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        She thought they were safe. But the undead aren't the only enemy...

        

        Meagan Greystone struggles with the dark arts. A major problem for a necromancer.

        

        Her boyfriend Glynn Buckley has answered a plea for help, and dashed to the militarised city of Brimbank. More than a little annoying as Meagan was planning a perfect celebration weekend for their anniversary.

        

        Annoyance fades when Meagan hears rumours of an uprising, she is determined to be by his side. She has the skills. She can help.

        

        But this is no ordinary undead uprising. Something else is going on in the old city and Glynn is determined to have her safe at home.

        

        He is no match for the tough and resolute Meagan. She's lost too many people she’s loved. No way will Glynn be next.

        

      

      

      Praise for Daughter of Ravenswood books

      

      “Kim Cleary’s debut novel sweeps you up and makes you believe in what you never thought you could.”

      

      “I loved the storyline, the characters and how easily I could close my eyes and imagine I was in their world. Superbly written. I can’t wait to read book two.”

      

      “A wonderful read. It catches you in the beginning and keeps you turning pages.”

      

      “Pulled me into its richly developed world from the very first page. I started this book late at night and was loath to put it down.”

      

      “Beautifully written. Everything a good fantasy read should be. Can’t wait for the next book in this series.”

      

      “Love the characters and the story. I found myself picturing the environment perfectly - I got lost in this book. Can’t wait for the next one.”

      

      “I couldn’t put this book down! It’s a wonderful fantasy world and a very intriguing view of post-apocalyptic earth after a deadly virus almost destroys us. I can’t wait for the next book!!!”

      

      “Easy to start reading and hard to put down. A cleverly suspenseful plot, beautifully insightful characters and a hauntingly constructed fantasy world kept me turning the pages late into the night.”
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      We savored our first proper conversation in the cemetery at Winterhurst. Across an empty grave surrounded by shards of wood, clods of earth, and shattered stone. My hair had been long then, gusting wind flung thick strands into my face, cold February air stung my skin. It looked like a bomb exploded in the buried coffin, and everything above it spewed up and out. Neither flesh nor bones though, its inhabitant had long gone.

      We worked well together, my Sheriff, and me.

      Though futile, I tried to stop my lips from quirking into a smile. We played nicely too. Glynn seemed to enjoy my company. I reveled in his. The world shone brighter with him in my life. But would he care about our anniversary this weekend? My joy faded. Would he remember?

      A low murmur of voices dragged my attention back to the scene beyond my window. I stood silently behind the thick curtain in my bedroom. Even though the sun didn’t hit this room, my skin moistened in the heat radiating from the glass. The elegant mayor of Winterhurst strolled down my front steps, and climbed into her carriage. In the lilac dusk, her silver hair gleamed like the soft manes of the pale gray horses waiting for her. After a whistle from the driver, the horses set off at a sedate walk.

      As if she sensed me spying from the window, the mayor turned her face toward the house. I jolted back, straight into Evie's icy core. I clasped my hand against my mouth and held in a squeal. I shut the window fast against the invasive summer heat. No one in a carriage heading to my gate should've heard. But our mayor was also a celebrated priestess for the earth goddess Haebeth, even I didn't know everything she could do.

      "Sorry Meagan, I didn't mean to sneak up on you." Evie swooshed away from me.

      "My fault for not paying attention."

      "Why are you hiding? You respect the Mayor."

      "It's nothing." With eyes focused on the scratched wooden floor I paced to the wall and back.

      "I can wait while you step this out." Evie settled herself into my bedside chair, her voice gentle.

      Wasn't that the truth. I glanced across at Evie. She was probably tolerant when alive, but being a ghost gave her the patience of a spider. She could wait until I walked the length and breadth of the house a hundred times.

      "She has this way of guilting me into saying yes." With my eyes closed, I rubbed my thumb in the center of my forehead. "Damn it. I know she's right."

      I stomped to the end of the bed, kicked at the blanket box, and shrieked. "Bloody thing is solid oak and has withstood centuries of use."

      "And abuse." Evie nudged me onto the bed and wrapped her cool hands around my throbbing toe. "Feel better now?"

      "She wants me to sit on the council court hearings, as my dad did."

      "As every generation of your family has done. And done well."

      "That's what she said. But I don't want to judge my neighbors."

      "You attend council meetings. It’s a logical extension, and with the death of Old Mrs. Westall, you are the best person to represent the witches among us."

      "I'm too young. I don't have enough experience."

      "You are nineteen years old, my love. You slid wise from your mother's womb."

      I struggled to find the right words. I didn't want to sound selfish or above the concerns of everybody else in the district. After a few seconds, I gave up. "It's border disputes between neighboring farmers, disputes about sides of beef and rolls of fabric. It's hard to stay awake listening to arguments from both sides."

      "So, it’s more that you don't want to judge the boring things people argue about?"

      My body tensed. Evie hit a kernel of truth. "I don't want to judge on important things either." But if I didn't, then who would? Some of the old biddies on the council saw life in stark black-and-white. "I know you are right. It's expected of me." I massaged my foot. Yes, I’d fulfill my responsibilities. But not now.

      "Tell me what's really wrong." Evie spoke in her soothing lilt.

      "I can’t think about filling my dad's shoes." He’d died when I was only three years old. His reputation loomed large in the town, but he hadn’t lived long enough to teach me his ways. "I have to concentrate on getting this weekend right."

      "You will. I'll help. Between us we will make sure everything is perfect."

      "I'm leaving nothing to chance. I want the perfect meal. I want to glow in the pinky light of the long dusk on my bedroom balcony. I want to wear the perfect dress. I want him to want me. You know me." I shook my head. "Something will come up and ruin everything."

      Evie slid next to me. "You stare down undead ancestors hell-bent on destroying you. Yet faced with options of what to wear for a date with a man you like, you turn into a dithering mess of indecision."

      Man that I like! What an understatement. I turned my head into her almost opaque shoulder.

      Evie wound her arm around my waist. "Glynn is coming for the weekend. He said yes to your invitation."

      "I bet he hasn't remembered it's our anniversary."

      "Why wouldn't he?" Evie twirled a finger in one of the curls near my ear.

      "He's a man. I haven't reminded him. As much as I enjoy many of his traits, he's as romantic as a hammer."

      Evie squeezed my hands. "Whether he remembers or not, he's coming to see you, to be with you." She understood me better than anyone else, and all she saw was my silliness.

      "We've been dating six months this coming Saturday." If I tried to explain to Evie, perhaps I’d better understand myself. Most people would wait twelve months to celebrate. I pressed my thumb between my eyebrows. After escaping the orphanage, finding my home in Winterhurst, and finding Glynn, six months felt like a lifetime. A new life I cherished and wanted to celebrate now, not in another six months’ time.

