until you saw the error of your ways, but I would still love you. Nothing will ever change that, especially not now. Not when you’ve got the weight of the earth on top of you.”

I managed a small smile. “I wouldn’t dare do any of that, but I love you, too.”

“But you know what really pisses me off?” Jo asked.

“Here we go,” Callum muttered.

“You’re the only Trammeler left that anyone knows about, but you’re not the only Sorceress. There has to be more out there that aren’t on Gretchen’s side, but are they volunteering to help you learn your powers? No, because they’re scared shitless. Well, guess what? Cal and I are humans, but we’re not too scared to help you because we don’t want you to join the creepy stinky dead club. We would never turn our backs on you, not ever. And these people who are just going to sit back and see if a fifteen-year-old can take these deadbeat hoes down disgust me.” With every word she said, fire sparked bright in her cheeks until they matched the shade of her hair. 

It matched my hair, too. Good thing she was on my side. “I’m not arguing with you, Jo.”

“You need help, and we’re helping you whether you like it or not,” she said, jabbing her finger at me. “Cal, talk some sense into her.”

“I’m not disagreeing...” I started, but then Callum scooted closer and pulled my hands free from the holes in my clothes. His warm, dark eyes searched mine, his mouth just a breath away. Even now, he could vibrate the air between us. The feeling surged electrical buzzes to my belly as he skimmed his thumb over my knuckles and pulled me even closer. “You...you can’t use your lips for sense-making,” I said. “It won’t work.”

“I wasn’t going to use my lips, you perv.” A devilish grin spread across his face, but he bit it back. “I’m the parrot to your pirate. I’ll be squawking on your shoulder and annoying the living hell out of you until the end.” He flinched as soon as he realized what he’d said. “And that won’t be tomorrow.”

I nodded and held tight to his hands while I turned to Jo. “You’re right. I do need your help, but you can’t be swooping around like superheroes and dodging in front of One and Ica when you shouldn’t be. I’m through with them toying with the important people in my life. You have to do what I say, when I say it. No exceptions.”

Callum lifted an eyebrow. “Sounds kinky. I’m in.” 

If not for the dead serious look on his face, I might have laughed at that on any other day but this one. “I’m serious.”

“I don’t see anyone in this room who’s laughing,” Callum said.

“Fine. Jo?”

“You know I’ll do anything,” she said.

“Then here’s what I need for you guys to do.” I had no idea if this plan would work, but what I did last night...maybe I could make that work for me.

“What are you going to do?” Jo asked once I’d finished explaining. Some of the angry color had washed from her face, probably because I’d agreed to let her help me. No, not agreed. Needed.

“Take short trips here and there between Dad’s check-up phone calls. But there’s one more thing I need you to do before you leave.”

“What?” Callum asked.

“Go outside and touch the tree in the front yard.”

Jo shot to her feet, understanding glinting bright in her eyes. “You want to see if you can feel our touch if there’s trouble?”

“We can just text you,” Callum said.

I looked down at my hands clasped tight in his. His hand wasn’t shaking and mine weren’t trying to rip my clothes off. Both our touches together seemed to have a power all on its own. 

“What if you can’t? What if there’s no time?” I asked.

“What do I need to do? Do I need to shake your hand like Tram did?” Jo tiptoed across the carpet and leaped the rest of the way to the front door to keep from contaminating the house.

“Um...” I shrugged. “I guess so?”

Jo thrust an arm out over the edge of the couch, her entire body stiff as a soldier’s. She clutched my hand in hers and squeezed until my fingers turned white. 

“Ow, Jo.”

“I will serve you through thick and thin, Our Trammeler.” She blinked, and her face became a mess of emotions behind her red-rimmed eyes. “Until death do us part.” She turned away quickly to swipe at her cheeks and stuffed her feet into her sandals. “Tell me when you’re ready.”

I sat back into the cushions with a wobbly sigh as she stepped outside. The one and only problem with having a best friend like Jo was that it hurt like crazy to see the pain I was always putting her through. What had happened to the days when taping a Hitler mustache to Barbie’s face cracked us up to the point we nearly peed ourselves? Our Nazi accents were terrible, but it didn’t matter. I missed those days. I wanted them back.

“I’ll go, too,” Callum said, standing to pad across the carpet in his white socks. 

He didn’t let go and neither did I, so I was forced to follow him. We just stood there in front of the door, holding hands, for a long moment.

“I’m not going to make an overly dramatic speech like Jo just did, but I want you to know that I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t want to be,” he said.

“Okay.”

“I’m sorry about Tree—Tram, but...” He pulled a silver ring, my ring, from his pocket and slipped it into my hand with his customary scorching gaze. “You can still survive this without him, Leigh. You survived before, and you can do it again.”

I sighed up into his face, not sure what to say to this boy who swore he was leaving for baseball camp but still hadn’t. His eyes fell closed, making him look so peaceful. Jo once said he breathed because I breathed. So what if I stopped? Would that calm expression shatter to reveal something forever locked in misery? That was hard to imagine on someone like Callum.

He pulled me closer by my belt loops, his mouth hovering inches above mine so every breath warmed my lips in a cloud of cinnamon.

“You drive me crazy, Baxton,” he said.

“Yeah, well ditto.”

He moved out of kissing distance, leaving me lightheaded, and stared down at our laced fingers. “Sometimes you just have to be honest with yourself, you know? Decide what’s important and who’s important. Be a man instead of planning to leave without telling you because what if I hurt you? Or worse, what if you didn’t care?”

“I do care,” I said, and the warmth spreading through my chest proved it. Not because of his pretty words, either, but because it seemed as if we’d moved past whatever prevented us from expressing our feelings. I had no idea if he would leave eventually anyway, but he didn’t seem in any hurry now, and for that, I was glad. 

I coughed, more to clear the air than anything else. “And sometimes you have to burn a school down rather than graduate. One was just easier than the other, huh?”

He snorted, and somehow I did, too. The boy was more magical than he thought. But the grin faded when he brought his face closer, his gaze holding mine once more. His bottom lip brushed over my top one, and that single touch sizzled electricity down to my toes. 

“Can I use my lips now?” he whispered.

Despite my heart’s flip at the idea, I pushed him toward the door. “Go.”

He cleared his throat. “Going.”

Once the door closed, I turned to Mom’s picture on top of the piano, framed by silver lilacs. I quickly looked away and pocketed my ring. She was probably mortified that I’d freed One. Would she be equally ashamed if she saw me getting all friendly with Callum so soon after I’d watched Tram die? 

I have no idea what I’m doing, Mom, in more ways than one. Maybe the Counselor was on to something when he decided to ring warning bells when his Trammelers got distracted. I could decorate myself with bells like a damn Christmas sleigh. But you have to know I haven’t forgotten about Tram. He might think I don’t love him, and I don’t know if I do, but I’ll never forget him. If there was any way I could change what happened, you have to know I would.

Heat brushed over my hands, so powerful it shocked the air from my lungs. It didn’t hurt, though; it felt like a surge of adrenaline powering through my fingertips and up my arms. One side reminded me of a lively fire pirouetting over my skin. The other felt firm and tingly, as though someone had doused my arm with a strong spice and was holding it there to keep it safe and warm. Jo and Callum. They were touching the tree outside, and I could feel them.

I charged the front door, and before I realized what I was doing, I stepped onto the front porch. My stomach twisted with a sick feeling. It sucked every ounce of energy I had from my limbs, and my legs buckled. But before I fell forward, a burst of purple energy connected Mom’s lilacs on either side of the porch with an electrical livewire. It zapped me backward into the screen door. Hard. Glass exploded around me and rained down on top of my head.

“Leigh!”

Jo and Callum rushed to my side. Callum held his arms out in front of him as though he was afraid to touch me, and Jo kept darting glances behind her at the lilac bushes.

“What just happened?” she demanded.