      She nodded, her smile genuine and mellow.

      "It’s six months since we first met across his desk in the police station. I can't expect him to remember, can I?" I couldn't sit still. I paced to my dressing table. "It doesn't matter. You're right, I'm acting like a silly teenager."

      "I didn't call you silly. I get it."

      "Even if he believes in six-month anniversaries, will he pick our first meeting in his police station, or our first proper conversation in the cemetery, or our first kiss?" I flopped onto the stool. "Or the Beltane dance when we danced around the fire until the sun rose, or the first time we lay together?"

      "Or is his head so full of meaningful moments it's impossible to choose one?" Evie joined me at the dressing table. In the mirror, I sat alone. Even I couldn't see the particles coming together to form her shape.

      I fiddled with my brush and comb. "Why do I need his validation, his approval? Why do I want him to recognize this anniversary with as much joy as I feel?"

      "You overthink things." Evie’s coolness enveloped me. "You need no-one's approval. You just want him to love you, as much as you love him."

      My eyes filled with tears at Evie's gentle words. I scrubbed them away with the back of my hand, pulled open a small drawer in the dressing table and fingered the amulet I'd prepared for Glynn. I'd swirled a drop of Glynn's blood and two drops of my own into the strongest protection spell I'd ever concocted.

      He'd cut his hand while fixing my stove, and he laughed when I scooped up a little blood that dripped from the wound. He'd willingly donated it, though he didn't know what for.

      He knows what I am, and he still trusts me.

      My eyes drifted shut. Evie was right, it didn't matter if he remembered our anniversary or not. I rolled the amulet in the palm of my hand. The pentacle engraved onyx still gleamed from sweet scented Sandalwood oil. The onyx heated and vibrated. How odd. I rolled it into my other hand and it vibrated faster. I clutched my fingers around the stone and pulled it to my chest. The amulet linked Glynn and I by the power of our blood, it shouldn't tremble like this.

      Evie drifted to my side. "Let's pick an outfit for you to wear. You'll have four days to make any adjustments needed."

      I traced my fingertips across my neck. I bet my library housed a book about amulets and their random behavior. I'd check after dinner. Returning the amulet to my drawer, I nodded at Evie. Brand-new clothes filled my wardrobe. Most bought, but never worn by my mother. Looser styles were fine, but she must've been tiny. I'd need to let out any fitted garments. In a few minutes, I assembled a pile of dresses on my bed.

      I grabbed the top two dresses and the fresh clean scent of cedar played in the air. I held first one, then the other under my chin. "The blue or the green? Are you sure these colors suit me?"

      "You have your mother's coloring." Evie settled on the bed. "I love this sapphire blue with your red hair, especially now it's growing again."

      "It's not red." I scrunched my fingers through my hair. Not red, but growing at last. Almost six months ago, I'd shorn off my waist length hair after bits of goo attached themselves and nothing washed it off. An image of the burning barn seared into my head. We’d killed the unstable undead who climbed from the grave Glynn and I first talked over, but it cost a man his life, and flames singed my hair into a pitiful matted mass. Now, sweat glued my hair to my head, but tendrils curled below my ears.

      Evie raised her eyebrows, her mouth twitching. "The lighter streak is pretty and gives you an air of authority at the same time."

      "I hate it. A fat, ugly, gray streak across my plum hair." I stressed the word plum as I tossed the dresses back onto my bed. "I'd cast a spell to get rid of it if I could."

      "It's a delicate streak, more a pinky caramel, but we will call the rest auburn if you insist." Evie glided into the wardrobe. "Have you tried any of the short dresses on?"

      "No." I held the long white dress I'd worn at the Beltane party against me. I loved the way the soft fabric swung around my body, but I’d worn it several times now. I wanted a sexy dress Glynn hadn't seen yet. This dress wasn’t the one.

      Evie stood with almost opaque hands rested beside transparent hips. "The silver dress will look fabulous on you."

      I shook my head. "Nothing short. Ugly legs, ugh."

      "There's nothing wrong with your legs—"

      "I want to look good. No jeans. Hair nice."

      "No eau-de-dead people in the air." Evie's face lit up in a grin.

      "Definitely not." My lips squeezed together in a grimace. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean you. I meant—"

      Evie hugged a welcome chill around my shoulders. "I know exactly what you mean, and need. I know when to give you space."

      "We've not had to deal with anything dead or undead for a couple of months. Let’s keep it that way. This weekend is for me and Glynn."

      "Try the silk silver slip dress. It's still wrapped in tissue paper, gorgeous, and easy to slide off." Evie wriggled her eyebrows playfully and blew the hangers apart. "Or this silvery green halter top with the wide leg pants you've never worn."

      I blew out a long sigh. "I'm sorry for being such a pain. Maybe I should stick with jeans, T-shirt, and scrunched up hair."

      "It hasn't put him off yet."

      "Hilarious."

      The kitchen door creaked open and a sweet tenor voice carried up the stairs.

      Evie floated to the landing. "Purah is home with groceries."

      "Thank Haebeth. I'm starving, and sick of thinking about clothes."

      I hurried down the stairs and into the kitchen.

      Purah swaggered in with a laden box. "I aced the poker game. I've got bags of rice, flour, and potatoes in the carriage. The letter on the top of that box is for you. The Constable gave it to me when I passed the police house." Purah laughed as he pointed to a box of groceries on the kitchen table. "Gave me quite a start when he ran out calling my name."

      "You shouldn't get up to mischief if you don't want to get starts like that." I kissed his cheek and grabbed the envelope.

      I read my name scrawled in Glynn's hand.

      He'd never written to me before.

      If he wanted to talk, no matter the weather, he'd always ridden here. I stared at the envelope while a stabbing pain shot from my abdomen into my chest. The amulet warned me. Something had come up. My weekend was about to be ruined.
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      With shaking hands, I ripped the envelope open, scanned the letter, and stumbled onto a kitchen chair.

      Glynn.

      Gone.

      The envelope fluttered to the floor.

      "Whatever is the matter?" Evie swooped to the back of the chair and a cool draft of air swirled around my feet.

      "The army called Glynn to Brimbank." I dropped the letter on the table, stabbed it with my fingertip. "He's gone. He hated it there. He told me he'd never go back, not to Brimbank, nor to the wretched army."

      "Glynn is our police captain, still connected to the Army—"

      "They discharged him from active duty after getting hurt." I wriggled against the hardwood back of the chair.

      Glynn recuperated for six months in a military hospital. I hadn't known him then, and he hated talking about himself. I knew little about his past. He transferred into police duty, with a medal he never mentioned. A murder investigation threw us together. Him from big old Brimbank, me from the quiet cloisters of an orphanage in a small town.

      "He told me the old cities are desolate now." I pushed back the chair, paced to the other side of my kitchen.