I opened my mouth but nothing came out, not because I was in physical pain, not because I’d had the wind knocked out of me, but because Mom’s lilacs didn’t want me near them. Were they repelling me for some reason? Were they the reason Darby couldn’t use the front door anymore? But why?

A crackling sound whisked every thought away. The leaves around the lilacs curled inward, turning inky black, and twisted free to land in the dirt with a sickening crunch. Delicate purple petals dried up and tilted their withered heads to the side.

Before I could kill the rest of them, I gripped Jo and Callum’s arms and hissed, “Help me inside.”

* * * *
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THE BALDING MALE LIBRARIAN behind the checkout desk at the public library backed away when he saw me come in. He ran into a cart full of books behind him, spilling most of them to the floor, and dropped the book in his hand. His wide eyes scanned my red hair, which still had bits of glass in it, and the three tattoo that I was no longer hiding underneath my clothes.

Everyone needed to see it, whether they were Sorceress, human, or werewolf. They needed to see the Trammeler Sorceress marked by death riding around town on her bicycle at mad speeds to try to find a way to save them all. Maybe it would spark a touch of sympathy for someone so young to have this much responsibility. And maybe they’d even offer to help. Jo was right—I needed help, and I would invite everyone to my pity party if they could offer me some kind of clue to keep alive.

“Our Trammeler,” the librarian said in a squeaky voice, “you shouldn’t be here.”

The news about Tram must’ve travelled fast through the blab chain. I guessed everybody knew I’d unofficially taken his place, too. 

“Then where should I be?” It came out as a shout when I really didn’t mean it to. I couldn’t blame this guy for being scared of me.

Everyone stopped and stared at the crazy goth-punk girl with a tattoo and glass in her hair. One mother standing next to the new releases with her kid covered his eyes to hide him from the terror that was me.

The librarian’s face reddened as he adjusted his wire glasses and waved me to the side of the circulation desk. “I didn’t mean to offend, but wherever you go, they could come, too.” He leaned in close enough for me to smell the onions dipped in the nuclear explosion of garlic seasoning he’d had for lunch. “I know what happened in the basement here.”

“Well, as long as I’m not bleeding, I think we’ll be okay,” I said, leaning away from him and his lunch breath.

With pursed lips, he tracked his gaze over all the fresh cuts on my arms from that morning’s meeting with the screen door.

“As long as I’m not bleeding a lot, I think we’ll be okay,” I said. “Listen, I need to see Mrs. Star. Is she here?” Mrs. Star worked in the basement and had helped rid me of my three tattoo the first time I’d sported it, but One and Two had showed up and wreaked havoc.

He shook his head. “She hasn’t been here since they came. She said something about going to find a garden to end all this once and for all.”

“A garden?” I paused while that mother who’d shielded her son’s eyes ushered him past and out the door at a run. “Well, do you have any spell books?”

“There isn’t really such a thing as those except for the one on...” He leaned in again, and I turned my head away from his killer breath. “Dark magic. Resurrection.”

“I’ll take it.” It twisted my gut to think I’d been there and done that in terms of dark magic, but I was running out of options. I would use whatever worked—light, dark, or clear, the color of magic didn’t matter.

“We only have one in the basement.” He reached for a slip of paper and pencil next to a computer and scribbled down a title.

“Resurrection: Dark Magic to Bring Back...” I started to read and then pressed my fingertips to my eyes to gouge the words out of them. “I know that one already.”

“Oh. Well, that’s the only one we have. It’s funny you’ve read that one, though.”

I glared up at him so the spots exploding behind my eyes from all the gouging would stop. “Funny?”

“Not funny,” he said, shaking his head and pushing his lips together tight. “Curious is the better word for it since it was written by...” He scrawled something else on the paper.

Gretchen, it read.

“She wrote it?” I asked.

He nodded. “As kind of an instruction manual for her sister, I think, in case she was ever captured. The book is even dedicated to her sister.”

I’d never bothered to look at anything other than the title because the whole thing made me sick. So Gretchen must’ve known she would be caught by Trammelers at some point. 

“What was One’s real name?” I asked. “Do you know?”

He scribbled something else onto the paper. Did he think they would show up if he called them by their name or something? What did he think this was? A scene from Before Merlin’s Beard?

“Gabriella Mason,” I read. “It sounds so normal.”

“The book is rare,” the librarian said. “We found one on eBay, though, so we bought it.”

“I think I will check it out. And do you have any books about lilacs?”

* * * *
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THE PUNGENT SMELL OF death drowned in buckets of bleach burned my nose. The last time I’d set foot inside a hospital, it was to see Grandma—Dad’s mom—and I promised myself I would never come back. Tubes came out of places they shouldn’t. Bright curtains dividing the beds did nothing to cheer the stark white rooms or clear them of the gloom that clung to the sick and dying. The constant beeping machines and drone of doctors and nurses made me want to punch someone in the throat.

But I didn’t. All I wanted to do was get in, see Mrs. Rios, and get out. She lay in the bed closest to the window in the room. A stupid happy face curtain shielded her so I couldn’t even see from my post by the door.

“Family or friend?” a chipper voice asked from behind me.

I turned to see a nurse not much older than me in dyed black pigtails and black nail polish. “Um...student.”

She nodded. “It’s nice of you to come. She’s doing better. She’s responding well to stimulus, so hopefully it won’t be too long before she can get out of here.”

“So...” I swallowed, looking back inside at the dizzying number of smiley faces. “I can talk to her?”

“Yep. You can go on in whenever you’re ready. Wicked tattoo by the way.”

“Um, thanks,” I whispered as she smiled and walked away. 

Taking a deep breath, I stepped inside the room. Thankfully the bed next to hers was empty so I didn’t have to walk past someone and be all awkward about it.

I peeked around the happy face curtain, just in case I had the wrong room number. She lay there next to a beeping machine with tubes sticking out of her nose. 

“Mrs. Rios?” I whispered. “It’s me. Leigh. Leigh Baxton from school? What used to be school anyway...”

Her chest rose and fell in a steady rhythm. A lock of dark hair had worked its way loose from behind her ear and streaked across her bruised and cut face next to her eye. She was always shaking her head to get hair off her face. That chunk was probably driving her nuts. I stepped to the side of the bed and smoothed it back.

“I’m so sorry about what happened to you and...Ms. Hansen.” 

She didn’t know Ms. Hansen was dead. How could she? But even if she could hear me, now wasn’t the time to tell her about that or that I’d been chosen as Three. She needed to heal before I hurt her even worse. 

“I wish I knew who attacked you that night Ica was resurrected. Her great aunts? Someone else in Gretchen’s cult?” I sighed and reached for her bandaged hand. Tons of questions and very few answers seemed to be the story of my life.

“I’ll do the best I can to make everything right...” I let the ‘but’ and everything after linger in my mouth until I swallowed back the sharp tang of doubt. 

Her thumb twitched over mine, and for the briefest second, she squeezed my hand. That tiny bit of effort brought a smile to my face and lessened some of that bitter doubt. She believed in me, even with my terrible Spanish pronunciation and less than stellar magical skills, she still believed in me. She was the last Sorceress left on my side, and even though she couldn’t help me, I could help her.

I dug in my zipper pocket for the scrap of wax paper with a few dead lilac petals pressed between its fold. When they were dead, they couldn’t hurt me. But when they were alive and kept alive even from a sort of dead Trammeler Sorceresses like me, they worked at keeping dark magic away. I found that out in the book I’d checked out from the library.

The lilacs Mom planted outside the house prevented anyone who’d used dark magic to come too close, which explained Darby’s aversion to the front door. She must have had a run-in with them, too. Now that I’d used dark magic, I would never be able to get near them again, either. That fact crushed me, almost as much as Mom’s death. Their ear-lobe soft petals held so many memories of her, as though they’d captured her love way down in their roots.