      "When I lived, an outing to Brimbank was a marvelous treat, we shopped, watched a show, and stayed overnight sometimes." Evie’s eyes brightened.

      "People abandoned it after the illness killed so many, and now it's a military base." I gesticulated my arms into a wide question. "Why did he rush back to a job and a place he hated?" I wiped beads of sweat from my brow and stabbed the letter again. "He dashed off, scrawled a quick note on paper torn from one of his yellow notepads, and he's shoved it in a used envelope. Glynn hasn't even explained why. He's always so precise with his words. This is not like him. Something is wrong."

      "Aren't you jumping to conclusions?" Evie looped a welcome cool arm around my shoulder. "I know you’re looking forward to seeing him—"

      "It's not just any weekend. It's our anniversary, yet he didn’t mention it." I waved the letter under her nose. "He said he'll make it up to me, but what does that mean? Clearly he doesn't expect to get back to Winterhurst in time."

      I turned away from her, poured myself a glass of water, slouched against the bench, and gulped down the liquid. The amulet. Did it realize something I didn't? Was it telling me Glynn lay hurt somewhere? That he needed me? Evie watched me from the middle of the room. She didn't need to learn about the amulet. It would worry her.

      Glynn needed me. The thought took hold in my brain.

      She glided across the floor and touched my arm. "Can you imagine Glynn voicing disappointment in a letter? He's written that he'll make it up to you, and I'm sure he will."

      Purah returned with the last box, pushed the door shut with his foot, and carried the boxes into the pantry. The noise of scraping cans and brushing boxes echoed through the kitchen as he stacked the groceries. He climbed back up the steps into the kitchen. His long hair hung in a lank ponytail, even he—usually so elegant—looked crumpled, over-heated, and disheveled. I'd almost forgotten I held a schoolgirl crush on him, until I fell for Glynn.

      I mumbled a garbled thank you. At least we would eat well for weeks.

      Purah wiped sweat from his eyes and stood before me. "Bad news?"

      "Glynn returned to Brimbank." I waved the letter toward Purah. "What’s happening? The mayor visited here just a few hours ago, she said nothing about trouble in Brimbank, and I'm sure she would have done if she'd known."

      Purah found a clean glass and filled it with water. "He'll be back, won't he? Do your dinner thing later."

      I reread the short letter, my breath catching in my throat. A few months ago, Purah inadvertently caused the death of my best friend Rose. He’d saved my life when I first left the orphanage. He’d kept his promise to my father and tutored me in basic witchcraft when I arrived, in all my naiveté, at Ravenswood. I'd forgiven him for Rose, but that didn't bring her back. One way or another I'd lost everyone I loved. I lost them, they abandoned me, and they betrayed me.

      Is it Glynn's turn?

      It wouldn't surprise me. After all, I'm a freak who talks with the dead. Perhaps losing everyone I care about is the price I must pay.

      I forced a long deep breath from my lungs to steady my voice. "He says he doesn't know all the details, doesn't know when he'll be back." I rubbed the back of my neck. "They want him to train sergeants to replace several missing, presumed dead."

      Purah and I stood shoulder to shoulder at the sink, and I pondered what little information I knew. If Glynn let someone pull him back onto active-duty, then something big and bad had happened. Glynn wouldn't have gone otherwise. I chewed my lips as I sipped water. Glynn admitted he possessed a rare knack for predicting undead enemies’ actions. Is that why he rushed there? It made sense. He hadn't said it in the letter, but I bet someone high up suspected something undead killed the men.

      I scrunched my shoulders to my ears. "It doesn't sound good."

      Purah lifted his brows.

      I didn't want to state my fears aloud.

      He shrugged. "He's a good soldier, he'll be fine." Purah lowered his tone, used his tutor's voice. "Glynn can't tell you much yet, he doesn't know the full story himself."

      My hand tightened around the single piece of paper. What if he never came back? Warmth seeped from my body. I couldn't lose him. Only two weeks ago, we'd picnicked along the banks of the Wye, gorged ourselves on plump blackberries. We'd lain side by side on one of Glynn's prickly blankets and watched the stars twinkle alive in a slowly darkening sky. I could still feel his lips against my skin, his breath warm against my neck, our hearts beating in time.

      I shook myself away from the sweet memory and back into my hot kitchen. "He should've asked for my help. I'd have gone with him."

      If he'd asked me.

      "Why would he ask your help in a military matter?" Purah scratched his cheek.

      "I'm a necromancer, descended from a long line of sorcerers who specialize in not only talking with but raising and controlling the dead." True, I’d resisted at first, but in the end, I couldn't deny my skills.

      Purah taught me as much as he could, and I'd quickly outgrown his knowledge. Glynn knew what I could do, but he sometimes thought me undisciplined, impulsive. Is that why he didn’t include me in his dash to Brimbank? I took a deep breath to steady my voice. "I'm better equipped to deal with the undead than anyone else."

      Purah squeezed my shoulder. "You appreciate how the army feel about sorcery."

      "They used mages for healing when Glynn last worked in Brimbank." A tight band constricted my chest. Glynn told me about the battle when his old girlfriend died. He'd ordered the mage to heal her, but he hadn't. Glynn wore the guilt of surviving like a coarse hair shirt.

      "The army use men of healing, kept on short leashes." Purah held his thumb and forefinger almost together. "Not young female witches. Definitely not one with startling skills in necromancy and a tendency to rush headlong into danger."

      "I don't rush into danger."

      Evie and Purah exchanged sharp glances. I blew out a long sigh. I didn't chase danger but somehow, as Glynn and Purah often said, I owned a knack for finding trouble.

      Purah plucked a ripe pear from the bowl on the old scratched table. He found a sharp knife from the draining board, sliced the fruit into perfect quarters and handed one to me.

      I bit into it and deliciously sweet pear juice dribbled onto my chin.

      "Glynn will write again." Purah laughed and passed me his crumpled but clean handkerchief. "In the meantime, have you forgotten what's arriving today?"

      Licking the sweet juice from my lips, I pushed the letter away. I'd read it three times, it held no other information.

      "Your goats," Purah said, "four of them, three rather cute females and a randy looking male. I'm forecasting a plethora of baby goats soon."

      My goats, the first step to making this estate I’d inherited self-sufficient. My grandmother kept goats and the old account books showed how profitable they'd been, especially her Ravenswood Manor soft cheese. People still wanted, and paid for good produce. We could make it succeed.

      Glynn's letter pushed their arrival out of my head.

      "Don't expect them to stay in the field you've allocated for them. They'll jump, ram, and eat their way through any obstacle."

      "You've been anti-goat from the start—"

      Purah tapped his fingernails against the tabletop. "Who organized them for you?"

      "You, of course." I swatted his hand. "But you complain about stinky bucks, noise like screaming kids, and horned heads barging into everything. I like to think about the wonderful goat’s cheese, yoghurt and soap we will make and sell."

      "You are such an optimist, my dear." Purah tweaked my ear like an elderly uncle might.

      He looked pleased with himself, probably for changing the subject. Maybe he thought he'd distracted me from Glynn and whatever danger he'd walked into.

      "Revitalize yourself with fruit and we'll finish the gate to keep them in." Purah grinned and winked at me. "I promise you, it won't keep them in."

      I'd been looking forward to settling my new goats into the old barn, introducing them to their pasture, and watching them make themselves at home. Looking forward to showing Glynn my foray into responsible adulthood.

      That was before the letter.

      My thoughts turned back to Glynn. He wouldn't let me face danger by myself. I wouldn't leave him to his fate either. Glynn could be injured or missing, or worse. He could also look after himself. I forced my breathing to slow and reined in my fears. Worrying wouldn't help.

      Blast this heat! I'd have to leave very early in the morning. This evening, I'd help with the gate. First thing tomorrow, before the sun fried the air, I'd ride into Winterhurst.

      I cast a furtive glance at Purah and Evie. I wasn't rushing into danger. I'd ask a few questions. It wouldn't hurt to try and find out what happened in Brimbank, or discover the easiest way to get there. Just in case.

      

      Soft ginger-feathered chickens clucked around my feet and pecked at my toes. I brushed beads of sweat from my forehead and scattered feed across shaded stubble just outside my kitchen window. Tuesday morning. The sun hadn't yet risen but already heat rose from the ground in hazy waves.

      "It's time to get moving," I muttered to the hens. They seemed to cluck a warning. Perhaps I was starting to see omens everywhere.

      Purah had already left to circle the neighboring towns. After the debacle with Rose, he'd promised to earn money to help with the upkeep of Ravenswood, and so far, he'd been good to his word. If I wanted to get into town, before the sun seared bare skin into tanned leather, I needed to get going. I scattered the last of the crumbs on the ground and hurried back to the bedrooms.

      Evie drifted on the wide landing outside my room. She smiled, though her shoulders drooped. "If you insist on going, at least wear the sun-hat."

      "I have to go, Evie." An empty feeling wallowed in the depths of my stomach. I hugged her close; her coolness lifted the hairs on the back of my neck and sent delicious ripples of chilled air down my damp back. "How else can I find out what's happening? I'm not waiting here until a newspaper or another letter arrives."

      "You have duties here at Ravenswood, and in town."

      "I'm popping into Winterhurst to see what I can find out. I'll be back this evening, as soon as it's cool enough to ride Splash back."

      "What will you do next? When you can't find answers to your questions, or if you discover something that makes you fearful for Glynn's safety?"

      "I'll decide then." I rifled through my wardrobe absentmindedly.

      Evie nudged me to one side, and found a fine cotton tank top and wide linen pants.

      "What would I do without you?" I found Evie's hands and squeezed. "We could've been sisters."

      "You'd get about looking like a charity case." She squeezed back, her tone radiated warmth. "Unusual siblings given I'm one hundred years' dead."

      "Dead or not, you've chosen to stay here, and I'm glad."

      She kissed my cheek. We were much the same age, but Evie possessed a maturity earned from a lifetime in service. Ghost or not, it pleased me to have her by my side. I hung close to Evie. I could raise Rose anytime I wanted. That's what necromancers did. I pulled the pants up over my underwear and wriggled into the tank top. Early on in my training with Purah, I'd raised Evie, without her permission. The experience was horrible for Evie, a lesson in seeking consent for me. Luckily it worked out, in the end. But not Rose, I couldn't do that to her. We'd never spoken about death and its aftermath. I didn't know what she wanted. I didn't have her consent.

      Evie draped one of my father's old long-sleeved shirts of fine faded blue cotton over everything and arranged the hat on my head. My face seemed to peek from above a bundle of rags.

      We stared at one another for a few seconds, and burst into laughter.

      Evie's face creased with fine lines. "Please do nothing rash."

      "Don't worry. I won’t." I wrapped my satchel across my body and caught sight of Evie's raised eyebrows in the mirror. "Don't look at me like that."

      Evie drifted to the door, hiding her somber face behind a pretend sneeze.

      

      The stable already felt like an oven. My handsome black and white splashed horse glanced up at me and snickered as if to say it's too hot to do anything.

      I scratched gently between Splash's eyes. "We'll get oats and an apple at the Inn, I promise."

      I squeezed my satchel into a light saddlebag and led him to the edge of the forest. We trotted to the stream that wound its way through Ravenswood toward the Wye River. A longer route than the old road to town, but lined with trees. We used it often in mid-summer; the old bitumen road into Winterhurst was too hot for anyone's feet.

      I wasn't the only one who'd started out early to beat the heat. Only one stall remained in the Inn's stables. I pulled off the saddle, settled Splash next to troughs of fresh hay and cool water, and headed to the lane that led to the town square.

      People in wide-brimmed hats or carrying umbrellas trotted from one shady spot to another. The smell of spicy barbecued meat wafted down the laneway. A woman, her deep voice graveled with use, sang an invitation to sample strawberry and plum flavored iced treats.

      I ran my fingers through my sticky hair. I might have enough small change for one of those iced treats. Jamming my hat back on my head, I scurried toward the market.

      In the middle of the market, I jolted to a stop.

      My mouth dropped open as I stared at the wrought iron newsstand.

      The newspaper headline BRIMBANK UPRISING in bold black capitals filled half of the first page. An empty feeling in my stomach swirled like a snowstorm. What had Glynn walked into?
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      The headline bored into my eyes. A crowd of people thronged around the Newsagent's table in the middle of Winterhurst market. I pushed my way through a group of shoppers, thrust a new-halfpenny into the pay-box and grabbed the second to last copy of the newspaper. My nose twitched as I stumbled past tables of ripening berries, bottled honey and beeswax, and pungent smoked meats.

      Away from the humming crowd, on a carved bench under a large ash tree, I spread the paper open across my knees. Several soldiers presumed dead. The city in lock-down. No one allowed in or out. According to one lurid article, undead swarmed throughout the abandoned buildings in the old city, their numbers rising daily. Another article mentioned Major Buckley, recently returned to Brimbank, and already successful dealing with a trio of undead.

      Major Buckley? Glynn’s letter hadn't mentioned a promotion.

      A flush of heat rushed to my head. Why keep it from me? There’d be an explanation. Perhaps he received the promotion when he arrived in Brimbank and knew nothing about it when he wrote.

      A gust of hot wind fluttered through the leafy canopy overhead, and flapped the cloths spread over the vendor’s tables. I unclenched my fingers and forced myself to keep reading.