Mrs. Rios’s mouth opened with a plopping sound as I tilted her chin down with my thumb. I dumped the petals inside and gently closed her mouth again. Whatever happened tonight, they would protect her from dark magic.

“Break the ties that bind you to death,” I whispered, and then I shot out of there before the lilacs could laser me down.

* * * *
[image: image]


I OBEYED MOST OF THE stop signs and stuck to the side streets, the pump of my legs trying to keep time with my heartbeat. Deep breaths filled my aching lungs, but it was a good kind of hurt inside them. Not like Death’s scythe biting into my neck a little more with every drop of the sun, a constant reminder that time was just about out. 

This would be my last stop of the day before Darby came home. When I turned onto Sarah’s street, her lawn slowed my pace. Just days before, it had looked like the Wizard of Oz designed both our yards, even though neither of us lived on a yellow brick road, but now darkness blanketed the grass. Branches of the naked tree looked like twisted, broken fingers bending toward the black trunk. Lily wasn’t here to fix her yard anymore. She’d been a good friend to Sarah, and Sarah deserved to know about it.

Over the regular wooden fence on each side of the house, someone had built a barbed wire one that stretched up from the ground and curled over the top so no one could climb up. Three-inch long metal spikes that reminded me of thorns jutted out in all directions from top to bottom. Someone really wanted to keep people out. And Sarah in.

I checked my back pocket as I wheeled up the empty driveway to make sure what I needed was still there. This should’ve been done a long time ago.

The porch steps creaked under my boots. Boards blocked the windows along the front of the house, probably to keep the neighborhood kids from spying on the scary dead girl.

Before my finger made it to the doorbell, the door opened as far as the chain on the other side would let it. Blue eyes squinted through the crack. Over the top of a rifle barrel aimed at my face.

My heartbeat skipped. “Whoa.” I held up my hands and backed down the stairs. “I just want to see Sarah.” My boot didn’t quite catch the step, though, and I tumbled down the rest of the way. Thankfully, I caught myself on the railing before I crashed into the sidewalk.

“Who are you?” a voice behind the gun demanded.

“I’m Leigh. I’m a friend of Sarah’s.” As soon as the words tumbled from my mouth, I knew them to be true. In every sense of the word, Sarah was my friend, and I would scream it from the rooftops if it meant that gun would point somewhere else. “She knows me. She’s been trying to help me. All I want to do is talk to her.”

“Are you a scientist?”

“I...I’m pretty sure I failed science. Or I was failing before my school burned down, so...” I swallowed, mentally slapping myself. Of course I couldn’t go with a simple no answer.

The door slammed. I sagged against the railing in defeat. All I needed to do was see Sarah for five minutes. But then the door opened again, and a blonde woman who might’ve looked like Sarah once tipped the gun down to my boots.

I allowed myself a small exhale. If she still decided to shoot me, she would at least blow off my feet instead of my head. Not much of a trade, but I would take it. I kept my gaze locked on the woman, trying to ignore the gun and hoping she would, too.

Deep frown lines around the woman’s mouth pulled at her face to give her a constant pissed-off look. Blonde hair streaked with silver fell limply past her shoulders, but it still shined just as much as Sarah’s used to. Blue eyes with lashes clumped with too much mascara gave me a harsh once over. 

“Leigh Baxton, right?” she asked.

I nodded.

“You mom was buried just after my baby...” Her mouth kept moving but nothing else came out. She blinked at a spot on the porch while her whole being seemed to crumble before my eyes.

“She was,” I said, but didn’t know what else to say. Sarah’s mom and I had a lot in common. We’d both lost someone, and they’d both come back. But if Mom hadn’t been buried in her grave again, I would be aiming rifles at people’s faces, too. I dared to move so I could stand up straight. “Um, Mrs. Henderson, all I want to do is talk to her.”

“She’s dead. She can’t talk.”

“Well...does it matter really?”

A strand of blonde hair fell across her cheek. Her frown lifted some, and her whole face softened, making her look about ten years younger. “She’ll always be my baby. No matter what.” She fell silent for a long moment while she rolled her lips over each other. 

“Come inside,” she said and held the door open wider with her hip, still armed but pointing the gun at the sky. The door gave an awful creak, and her gaze stuck on the hinges while I edged past her. 

“Matthew promised he’d fix these so they don’t squeal.” She blinked at my face and must’ve seen a question there. “My husband. Sarah’s father. He packed up a moving van and left after...” She glanced over her shoulder, through the living room and dining room, and out the sliding glass window. “She’s in the shed in the backyard.”

A heaviness pinched my stomach. She’d been banished to the shed? I swallowed and stepped over the tiles near the front door, wondering if I should take my boots off before I went any further, but a quick glance at the piles of mail on the coffee table and dirty dishes on the couch hinted that I didn’t need to worry about that. 

The door squawked shut, and Mrs. Henderson led the way through the living room. As soon as she opened the sliding glass door, dead Sarah stink rushed for my nose and took my breath. A shed squatted in the far corner of the small backyard, surrounded by dead grass. 

“Just knock when you’re ready to leave,” Mrs. Henderson said.

“Thanks,” I whispered, and it mingled with the other faint ones that came from the shed. The closer I drew, the more powerful the smell became. I brought my sleeve to my nose to fight off a gag. Each crumbly step tossed my stomach. 

How could she and her mom live like this? Maybe a third of my bedroom could fit inside the shed, if that. This couldn’t be the life Sarah wanted even if she was dead.

My knock vibrated over the metal door. It didn’t take long for her to open it, and when she did, the smell doubled me over. I propped my fists on my knees and wished the nauseous feeling away. The smell had lived in there with her for who knew how long, growing in intensity in the enclosed space.

Eventually my stomach settled enough so I could straighten and offer a small wave to Sarah. She gazed at me with her sad blue eyes while her frantic whispers spun around my head.

The sun brightened the inside of the shed enough to see over Sarah’s bony shoulder. Thousands and thousands of those green pine-scented air fresheners dangled from the ceiling and walls, probably more for her mom’s benefit than Sarah’s. A cot lined the right side. Behind it stood a small table with a lamp on top, and next to that sat a straight-backed chair. A dresser decorated the wall opposite the bed, and above it hung a framed picture of Jesus. Rakes and various sized shovels hung on either side of him.

“Sarah...” Where to start?

Her gaze had caught on my red hair, and then she seemed to search the curves of my three tattoo for answers. Her whispers became frenzied.

“Everything’s so screwed up, and I played a huge part in making it that way. And I can’t help but wonder if you wouldn’t have been trapped here, if you could’ve helped me avoid some of it because...you’ve helped me so much already,” I said and dug in my pocket to fish out the wire cutters I’d taken from my garage. “So, it’s my turn to help you.” I held them out to her until her skinny, pale fingers closed over the handle. “You can cut your way out. Maybe find a loose board in the fence or open the gate and cut a hole there if you think your mom won’t notice. That way you can go visit your baby any time you want to.”

Her sad eyes met mine, and there seemed to be a glimmer of hope there. 

“Ryan Henderson is your baby, huh? His gravestone is perfect and you should see it. But I...I don’t remember ever seeing you pregnant.”

She looked down at the dead grass. Even though I couldn’t hear her endless silent scream, I could feel the pain radiating from her in waves.

“You lost the baby somehow, and that’s why you committed suicide.”

She tracked a finger over the blazing red cut over her arm like she was confirming what I said or remembering what it had felt like.

“I’m sorry, Sarah,” I said softly. “And you didn’t tell anyone, not even your closest friends. But Lily was a better friend than you might’ve thought. I bet you could’ve talked to her about everything and she would’ve kept it a secret. She was the one who brought your yard back.”

Sarah looked up sharply. Lily really had been good at keeping secrets.