      People still lived in gated communities around the edge of the city. I'd always thought everyone who survived the old plague moved out to towns like Winterhurst to start afresh. Over five pages, in article after article, people clamored for the army to get the situation under control. I sprang to my feet and strode to the lamppost. Sweat ran down my back and stuck my shirt to my skin. Glynn wouldn't just train new sergeants in the background. He'd throw himself in front of whatever attacked his men.

      "You are as pale as your hat. Don’t worry, it’ll be another media beat up, ten times worse than it is." The newspaper editor laid a wrinkled hand on my shoulder.

      "Where did these reports come from?" I met his quiet gaze with my own.

      He rubbed his chin. "The usual places, from the Brimbank office mostly."

      "This reporter, do you know him?" I pointed at the biggest article in the Winterhurst paper.

      "Not that one." He shook his head slowly. "Must be a new guy." He shrugged and moved on to his next customer.

      Something wasn't right. The interviews read like a movie script rather than the way real people talked.

      Media beat up or not, something undead was happening in Brimbank. Staying in Ravenswood wasn’t an option anymore. I had to go.

      I could be away for a few days, everyone would manage without me. I scrunched my hand to my hair, my goats would be fine, my responsibilities and duties to the town and the Council weren’t going anywhere.

      Too far to ride Splash. Too far and far too hot. Even if I rode him at night, I'd have to find somewhere safe to leave him during the day. Too risky. The new steam train was running to Brimbank, I needed to take the coach to somewhere with a station.

      Mrs. Crowder, the postmistress, would know how to make the trip.

      My determination wavered. I stumbled back to the bench and flopped against the seat. What if I got there, and Glynn didn't want my help? Didn't want me there with him? What if Glynn left suddenly because he wanted to keep me away? What if the only thing I did well, the only skills I thought I possessed, didn't match my delusions? Had Glynn raced to a battle with a bunch of undead and left me behind because he doubted my ability?

      I shook the tension from my shoulders. If that happened, I'd deal with it. The sun addled my brain, melted my heart so it didn't pump in tune. He'd done nothing to make me think he doubted my strengths, nothing to make me think he didn't want me anymore.

      A cold realization tightened my chest. He'd scribbled a note, avoided talking with me, and dodged my questions. If he thought I'd be in danger, he'd leave me behind in a heartbeat.

      He needed me whether he liked it or not.

      With the newspaper still clutched in my hand, I straightened the strap of my satchel across my chest and marched to the post office. No one stood at the counter, so I banged my palm against the small bell next to the cash register. From behind the store, a chair leg scraped against the floor. Crockery clinked, a wrinkled hand parted faded blue fabric, and old Mrs. Crowder shuffled out from the curtain behind the counter.

      "I must travel to Brimbank." The words tumbled from my mouth.

      Her gaze ran across my face to my white hand still gripped around the newspaper. She lifted her eyebrows for a second, then pulled a binder from under the counter. She licked her thumb and traced a wrinkled fingertip down the page. "The train from New Maidstone will be the quickest for you." The clock on the wall counted seconds that felt like minutes. She flicked to another page. "The early morning coach will get you there. We don't travel between 10am and 4pm in summer. Tomorrow's is full though. You must take a seat on Thursday's coach."

      "No." My pulse raced. I couldn't wait another day.

      Mrs. Crowder lifted her head sharply. "You'll have to wait love, the coach is filled with a family traveling together."

      "I'll sit up front, with the driver."

      The drivers wore white in summer—white trousers and shirts like county cricket players, but with a long, hooded coat draped over their bodies and covering everything from the tops of their heads to the tips of their toes.

      I'd raided my mother's wardrobe. The clothes I wore now wouldn't be too bad, maybe a little thin. Even at 10am the sun's rays would crisp bacon on a plate. I'd need something thicker, more substantial.

      "In this heat?" She patted my hand to get my attention. "You're talking like a crazy woman. You will get heatstroke. Besides, you've only just got back to Ravenswood, to us." She waggled her finger at me. "Is it that young man of yours, our police captain?"

      None of her business, but I couldn't help nodding. Mrs. Crowder had been the schoolmistress for more years than anyone could remember. She hadn't taught me, but I still felt like a junior student in her presence.

      "I didn't know about Brimbank..."

      "None of us did until we read it this morning." Mrs. Crowder nodded toward the paper in my trembling hands.

      Today was Tuesday and the newspaper was printed on Sunday from reports delivered last week. "I can't wait until Thursday."

      "There's nothing I can do for you." Mrs. Crowder returned the binder under the counter. She stared into my face. Her lips pressed together in a thin line.

      "It's official council business." I returned her gaze.

      "No, it's not." She straightened her spine. "You made that up."

      "I decided based on information we have all only just learned."

      Mrs. Crowder's brows drew together, her face tightened. She didn't look convinced.

      "I'm a counselor and this visit is official council business." I leaned across the counter to emphasize my point.

      "Whether it's official or not, I can't squeeze you into a coach that is already full."

      "You said you don't travel between 10am and 4pm in summer. I can dress for an early morning coach ride next to the driver. He is out in the sun, isn't he?"

      "He's used to it."

      "And I will be prepared for it."

      For several long moments, we stared at one another. It felt like neither of us would give in.

      With a deep sigh, Mrs. Crowder pulled the binder from under the counter again. "You can ask my son, Wyn. He's driving tomorrow. If he says it’s all right, you can go with him. I must still charge you, though. Half price, that's the best I can do, fifty new shillings."

      I released my clutch on the newspaper and sighed, a mess of words had inked onto my sweaty palm.

      I fumbled in my satchel and pulled out a wad of notes.

      "You can pay me tomorrow if he agrees."

      "How much is the train fare?" I quickly counted the notes in my hand. Two hundred and thirty new shillings, and not much more at home.

      "It's two hundred and fifty for the ticket from New Maidstone to Brimbank."

      A heavy groan drizzled from my mouth. If Purah didn't return home today with more cash, I'd not only have to persuade Wyn Crowder to let me on his coach without an ugly scene, I'd also have to stowaway on the train. I'd told Mrs. Crowder it was official business. She didn't sit on the council, but she carried influence in the town. I needed to turn my lie into a truth.

      Back outside, the bright orange sun climbed in summer's vivid blue sky. Even with my hat pressed forward, the brilliant light brought tears to my eyes. I skirted around the edge of the market and rehearsed my request on the way to the town hall. With the train line completed between New Maidstone and Brimbank, and the extension to Winterhurst almost half done, Brimbank seemed closer than ever. What happened there mattered to us. It would be a fact-finding mission. Plus, I could offer Winterhurst's support. By the time I got to the gilded double doors at the town hall, confidence straightened my shoulders and I strode into the foyer in high spirits.

      

      "You're sure you want to do this?" Purah handed me my travel bag.

      Last night he'd tried to argue with me, but in the end, he gave in. He'd kissed the top of my head, wished me good luck and graciously given me the money I needed, plus extra for an emergency. My gut told me this emergency in Brimbank wasn't the kind easily solved with cash.

      "Positive." I squeezed his hand. "Thank you for lending me the extra money, and for getting up so early to chauffeur me into town."

      "Easy come, easy go. It's not a loan. I'm always lucky with cards." He winked at me. "Take care. Come back to us soon."

      "I will. Brush Splash for me when you get back."

      Standing outside the coach stables, as the last few stars disappeared in the hazy sky, tightness rippled across my shoulders.

      Purah nodded and waved as he climbed back into the carriage. I shouldered my bag, fixed a smile on my face and set off to convince Wyn Crowder, the coach driver, to take me to New Maidstone next to him in the driver seat.

      So far, my hastily concocted plan flowed smoothly. After some discussions, the mayor supported my official visit. I had enough money to buy a ticket to Brimbank.

      I'd find Glynn, give him the protective amulet, and suss out what the blazes Brimbank played at.

      What could possibly go wrong?
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      Dry grass prickled my ankles as I walked to the waiting coach in the stable. Wyn gave me a long, fixed stare from the top of the solid vehicle. His weather-beaten cheeks rotated slowly as he chewed on gum. The team of draught horses stamped their feet and raised a cloud of dust that filled my eyes with grit.

      He looked like he expected me, and his eyes tightened as I approached.

      I lifted my palms in a pleading gesture. "I'm covered from top to toe, I won't get burnt. And I won't be any trouble."

      He shook his head slowly. "I'll not be responsible for a lass with too little sense."

      He didn't know my capacity for getting in and out of trouble, and I wasn't about to tell him.

      If Wyn were even slightly dead, I could have tried commanding him, but he gazed at me very much alive. The family traveling together — a farmer, his wife, and four children — already squashed against one another in the coach. The woman couldn't be much older than me. She'd already melted into the seat, her head back and eyes closed, her hand loosely around a fan she waved in front of her face every few seconds. Riding on top next to the driver couldn't be any worse than being cooped up in that heat box.

      If I were a different witch, maybe I could snap my fingers to make things happen, open doors, or make myself invisible. But all I had at my disposal was me, and my limited skills. Having power over the dead wouldn’t help me persuade Wyn.

      "She's responsible enough, Wyn." Mrs. Crowder crossed through the stables at the back of her post office and handed bottles of water and sandwiches through the coach window. "It's official council business. So she says."

      "I've discussed it with the mayor. I have her full support."

      Wyn harrumphed as if the mayor's support meant little to him. He cast his gaze across the stable. "She's still a lassie with too little sense."

      Mrs. Crowder handed him two bottles of water, and two brown paper bags. "I've already made her morning tea, and she's paid her fare."

      She'd baked cinnamon rolls for us; the sweet buttery scent had my fingers itching to take the bag meant for me. Wyn cast a gaze in my direction, taking in my huge hat, the bulging satchel draped across my chest, the oversized shirt and long linen trousers. His gaze stopped at the boots on my feet.

      "Not even my toes will get sunburnt." My poor feet would swelter in calf-high leather boots, but at least they were safe from the sun.

      The lines around his eyes relaxed, he nodded and blew out a deep sigh as if used to giving in to her. "We stop halfway to change horses, if she's any bother, she gets off there."

      The tension across my back eased. I wouldn't be any bother. I cast a grateful glance at Mrs. Crowder, clambered up to the seat next to Wyn, and pushed my small overnight bag into a gap among the family's luggage weighing down the roof rack. Evie spent all night attaching a veil to my sun hat, long enough to completely cover my face and drape over my shoulders. To keep the sun off she'd said, and flies away from my eyes. The flies were big and aggressive at this time of year. The bites they gave itched for weeks unless you covered them liberally and immediately with wet plantain leaf. As Evie pointed out, wet plantain leaf would not be easy to find on this trip.

      Wyn clucked to the horses. Nothing happened. I held my breath. Would they be able to pull us along? The carriage lurched forward, and we moved out of the shade onto the main road to New Maidstone. A nervous tingle swirled in my abdomen. I'd been nowhere but Winterhurst and St. Stephen’s Orphanage in the village of Seven Oaks. I hadn't left the orphanage until Father Andrew left me to die at the old stone. The healing wand around my neck clunked against my dragon pendant. Would the inhabitants of Brimbank be as welcoming as the people of Winterhurst? Witches plied their trade everywhere, at least as far as I knew. But it might be better not to take the risk. I undid the clasp and lifted the heavy crystal wand from my shirt. Better not raise alarm while traveling in public.

      Despite my fears for Glynn, I couldn't help a jolt of excitement from climbing up my spine. I gripped my satchel against my lap. The amulet hadn't wriggled a fraction since Monday afternoon. Now it lay quiet and still, wrapped in a silk scarf at the bottom of my bag. My library hadn't been helpful, but a knot in my belly told me Glynn needed all the protection he could get.

      

      On top of the coach to New Maidstone, in the small seat next to the driver, my body swayed in the heat. Sitting upright proved difficult, thinking straight almost impossible. I'd nibbled all my delicious cinnamon roll and drunk all my water ages ago.

      "Not far to halfway point," Wyn said with a drawl.

      Domes of slate gray clouds swirled ahead of us. A flash of lightning brightened the sky and almost immediately thunder boomed. A hot wind stirred dust into my face. Only a few weeks ago, we'd welcomed the warming sun after a long icy winter. Now I couldn't wait for the temperature to drop again.

      At the halfway stop Wyn took care of the horses. I drank another bottle of water and refilled it ready for the second half of the trip.

      "You okay, Lassie?" Wyn asked as I clambered back into the seat.

      I flourished my full bottle of water. "I'll drink it more slowly this time."

      Wyn spoke little on the trip. To stay awake, I mentally listed all the reasons rushing to Brimbank was a good idea. Whatever happened, if it involved dead people, then Glynn couldn't have a better helper than me. He trusted me, and I trusted him. I struggled to stay confident in the heat. Doubts crept into my thoughts. Was I really that good at dealing with the dead? Maybe Glynn would be far from glad to see me, maybe he'd be angry with me for barging in. Maybe he deliberately excluded me because he didn't want to deal with what he called my lack of discipline.

      After climbing a small hill, the spire of New Maidstone's Church soared into the blue sky.

      I blew out a deep sigh and wriggled in the seat. Its wooden edge scraped painfully against my hip. All feeling in my butt disappeared hours ago. I'd have an hour in New Maidstone to walk, stand, and wriggle about. Anything to get the sensation back.