“But Lily...” Maybe Sarah didn’t need to know everything. Maybe somehow she already did. I cleared my throat. “She can’t do that anymore, but I watched her do it. Once I leave, I’ll bring your yard back, but I just have one more thing.” I rooted through my pocket until I found the wax paper with the lilacs inside and handed it to Sarah. “This is for protection from One and Ica, but I don’t know if it will work on you with you being dead and all. It might even hurt you.”

Her grip on the wax paper loosened, and she glanced from me to it and back again.

“It’s for protection against dark magic, but I don’t think you have an ounce of dark inside you.” Even though she was resurrected by dark magic. I chewed at the inside of my cheek, staring at the contents through the see-through paper. “How much do you trust me?”

Sarah’s hold tightened on the paper then she unfolded it on the palm of her hand.

I smiled and started to back away. “That’s good. Now, put them in your mouth if you’re feeling particularly brave.” 

She did.

When I stood in front of the sliding glass door, I called out, “Thanks for being my friend, Sarah” and then, once outside on her front lawn, I said the words that would bring everything except her back to life, if only for a little while until her gloom killed it again. 

And, as far as I could tell, nothing blew up in a storm of purple lightning.

* * * *
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A RUMBLING KIND OF sigh escaped through Dad’s gritted teeth. “What’s the name of the girl who broke our screen door?”

“Megan. She hates me with a fierce passion, and she’s a mega-bitch.”

“Leigh,” he snapped.

I adjusted my large floppy hat and long sleeves to see that they hid everything for the hundredth time since he’d arrived home. “She threw a rock at the door. See?” I said, nodding my head at the rock I’d picked up on my way back. “I’ll pay for it.”

He stalked down the hallway while he yanked at his tie. “She should pay for it.”

Darby, who’d stood frozen during the entire conversation, stared at me with wide eyes. “It happened to you, too, didn’t it?”

I didn’t have to be a genius to figure out what she meant. She’d been electrocuted, too, judging from the fear in her eyes. I hated with a passion that we’d both used dark magic, but it just might help me survive tomorrow.

“I have some reading to do,” I said with a sigh.

* * * *
[image: image]


I LAY IN A SUNFLOWER field again. Mom’s voice called from far away, searching for me, but I couldn’t answer for some reason. Fluffy clouds passed over a bright blue sky to lull me to sleep even though I felt wide awake. The pointed leaves of the yellow flowers kept snagging at my skin and scraped sharp barbs up my arms so hard, blood trickled warm trails down my wrists. Mom’s voice grew louder, as though she was just feet away, her voice panicked.

I blinked my eyes open and stared into darkness. The sunflowers faded, but the pain didn’t. I reached up a hand, but nothing hovered above me, even though I knew I’d slept under Darby’s bed again. Carpet fibers stabbed into my back still, so I must’ve wormed my way out during the night.

Curling my fingers into the floor, I made to stand, and my arms peeled away from the floor with a sticky wet sound. I paused, wondering what I could’ve done that had made both my arms and legs sting so much, and then fumbled for the lamp on Darby’s nightstand.

Everything seemed to drip red as soon as my eyes adjusted to the light. My fingertips spotted blood all over the cover of Before Merlin’s Beard on the nightstand. It streaked down my arms in streams from fresh cuts that crisscrossed my skin. It rushed tendrils across my bare feet and pooled dark puddles on the carpet.

I cried out and stumbled backward. What had I done? And why was Darby’s bed empty? Only broken sticks and crayons lay where she should be inside the tangled covers. I turned and grasped the doorknob, but my bloody hand slicked over it and it took several tries to open the door.

A sliver of moonlight sliced onto the carpet down the hall in the living room. Something crouched just out of its reach. A vague form, staring. I felt it in the prickle at the back of my neck. No. No, wait. That was just part of the piano bench with its curled legs underneath and piles of music stacked on top. But then it moved.

I slapped both hands over my mouth to keep from screaming. Something was in the house. In here with Darby and Dad and me. And I couldn’t see a thing. The light in Darby’s room couldn’t reach that far and the hallway light switch was at the other end. My breaths came in panicked pants. When I pressed myself against the wall, picture frames above my head rattled.

The shadowy thing shifted again, coming closer, just as the slant of moonlight faded to gray in a passing cloud. The gloom at the other end of the hallway deepened to nothing but a stirring darkness. I strained my eyes to see what was slowly creeping toward me. I couldn’t even make out a shape, whether dead dog-like or giant spider. My insides screamed at me to run, but my body had gone rigid.

Tram wouldn’t run. I couldn’t either.

I forced the fingers over my mouth apart. “Who’s. There?” I tried to whisper, but gasps split the words into half-moans.

“It was you,” another whispered voice said, soft but full of accusation. “Why?” The moon gleamed through the living room window again and shone on a pale skinny leg with a purple ruffled nightgown skimming the knee.

“Darby? Why are you out here? What’s going on?” I started toward her but the rush of questions spun my head. Was she bleeding, too?

“I plugged all the holes,” she whispered, and a desperate sob drooped her head so her hair hung limp over her shoulders. “All of them.”

“What holes, Darby?” She had to be dreaming. Or maybe this was some kind of side effect of using dark magic. It made her sound almost...insane. My stomach churned at the thought. A bitter coppery taste burned over my tongue, but I swallowed it back down. “What’s wrong?”

“I plugged the holes with sticks and crayons to keep it from getting me,” she continued. “I made it come out and then grew the tree so it wouldn’t crawl back again.”

A deep tremble surged though my body. I thought I’d taken care of the things that were trying to get her. “To keep what from getting you?”

She just stood there, staring at the floor and balling up the hem of her nightgown in her fist to the rhythm of my blood dropping to the floor.

“What, Darby?” I took a step closer and held an arm out to her so she would come to me, but then snatched it back. She didn’t need to see me all bloody, but I needed to see her. The bathroom door was open a crack, so I slipped inside, found Dad’s bathrobe hanging on a hook, threw it around myself, and hurried out again.

But Darby had vanished from the hallway in that split second. The slice of moonlight slanted over bare carpet.

“Darby?” I whispered.

“You,” a voice said behind me.

I whirled around, my heart throwing itself against my ribcage. 

Darby stood across the hall in her bedroom doorway, her face in shadows from the light behind her. “You were under the bed and poking holes into the mattress.”

“I...I slept under there to...to...” Do what? Hide from the nightmares? It was a stupid thing to do because real life was so much more terrifying than dreams ever were. “But I didn’t poke holes into your mattress.”

Without a word, Darby turned and stepped into her bedroom. I followed. And that’s when I noticed the thorny snarl of tree branches growing from underneath Darby’s bed. They grew so thick, they’d lifted the bed almost an extra foot off the ground. Sharp thorns stuck out from them. Hawhorn trees. Death’s trees.

“Y—you did this?” I asked and wrapped Dad’s bathrobe tighter around me, suddenly freezing.

“I had to,” she said as she stepped over the pools of my blood smearing the carpet like they weren’t even there. “It’s so numb, it doesn’t even itch. I didn’t tell you because you freaked out over one of them, but it was you who was eating me alive.”

“Darby—” But the rest died on my tongue when she folded her sheets back. Sticks and crayons had been pushed into the holes from one end of her mattress to the other. Hundreds of holes. I stared at them and shook my head, even as my fingers pushed at the robe’s fabric. But they stopped as soon as Darby turned her back and lifted her nightgown. 

Bright red bumps spotted her pale skin from her neck to her heels. Spider bites.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 22

Day Three
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“What’s all th—? What did you do to your hair? Why are you so scratched up? Is that a tattoo?” Dad blinked at me while he held his hands up as if he expected the answers to come crashing down from the ceiling. Hopefully they wouldn’t crush him.

He needed to know everything, or mostly everything, and I would prove it to him. Mom had said she couldn’t tell anyone about us, and I loved Mom like crazy, but maybe that kind of thinking had been part of why she was dead. Because she didn’t ask for enough help.

And God knows I needed all the help I could get. After what Darby had showed me, I didn’t even pretend to go back to sleep. Something else had been underneath Darby’s bed with me, something spidery, something that had raked my skin with deep gashes. That was the only explanation I could come up with, and I didn’t have more time to devote to thinking about it because my time was almost up. Yet all those spider bites on Darby still funneled into my thoughts anyway.

I pointed to the kitchen table stacked high with a breakfast spread fit for a Sorcerer and his two Trammeler Sorceressi daughters. But my hands shook with each tremble that racked my body since the night before, so I hid them in my lap. My nerves were pulled tight as guitar strings; each one threatened to snap if I so much as plucked a finger into gooey pancake batter.

“I made breakfast for you and Darby. I dyed my hair, the cuts will heal, and yeah, it is a tattoo, but it’s only temporary.” Temporary after tonight since I had no intention of becoming anyone’s Three, but I couldn’t keep the wobble out of my voice. “Sit. Please.”

He did, but his gaze remained glued on me. “Leigh, when is the last time you slept?”

The simple question made me tear up. After I’d tucked Darby into my bed last night, I’d read my eyes ragged to search for a way to become a grave loser to the point where they felt as though I’d propped them open with broken popsicle sticks. 

“I’ll get you some coffee,” I said, and got myself another can of carbonated breakfast while I was at it.

Darby wandered in, twisting her fists into her eyes, her tangled hair spiked up on one side. “I smell...bacon.” She dive-bombed into the plate of crispy pig, now much more alert, but still unable to meet my gaze. 

I didn’t think she believed any of my promises that I had nothing to do with her spider bites. She wouldn’t even let me put something on them last night. How could she not tell me? How could I not notice all of them? But if spiders had eaten her so much she felt numb and didn’t itch, how was I supposed to know?

“Eat up before it gets cold,” I said, and sat to watch them. The sweet and salty combination of pancake batter and bacon grease turned my stomach, but everything looked cooked to perfection. After a few more practice sessions, I might be as good as Mom. If I survived the night.

When Dad sat back in his seat with a groan, his plate practically licked clean, I pushed a square of folded wax paper past the syrup bottle toward him.

“What’s this?” Dad asked.

“Dead lilacs and a blade of dead grass,” I said. 

Darby gasped, and I shot her a warning look so she would keep her mouth shut. Her hand paused mid-air on its way to the bacon plate. I took one for her and stuffed it into her mouth so that the ends sagged down, giving her a little bacon handlebar mustache. Now she couldn’t say anything even though her expression questioned everything.

“Dad, I’d like you to do something for me, even if it seems silly. Okay?” I said.

“What am I doing?”

I took the ring from under the rim of my plate that I’d found in great-grandpa’s box in the attic and scooted it toward Dad. “Read the words inscribed, please.”

He picked it up, studying it, and then frowned. “Is this my granddad’s ring?”

I nodded.

“‘You set free my strongest gift,’” he read.

“Good,” I breathed. Even though he’d unsuppressed his Sorcerer power, he knew just as much as I did about it. “Then take the grass out of the wax paper, but just the grass.”

“Leigh, I need to get ready for work. How long is this going to take?” he asked, but he took out the grass.

“Almost done. Now watch the grass. Are you watching?”

He posted his hands on the table and leaned forward with exaggerated movements. “I’m watching. What’s it going to do?”

“Break the ties that bind you to death,” I said.

The blackened blade of grass unfurled and stretched to a thick, bright green strip. 

Dad jerked his hands back with a gasp. “How did you do that? A magic trick?”

“Not a trick. A spell. Darby can do it, too. Magic exists, Dad, especially in our family. Your grandpa was a real Sorcerer.” I gripped the edge of the table for strength and looked him in the eye. “Which makes you a Sorcerer, too.”

“And me?” Darby whispered. She looked down at her empty plate, her bony shoulders rising and falling with her growing realization. “Merlin’s real?”

I smoothed a hand over her wild hair so she would look at me. “Except you’re a Trammeler Sorceress. You got the Trammeler part from Mom. A Trammeler is a tree person who hunts down bad Sorceressi.”

“A Trammeler Sorceress,” Darby said, as if she was testing out the feel of the words.

The grass blackened and shriveled again with a crackling sound. Dad and Darby stared at it, eyes wide.

“Why did it do that?” Darby asked.

“Because of me.” I stood and carefully pushed in my chair. I’d explain the hard parts on the way out the door so I wouldn’t do what I wanted to do, which was cling to them for an eternity. “Two other bad Sorceressi—I call them that to cut the ‘s’ abuse—want me dead, but I won’t let them have me. And I won’t let them hurt you two, either.”

“This is quite a story you’re telling,” Dad said, scooting away from the table. 
“I wish it was a story, but you know it’s true. People coming back from the dead, that blade of grass, the bells you heard every time you kissed Mom—it sounds like it’s make-believe, except it all really happened. Please, Dad,” I begged. “You can think about it later, but you have to do one more very important thing for me.” I pointed to the dead lilacs, my heart thundering. If he didn’t do this, One and Ica could use him to get to me. “All you have to do is put those in your mouth.”

Dad wiped a hand down his face, shaking his head, and then looked at me for a long moment with the saddest expression I’d ever seen on him. “Leigh...”

“Please,” I begged.

“Why?”

“Because you love me,” I choked out.

That seemed to be enough of a reason. When he cupped the wax paper around his mouth and tilted his head back, I said the words from part of the resurrection spell, “Break the ties that bind you to death.” 

Darby whimpered and scooted her chair away from the table. 

The blade of grass came back to life again, too. With the live lilacs inside him now, dark magic wouldn’t touch him. As long as I kept repeating the words from the spell throughout the day, Sarah’s lilacs would come back to life, as well. I hoped.

“Swallow,” I said as I backed away so I wouldn’t kill anything or be zapped by the lilacs again.

He did with a swig of coffee, eyeing me over the rim of his cup. “Is that all?”

“No.” I stepped onto the tiles by the back door and bent to pick up my boots, never taking my eyes off either of them for fear they’d vanish before I said goodbye. “I put two books on your desk, Darby. You both have to read them, okay? And on top of it is a bracelet for you, Darby, and you have to wear it all the time.” I’d weaved it together like Tram’s wreath from the hawthorn leaves Jo and Callum had collected yesterday. She would be hidden from anything dead that way.

She nodded.

“Promise me,” I demanded, my voice rough from fighting back tears.

“I promise,” she said, her face solemn.

Shouldering my backpack, I pulled open the door and let the rush of air dry my face a little.

Dad blinked up from the grass while he thumbed the empty fold of wax paper. “But you can’t go anywhere. You’re grounded, remember?” His voice was soft, almost pleading, not mad like he should have been. Did that mean he believed me? 

The thought threw up a wall in front of my face, one that I had to tear down before I could breathe again, and that first breath burned all the way down to my aching soul. Because it might be too late for his belief in me to do any good. 

“I know. I’ll come back.” That was a promise. “I love you,” I said, and then I walked out.
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Jo and Callum walked up the middle of the street toward me, their faces pale even behind my tinted sunglasses. I’d been riding in circles around the neighborhood, trying not to kill anything, until I wound up at my house again.

“I’ve been texting you for hours. Where have you been?” Jo’s voice was gentle, not scolding. I could tell from the look in her eyes she knew something was wrong, more wrong than it already was.

Callum shrugged off the backpack he carried. His eyebrows knit together while he tried to read my face, so I attempted to make my expression as blank as possible. I’d already wasted enough precious time lost in my own thoughts to explain Darby and her bites to them.

“Here’s the lilac petals wrapped in wax paper like you asked. We saved some of them and the hawthorn leaves to put around your house.”

“And your house?” I asked, taking the bag from him.

“Already done,” Jo said.

“And the lilacs, did you swallow—?”

When they both nodded, I stepped back.

“What else do you need us to do?” Jo whispered.