      "Not far now." Wyn drawled out the words but didn't take his eyes from the road ahead.

      I sipped the last of the hot water in my bottle. My mouth moistened at the thought of a cold drink to ease the parched ache in my throat.

      "The train has a dining carriage, doesn't it?" I'd already read it did. Suddenly, almost at New Maidstone, almost at the train that would take me to Brimbank and Glynn, I felt the need to make conversation.

      "Aye." Wyn kept his eyes on the road.

      We clip-clopped over a small bridge that led to the town's Main Street, and a hodgepodge mixture of buildings and colors. The town hall stood opposite the train station, next to a police station three times the size of the one at home. The small, town hall looked centuries old, the police station large and brand-new. Exactly opposite to home. A rush of satisfaction spread through my body. We got the proportions right, and in Winterhurst everyone glowed with pride at the attractive multilevel paved town-square at the center of town.

      At the train station, Wyn stopped the coach. He handed me my bag and touched his cap. I thanked him and darted into the station while the exhausted farmer and his family clambered from inside the coach.

      The train already waited on the tracks. A green engine at the head of a red dining car, and four black carriages. Smaller than I expected. Dirtier and more beaten up. All the pictures I'd seen were of shiny engines that looked huge next to their crews.

      It would leave at 11am and arrive in Brimbank at 4pm. I'd have plenty of time to find Glynn before dark.

      A bored-looking clerk doodled on a large writing pad at a small window. He looked up when I tapped on the counter.

      "One ticket to Brimbank, please."

      He reached for a folder above his head, scanned the first few pages and blew a noisy sigh through his lips. "You'll be wanting a return?"

      "No." I hadn't got the money, and besides—I drummed my fingers against the counter top—I'd be coming home with Glynn.

      The clerk stared into my face for a few seconds then shrugged. "That's one hundred and twenty-five new shillings. I take none of the old stuff."

      Mrs. Crowder must have quoted me a return ticket price. I'd have more than enough cash for any emergencies that might crop up. I unrolled the wad of notes in my satchel, found the right number and handed them to the clerk.

      He glanced at the clock above his head. "Train leaves in 45 minutes on the dot. Don't be late."

      I folded the ticket into my pocket. Enough time to walk the numbness out of my legs and drink like a camel after a desert walk. But first, tidy myself up in the bathroom.

      I still looked like a head above a bundle of rags. I hung my head over the sink and splashed my face and head with lukewarm water from the cold tap, shook the water from my hair and wiped my wet palms across my thighs.

      Glynn wouldn't recognize me in the oversized clothes and hat. I didn't want him to think I'd acted irrationally. I'd wanted something from him all week. Wanting him to share our anniversary weekend with me, wanting him to approve of my dash to Brimbank to be by his side.

      But I also wanted answers from him. And once I found out what was happening in Brimbank, I'd take needed action, whether he approved or not.

      

      The conductor blew a loud, high-pitched squeal from the whistle around his neck. A cloud of dirty steam billowed around the engine and misted the small group of passengers waiting for the door to open. I cupped my hand across my nose and mouth to keep the grimy-tasting steam out. No wonder people argued in favor of electric power rather than steam to get public transport moving again.

      The conductor beckoned us to move forward. We shuffled into an orderly queue and one by one climbed the metal steps into the dining carriage.

      At an empty table on the shaded side of the carriage, I slumped against the fingerprint smeared window. A waiter hovered nearby. I took the copy of the Brimbank Sunday newspaper he offered, and ordered cheese and crackers and iced tea. Behind me two old men spoke in loud whispers. Another person dead, or missing. But no names, no other details. An old man sat stiffly opposite me. Holding his shoulders tense, he waved the waiter away, as if annoyed with everything and everyone. Mind reading would be handy. I sighed into my reflection in the windowpane. I couldn’t change what I was, but I would welcome a few powers more useful than dealing with the dead. I bet the old stiff guy knew something, or thought he did.

      The iced tea was too sweet and warm—definitely not iced—the cheese a little like soft rubber, and the crackers had lost their crunch, but I ate everything. Who knew when I'd get to eat again. The two-week-old paper didn't mention an undead issue. What could have happened in the last few weeks to cause an undead uprising as serious as the latest Winterhurst newspaper reports suggested? Flicking through the paper, one long article caught my attention. A military raid against a group of drug addicts. All of them killed. It was an old drug craze reborn according to the writer. They called it twitch, and its addicts, twitchers. As their desire for the drug grew, they stopped eating, stopped living, stopped everything except stealing to buy the drug.

      I stayed in the dining car, dozing fitfully. The old men behind me forgot to whisper. One said something about a bunch of twitchers captured by the military. The other answered that a friend knew someone whose addict son was missing. No information from the military, no matter how many times they asked.

      Drug addicts injured Glynn in the raid that lead to him leaving the military, was it related somehow? If a link between the twitchers and the undead existed, I couldn't see it.

      Hot dry air gushed through the open windows in the carriage and brushed across my face. Rivulets of sweat trickled down my chest. Spirits didn't care about the weather. But what about the walking undead? How long could an undead body last in heat like this? All the research my ancestors did had been long ago when the summer was cooler.

      This heat would make a difference. I jolted awake. Perhaps the killed twitchers became troubled undead.

      The train whistled two long blasts, then a third, and slowly pulled to a stop.

      The hum of conversation muted. I twisted in my seat and craned my neck to see down the line. We couldn't be in Brimbank; brown farmland stretched on both sides of the track as far as I could see.

      The conductor paced through the carriage, loudly counting the passengers, ticking our names on a sheet of paper clipped to a wooden board.

      The old stiff man stood with a loud, "Excuse me."

      An even older woman tapped her walking stick on the floor. "Young man..."

      The conductor ignored them both and disappeared back through the connecting door. If we weren't at Brimbank, then where were we? And what were we doing here? I opened the window to see further along the track. Soldiers paced the length of the train as if on guard duty. All the passengers twisted in their seats to see what they could.

      "There's a checkpoint on this side," one passenger called out. He walked the length of the carriage and checked the doors. All locked.

      "I will complain to my councilor." The old woman banged her walking stick on the floor. "Bring whoever is in charge to me."

      No one answered her. I'm not sure what she expected a fellow passenger could do.

      The connecting door swung open and everyone turned to face the newcomer. A young soldier climbed on board and stood at attention at the front of the carriage.

      He blew a short high-pitched whistle. "Everyone out."
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      No one moved. Like me, the other passengers stared at the young soldier who'd boarded the train to Brimbank and now stood at attention at the front of the carriage.

      He blew his whistle again. "Everyone out. Please."

      The stiff old man stood and lifted his arms. "Our bags—"

      "Will be returned to you, sir. Exit quickly, please."

      The soldier gripped a long rifle against his chest. He didn't look old enough to shave, let alone carry such a weapon.