“Bobby Fever,” I blurted.

Jo scratched at her cheek with her lips twisted to the side. “You want us to...do him?”

Callum elbowed her in the ribs, his mouth curved down in a scowl.

“A Bobby Fever bookmark. I promised Darby I would get her one, but I never...” I turned my lone rubber handlebar around and around while I tried to find my voice again.

“We’ll take care of it,” Callum said, and I had no doubt they would.

“I didn’t know Darby had such killer taste in music,” Jo said while she swiped at her wet cheeks.

“Oh, please,” I said, but it sounded more like a sob.

“You’ll live. I just know it,” Jo said. She nudged my front tire with the toe of her sandal. A gentle breeze drifted her skirt between the spokes of the wheel, and I wished she would be caught up in it so I would be forced to take her with me. But of course I couldn’t.

Callum nodded, his eyes never leaving mine. “You did it before.”

“Which is why I’m not saying goodbye.” I rolled backward several feet away from them so they couldn’t touch me if they tried to say it. The lilacs they swallowed would shoot laser bolts at me if they did, or anyone else dark who dared get too close. I turned my handlebars so my bike faced the opposite direction and called over my shoulder, “I love you both.”

“I...” Callum started to say something, but the rest drowned in the rush of wind past my ears when I shot down the street.

By the time I made it to the graveyard, the sun had already started its gradual descent. If I could’ve ignored the constant flow of worry that threatened to pop from my constricting veins, the day would have seemed perfect. Birds, the normal, living kind, sang harmonies from every tree I rocketed past. The lightest touch of a breeze sighed through my clothes when I was forced to stop, cooling the sweat that poured off my skin, invigorating me to keep going. To never stop. To live.

When I neared Heartland Cemetery’s metal gate, I slowed my speed. It was open, and several cars were parked in front of the row of clanking flagpoles that stood high and empty just inside the graveyard. Maybe all those people wouldn’t notice the scary girl creeping between the graves, oozing death from her feet, and then bringing it all back to life again. It was probably a good idea to stay away from them.

Under the sign, I got off my bike and then just stood there, wondering if I could go through with this. But the sooner I went in, the sooner I could come back out and put this nightmare behind me. Even as I thought it, though, I knew it wasn’t true. If I did live through this, I couldn’t just ignore that I was a Trammeler Sorceress. Yeah, I would give anything to be a regular fifteen-year-old girl again, but I was pretty sure I’d moved far, far away from those days.

A deep breath later, unshaky this time, and I was soon putting one foot in front of the other until I made it to Mom’s grave. The grass crinkled and darkened on either side of the rocky path as I went, but I quickly resurrected it. The small group of hunched over people on the other side of the graveyard didn’t pay any attention to me.

Mom had left another note. It fluttered against the side of her headstone, looking naked without the cover of a Tram wreath. Gray water spots kind of warped it, as though it had been there for a while.

I believe in you, it read.

Her words lifted me a little. Even if I’d screwed up royally, she still thought I could do this. 

Thanks, Mom. I’ll sure try.

I stuffed the note in my pocket for good luck. I needed all I could get.

A pale, sad face caught my gaze from the clustered group. A little boy, maybe seven with a bowl-shaped haircut, stared at me. Even from this far away, I could see his eyes grow wider. He flashed an arm out and tugged at a woman’s sleeve.

I glanced at the ground. Black ink dripped from my boots and spread death out in waves. Oh, crap.

“Breakthetiesthatbindyoutodeath,” I said and then darted back to my bike against a nearby tree. I’d probably just caused some major psychological issues for that kid, similar to the kind Sarah had first caused me in this very same graveyard. I would have to make it up to him by putting extra lilac petals on whoever’s grave he stood next to.

Because that was my brilliant plan—part of it, anyway. Since I didn’t want anything more to do with raising dead creatures, whether it be doing it myself, or someone else doing it, or seeing the recently raised, or anything, I would make it so no one dark could even get near the graves. 

The other part of my plan was to hide the dead and buried from the dead and living with leaves from the hawthorn tree. Hiding death from death with death’s tree. In a graveyard. It was either the most brilliant plan ever or the stupidest, but it was all I had. Judging from the deepening blue sky, I would soon find out if it worked.

I started with the graves behind a grove of trees so no one could see me. Mom’s purple gardening gloves saved me from the prick of crisped lilac petals and curled hawthorn tree leaves. Once I was a safe distance away, I brought them back to life and moved on to the next grave to sprinkle more. Resurrecting plant life didn’t count as dark magic; I thought of it as saving the earth from my death touch. 

The only one I didn’t do was the Trinity grave. I sat on top of it when I finished and watched the sunset. Once the cemetery gates squealed closed by the old white-haired guy who didn’t even do a final sweep to make sure everyone had left, I was all alone with the vivid streaks of color painting the sky. Or so I thought.

The growing stink and the waves of creeping death turned me into a statue. I sat up, my heart booming between my ears. This was happening now? It wasn’t even completely dark yet, but I still readied my roots just under the ground below my fists. 

Footsteps crunched toward me. Whispers churned through the dying leaves that crackled to the ground. In the growing darkness, a paper-white face moved out of the shadows with a mouth yawning open to reveal more black gloom. Chunks of blonde hair moved around a head in a strange kind of twirling dance with the wind.

Sarah. Wearing a KU sweatshirt and baggy jeans. And carrying a shovel.

A grin snuck across my face as she swept past me with hardly a glance in my direction. She walked with purpose toward her son’s grave and stared down at it, the intensity of her incomprehensible whispers speaking volumes. I turned my back on her to let her have some privacy while I tried to wipe the inappropriate smile from my face. Even though she’d probably just killed all the lilac petals and thorn leaves on her warpath here, the fact that she’d come made me feel like I was so much less alone.

“You didn’t have to come tonight,” I whispered over my shoulder.

She glanced at me and nodded while her hands tightened around the shovel. I supposed that was for lobbing off more of One’s body parts. Her hatred toward the ones who brought her back was pretty hardcore. That made her a total badass in my book.

“Can you hold down the fort for me? I’ll be right back,” I said and climbed to my feet, not really expecting an answer.

Sarah sat to the side of her son’s grave so that she faced the Trinity one, and I followed her dark path to heal everything she’d just killed. After I finished, we just sat there, together, two dead girls in a graveyard at night, waiting. 

We didn’t have to wait long.
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They appeared at the same time, one between the oak and the ash, the other between the ash and the hawthorn, both kneeling on the ground. Sarah and I shot to our feet. I pulled the roots of my ash tree up with me so they wormed just under the surface of the earth. 

A cold sweat dripped down my back. My muscles seized up and locked my feet to the ground. This was it. Ready or not.

Their hands hovered over the ground in front of them, fingers curled like hooks. Smoke wafted from Ica’s body, so thick it almost shrouded her in a black veil. Some of it drifted out and away, giving the night darker stripes, and glided to where One’s head used to be. Their whispers mingled with Sarah’s, swirling around in dizzying circles. The multiplied smell bound my tongue with the taste of rot.

Fighting off a gag, I fished for the nail in my pocket and an ash tree key in the back of my waistband. My hand shook as I dragged the nail across my wrist in a new cut, quick in case I pissed them both off for wasting my precious blood, and a thin red line oozed up. I touched my arm to the key and aimed it at One.

Inhale. Exhale. Steady. Go.

A flash of black spun silk around my hand then darted out toward her, almost taking a couple of my fingers with it. At the same time, my roots plowed waves under the ground on a direct path toward Ica with a loud rumbling noise.

“Break the ties that bind you to death,” I said, and two purple zigzagging livewires clotheslined both One and Ica’s feet the moment I brought the lilacs back to life. They stumbled backward.

But One flicked her wrist, and the black ribbon-like spiral that had almost reached her hung in the air, frozen. Ica pitched forward at the tremble beneath the ground but posted her feet underneath her. The roots tore up from the ground as I slicked another ash tree key with blood and pointed it at her.

Get One, I ordered, and more roots shot toward her. They burst out of the ground like splayed fingers, barring her between them. 

The others dipped underneath Ica’s feet then tore up behind her in a low arc over her head. The black flash I’d sent streaking toward her surrounded the roots and cocooned her. Pops and cracks erupted through the night as the black flash squeezed the roots together into a long and bumpy tree trunk. The roots sprouted out from the top like branches. And trapped inside all of it was Ica.

One to go. But One twitched her thumb, and the black spiral that hung frozen just feet from her whisked backward and sawed off my climbing roots before they reached her. They fell useless to the ground like broken fingers.

The spiral didn’t stop, though. It rushed straight at Sarah, a long strip of black ribbon and both ends flapping with its speed.

“Move,” I shouted and pushed her away at the last second.

The black ribbon hit a tree several yards behind us and exploded new darkened bark up and down it.

When I turned back toward One, she’d vanished. Chest heaving, I took hold of Sarah’s icy hand to make sure she wasn’t a tree and was all right. Or to make sure I was. I couldn’t stop shaking.

“Where did she go?” I wondered aloud.

We stood there waiting while I listened to the sound of my raspy breaths. Black smoke crept from the cracks of Ica’s new root-covered tree. I swallowed its bitter taste and my heart back down my throat. Every direction I looked showed nothing but night and smoke. The dark grew so thick that it threatened to swallow the moon. And then I would be fighting blind.

Sarah’s bony shoulder knocked against mine. By the time I turned to see why, she no longer carried her shovel. One did. She stood right next to Sarah over the Trinity grave, a full head shorter than both of us, and buried the blade where Sarah’s met her neck.

The force slammed me backward with a sharp gasp. 

“No!” I shouted.

A black necklace dripped from the gash in Sarah’s skin. She gave a grizzly, jerky kind of pirouette so that her gaze aimed down at her son’s headstone. Tears pooled in her blue eyes as she tipped toward it. Her severed head slid down her neck with a wet, sucking sound before it landed at my feet with a thud. Her body followed, and I somehow managed to jump out of the way.

I stared down at her head while my brain tried to catch up. Sarah was dead. Again. Lilacs couldn’t save her from a shovel, but she was with her son and where she belonged. Yet I couldn’t help the seething rage that forked through my veins.

A guttural battle cry tore from my throat. I lunged for the shovel in One’s hands because I was going to scoop gaping holes from her ugly, rotted skin. She held fast, so I shot out a boot to kick her hard in the stomach. Her grip loosened. So did the grimy scraps covering her. They slid away enough to see the one tattoo etched in ink on the front of her shoulder.

I wrenched the shovel away and gave the tip of the blade a proper introduction to that same shoulder, again and again. It didn’t help the anger boiling under the surface of my skin. It didn’t change what she’d done. It didn’t do anything to capture her but I. Could. Not. Stop. This woman, Gabriella, Gretchen’s sister, had ruined my life the second she and Two had laid their glowing blue eyes on me.

“I don’t want any of this,” I growled and stabbed her again.

A black line darkened her shoulder where the blade had cut deep through her skin, but she just stood there, taking it, while her whispers joined with Ica’s to become one whispered shout. 

A fireball exploded Ica’s new tree apart. It rocked both of us to the ground, and the shovel skidded behind me over the rocky path.

Ica rose from the burning matchsticks and stormed toward me with the speed of a freight train. Before I had time to react, she stood just to my left and curled a finger toward her chin. As if she was beckoning me to come forward even though I was right here.

Something in my head shifted with an awful ache. My gut clamped in on itself deep inside, and I pressed my hands to my middle to keep myself from coming apart at the seams. What was happening?

“What did you do to me?” I groaned.

I fought to stand, but a terrible pain stitched itself up into my throat. Like something walking. Like lots of somethings walking across my insides. Not walking. Crawling. I turned my head to puke but nothing came out. Not until I felt little legs scamper across my tongue.

Spiders. Tons of them. They landed on the ground in a huge, writhing pile. Some were thrown up. Others crawled out on their own.

When I couldn’t heave anymore, I threw myself away from them with huge panting breaths. My flesh scurried to the ends of my bones and back again. They’d been inside me. All of them. What had they been doing in there?

They scuttled into two heaping piles of wriggling legs and shiny black bodies, growing, multiplying, until they stood almost as tall as One. Flashes of skin and grayish hair appeared between the pulsing masses. Each of the spiders drew themselves in until there weren’t any left, and the granny twins stood in front of me. They stared with steely gray eyes that crinkled in the corners. Wicked grins stretched up to their ears. They seemed almost triumphant, as if they knew all sorts of dirty secrets. As if they knew my secrets from being inside me.

Everyone stood tall around me while I lay helpless and weak on the ground. I was surrounded by four powerful women who wanted me to be Three. I couldn’t be. I wouldn’t be. They wouldn’t make me their grave winner.

I hoisted myself up so I could look them all in the eye. “What did you do to me?”

“Nothing you didn’t want,” the twins said together.

“I never wanted any of this.” My voice cut craters in the night with every echo that bounced over the trees and gravestones.

“Sleeping under a bed to reenact your burial, embracing the dark...and not to mention what you’ve been doing to your clothes,” the twins continued.

“What does any of that have to do with you? I didn’t embrace anything,” I shouted.

One of Ica’s hands shot out and tore off the strips of my shirt and pants I’d ripped up. I looked down and gasped. Black scraps of clothes now covered me, eerily similar to the scraps One and Ica wore.

I shook my head. “You made me do it.”

“We didn’t make you do anything. We just had a front row seat. And things always got really interesting when you thought you were asleep.”

“When I thought I was?” I asked. Darby’s spider bites barged bright red into my mind. They did that, not me. They hurt her. “You possessed me, didn’t you?”

“No. All we did was help hide your memories behind a fog so you’d continue helping us. You must want Three’s power more than anything. You’re so hungry for it that you ripped through your sister’s mattress and ordered us to tunnel through and steal some of her Trammeler blood.”

“You’re lying!” 

But even as I yelled the words, the sudden thought of clawing my fingers into the underneath of Darby’s mattress flashed through my mind. But I would never do that. There was no way I could believe anything they said. All of them played a dangerous game, and all of them were cheaters. Well, I was done playing.

Get every single one of them, I told my tree.

The ground buckled between us. Roots burst out and coiled around each of their bodies like bark-colored boa constrictors.

Take them down. 

But it wasn’t the roots who obeyed. Jagged, purple energy shot out of one of my palms and into the other to form a buzzing electrical line between my hands. The power tickled my fingertips. All I could do was stare at it, at all the blinding hues of purple that made a humming noise as they zipped past each other. Above the stink of three dead people, I thought I smelled the familiar scent of lilacs. It didn’t hurt me though. A mix of a crazed laugh and a gasp fell out my mouth.

Instinct told me to throw it at the Sorceressi. So I did. The bright purple lightning bolt took them all down with a loud drone spiked with high-voltage static. It lit up the night sky brighter than the moon ever could.

More and more roots shot out to latch onto their legs and drag them into the hole yawning open in the ground. The cloud of purple electricity hanging over them seemed to push them down while the roots pulled.

I was beating them. With my combined Trammeler and Sorceress powers, I was winning. They could feed me all the lies they wanted, but they couldn’t have me. I couldn’t let that sliver of hope pierce my concentration, though. I glanced at the palm the purple energy had originated from, and just as bright, sharp tendrils twisted around my fingers once more, someone belted out a hiss.

Out of the corner of my eye, something large and dark loomed just over my shoulder. A swirling ball of midnight and smoke as large as me.

I lunged to the side and aimed my glowing fingertips at it. A bolt of brilliant purple, razor-sharp teeth bulleted out of my hand and toward the ball. It crackled once it hit, lighting up its center with a dazzling storm of electricity, and then fizzled out into nothingness. The ball spun over the four Sorceressi, whose fingers clawed at the hole they’d almost disappeared into. Once it touched the light that surrounded them, it lapped that up, too, with a series of bursts and sparks, until the near-dark blinded me again. 

All of it happened so fast, my brain could barely catch up. Which was why I didn’t immediately hear my name in a shout from near the gate.

A deep voice. A male voice.

I whirled around. “Tram?” 

But no. He was dead. No matter how much I wished for him to come help me, he couldn’t. I was on my own. So who was that?

An icy cold breath blew past my cheek, and I froze. A frigid hand fisted through my hair then tossed me into the air. My shoulder hit the ground first with an agonizing jolt, and the rest of me slid behind until I came to a stop. I sucked in a mouthful of air only to let it out in a loud groan. 

Someone called my name again, followed by clanging steel.

As I spit dirt from my tongue, I stared up at Ica’s old ash tree, the one I’d first put her in, its split sides looming up above me. The black three singed into its bark seemed to stare down at me sideways over the gaping mouth that still oozed blood. 

It couldn’t be Darby’s. I would never give her blood to Ica. So where did the memory come from of me standing next to Ica’s tree in the dark, watching spiders crawl out of her mouth and toward me?

One and Ica stood on either side of me while the twins stepped up to my head. 

“You resurrected this tree to make a new Trinity and so Ica could escape, you resurrected Mr. Benjamin to empty his grave, and you resurrected Ica from it. You brought back all of them,” the twins said, “because you want to be Three.”

“I didn’t. I don’t. You made me.” I had never raised the dead before that dog, but even as I thought it, doubt sent a quiver through my body. I’d raised the dog without the spell book because I could remember it. I’d remembered all of it. Because I knew it. Because I’d done it before. “No,” I said again, not wanting to believe any of what they were saying. It couldn’t be me. I couldn’t be the monster under Darby’s bed. I didn’t want to be the grave winner. The furthest thing I wanted was to be anything like One and Ica. They were lying. “I never asked you to crawl inside me.”

“You sure didn’t stop us,” they said. “You opened your mouth wide that night in the shower.”

“No, I was choking on water,” I said and flicked my gaze to One. She knew about this, had known since I’d asked her who was raising the dead and she’d tried to pry open my jaw to show me. 

It was me.

The steady hammering by the gate and the shouts of my name continued, but I barely heard any of it over the pressing weight of what I’d done. Because now, without the spiders blocking my memories, without the fog, I remembered more and more. 

I dug Darby’s drawing out of the trash. I half-buried it in a random grave as a gift for the dead, knowing that I would find it and do what I had to do to keep her from danger. I’d hid behind a tree outside the graveyard and tried to entomb Ms. Hansen and Mrs. Rios inside trees so they would stay out of my way. 

But how could I do any of this? Had being buried in the Trinity grave turned me into Three anyway? Had I been fighting for my rightful place inside it all along to finish the job?

“Please,” I begged, because I feared it was all true. If I did want to be Three, then why was I so scared? My fingers closed around a strand of hair in the dirt. Sarah’s hair from her lost head. I flung it away and tried to back into the gnarled remains of Ica’s tree, but something arctic had cuffed my wrist to the ground. Something else that felt like frozen, wrinkled paper slid over my other one.

“You didn’t stop after you resurrected Ica.” The twins shrugged in unison and cocked their heads to the side with an eerie grin on their faces. “I guess you didn’t know what to do with all of them.”

Realization sucked the air from my lungs. Terror welled up in my throat. I risked a look down my arms splayed in the dirt over the Trinity grave.

Two bony hands had punched through the earth to pull me under. Finger bones clicked together as more clawed through the dirt and reached for my boots. I fought to get loose with a moan, unable to tear my gaze away from the horror surrounding me.

Until a gravelly sigh split open the loose gray flesh that was once a face right above me. A dirt-spattered hand dragged the rest of a dead body from the mouth of Ica’s tree.

The twins said something, but my heartbeat drowned them out with its thrashing between my ears. I bucked and clawed to get away, but fear gripped me around the neck so tight, I could hardly breathe let alone move. Especially when I saw the dress the corpse was wearing.

Black polka-dots on light purple, the color of lilacs. I’d picked the dress out for her myself.

A strangled cry tumbled out of my mouth. My eyes fell closed. I didn’t want to see anymore, but I could still hear the dirt falling apart underneath me as my body sank lower into the ground with every cold, wasted hand dragging me down. 

“Leigh, are you in there?” the voice by the gate yelled. “It’s Dad. I believe you.”

Dad. Here. He couldn’t be. He couldn’t see Mom like that. One and Ica would kill him if he made it inside the graveyard. 

“No,” I tried to shout, but it came out a whimper. I tried again. “No. Please, don’t hurt him. He’s my only parent left and he can’t see her...”

Revulsion licked an icy tongue up my back at the thought of him seeing her like that. I bit back a sob as I stopped fighting and nothing but involuntary shudders rolled up and down my body. 

“He can’t see me, either,” I cried.

The earth beneath my back vanished, and my landing six feet under shocked the rest of the air from my body. I fought for another breath, blinking the tears from my eyes. Dirt started sifting down, burying me, and no one would be around to help me this time. No Sarah. No ash tree keys. No Tram. No one but me, and doubt twisted through me so sharp, I didn’t know if I wanted to help myself. Did I want to be Three way, way deep down?

I kept my gaze on the dirt walls around me. If I was to die, I refused to have my last memory be of my dead mom standing over me. Dirt splattered down, spraying my face and body with grit. It mixed with my tears and rolled sandy warmth down my temples.

With three of us, we would be unstoppable. Gretchen and the other thousands of dark Sorceressi would be freed from the Core. So would an immortal Counselor, unless I could somehow rescue Tram from him. 

More dirt fell. It felt heavy on top of me; it would only get heavier. Soon it covered my eyes, nose, and mouth, pressing its weight on my burning lungs.

Couldn’t breathe. I had to open my mouth. But if I did, I would suck down death. Even though I knew it was coming, even though maybe I wanted it, I still needed to fight it off, like I fought everything. 

Pain scorched through my chest. Keep. Mouth. Closed. My heart bucked against my ribcage with loud hammering pleas. 

Sunlight splashed on a bare arm capped with a purple sleeve covered in black dots, but that couldn’t be right because I was in a grave at night, dying. A pair of vivid blue eyes met mine, framed by blonde hair. Mom. Alive. 

She stood in a field bursting with sunflowers. A light breeze that smelled like flowery perfume turned her hair and fluttered the ends of her dress. She was here, with me, just when I needed her the most. Was this heaven? Was I already dead? I reached out to make her stay at my side forever, but my hands grabbed at nothing.

She started to smile, but it broke apart with the tears in her eyes. “I’m so sorry, Leigh. I’ve made so many mistakes.”

It’s okay, I wanted to tell her. But bursts of color behind my eyelids were floating in front of her, hiding her from me. Mom? Her perfume still lingered in my nose, along with the soil-scented death sentence.

There was a scream, and I realized it was my entire body begging for air. The fiery burn in my lungs would consume me if I didn’t open my mouth. I couldn’t take the pain anymore. I couldn’t.

So I didn’t. My mouth opened, and a strange kind of calm drifted over me. My heartbeat slowed. The explosions of color behind my eyes swept away in a gust of wind like lost balloons, leaving an empty field of sunflowers bobbing happily in the sun.

The pain lessened, the sunflowers vanished, and then...nothing.

And then something—power, a spark—something jolted through every vein in my body, awakening me. Resurrecting me. Fueling me with a strength beyond anything I’d ever imagined.

* * *
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Continue The Grave Winner series in book three, The Trinity Bleeds: http://mybook.to/trinitybleeds
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