      An older man swung through the door.

      "Captain Flint." The young soldier snapped to attention. "This is the last cabin to be cleared."

      "Good. Get these people moving." Captain Flint ran his hand across his brow. The tightness around his mouth and eyes didn’t invite questions.

      I strode to the exit and jumped down the two steps to the rocky ground. They hadn't stopped us at a station. More soldiers directed us to keep moving. At the front of the train, another group of soldiers huddled in the shade of a huge canvas shelter. I spotted my bag among a pile of luggage, grabbed it and joined my fellow travelers in the shade.

      "Who's in charge here?" A stout woman nudged one of the soldiers with the tip of her sun umbrella.

      "I am." The captain pushed his way through the crowd.

      "I am visiting my daughter. When will we be permitted through?"

      He lifted his hands and his voice, and addressed us. "Only residents will get into Brimbank."

      Loud groans echoed through the crowd.

      "I live with my daughter every summer." The large woman raised her voice to match his.

      He pointed to a small table, a glower forming on his face. "Form a queue. I'll see anyone who can prove they live here. Everyone else, get back on the train."

      My stomach rolled. So close to Brimbank. I wouldn't give up now.

      Three people grouped around the desk. A few people seized their bags and sauntered back to the train doors. The rest of us milled uncertainly in the shade. Other people as keen as me to get into the town, all of us trying to think up a story that would get us in.

      The captain slumped into a seat behind the desk. A junior officer stood next to him taking names and addresses.

      A soldier pushed my back. "Make up your mind, miss."

      A group of soldiers hovered behind me. Another two patrolled the length of the train. I couldn't easily sneak into Brimbank and try and find Glynn on my own, I didn't know where he’d be. Bloody heat made it too hot to walk, anyway. I wrung my hands together. Could I trust the military if I asked for him?

      The mayor approved my visit as official council business. Perhaps I should ask to speak with the commander in charge of Brimbank? No. I had to find Glynn before I did anything else.

      Each person before me seemed to take forever. We squashed together in the shade. Peeeuuuww. Breathing in other people’s body odors and various scents trying to cover them, made my stomach roil. The soldiers’ boots flicked up dry dust as they marched from one place to another. The glare of the sun made it painful to look anywhere but at the ground.

      Finally, it was my turn.

      I stepped to the front of the desk.

      Captain Flint stared up at me. This man looked to be much the same age as Glynn, who would be celebrating his twenty-ninth birthday in a few weeks. Perhaps they knew one another, trained together, trusted one another. He wiped sweat from his eyes. "Don't try and tell me you live here." He leaned back against the seat.

      I handed my councilor’s card to him. "I'm visiting from Winterhurst."

      He dropped the card on the desk. "You don't live here. Get back on the train."

      "It's an official visit." I stiffened my shoulders.

      He crossed his arms across his chest, fixed his stare on my face. "Sergeant."

      A soldier as big as a bear filled the space behind me.

      I snatched my card, squashed it back into my satchel. "I'm visiting Captain Glynn Buckley."

      "If you are visiting Major Buckley in an official capacity. "Why isn't he here to meet you?"

      Surprise sounded in the captain's tone, surprise that Glynn hadn't arrived to meet me. He had to be alive, and well.

      I squeezed my hands into fists to try and keep the excitement out of my voice. "I'm on an earlier train than expected."

      An eternity seemed to pass.

      "I said only residents. Put Ms. Greystone on the train Sergeant." The captain dismissed me with a flick of his wrist.

      The bear–sized man lifted me in one quick movement and slung me across his shoulder. Upside down, my pulse pounded in my head. He tossed my bag into the carriage as if it weighed nothing. He climbed into the carriage in one step and thrust me hard into the closest corner seat.

      He pointed a fat finger at me. "Don't even think of moving."

      He leapt from the carriage; someone bolted the door shut behind him. Winded, I caught my breath. I clutched my bag and darted down the corridor to the other door.

      Damn. Also bolted shut.

      The train hooted its whistle, the engine roared into life, and the carriage started vibrating as the train moved slowly. It wouldn't take long to pick up speed.

      An older man watched me with amusement. "Don't do it, lass. They'll not be happy."

      I kicked the useless door. I didn't have long. I ran to the connecting door to the last carriage and yanked it open. The two old men who gossiped on the journey to Brimbank, stopped briefly when I burst into the carriage.

      Double damn. Both doors in this carriage bolted tight.

      I yanked the door to the luggage cart at the end of the train, it swung open. I pushed my way through the heavy door and into open-air.

      Now or never.

      How hard could it be to jump from a moving train? I'd seen it on old movies. Flex your knees, jump clean, land and roll. No one at the makeshift train stop watched the departing train. I shoved my hat into my bag, tightened my satchel around my body, threw my bag and jumped out right after it.

      I don't know how many times I rolled in the dirt. Bits of straw stuck into my scalp. I wiped dust from my eyes and found blood on my face where something sharp scratched from my cheek to the tip of my nose. I wobbled to my knees, spat out a mouthful of dust. My bag lay a few feet away. My gut stung from rolling over my satchel several times. One ankle felt tender, too tender to put my weight on.

      Crouched in the dead weeds alongside the track, I watched the checkpoint. The soldiers looked settled. Even if I waited until dark—which was hours away—apart from heading towards the city in the distance, I had no idea where to find Glynn.

      No choice. I had to return to the checkpoint. Make them take me to Glynn. I wobbled upright and jammed my crushed hat on my head. With stabbing pain climbing my leg, I limped back to the captain's desk.

      He jammed his hands on his hips. "I guess you really like the sound of the stockade for the night."

      "I'm guessing you didn't hear me correctly." I stared back at him. "I'm Councilor Greystone, and I'm here to see Major Buckley. Official business."

      "We've already had this conversation. Why isn't he here to meet you?"

      "I told you. I'm on an earlier train than we arranged."

      "This is the Army, lady. If you have an appointment at 3pm on Tuesday. You damn well turn up at 3pm on Tuesday."

      "Major Buckley is expecting me." I emphasized the word major.

      He glowered at me. I stared him down.

      "If he doesn't confirm it, I will lock you in the stockade for a week. Is that clear? It's dark in there. Hot in the day. Worse at night. If the rats don't eat you alive, the mosquitoes will."

      "I will not spend any time in your stockade, captain."

      "Wait in there." He pointed to a tiny hut at the edge of the tent.

      I heaved my bag over my shoulder, bit off a wince as the bag smashed into a bruise, and limped to the hut.

      "Get her some water," the captain yelled.

      I didn't turn around to see who responded, it took all my focus to put one foot in front of the other. At the hut, I stumbled up the steps into the tiny space. Heat radiated in from the walls. I breathed out a long sigh, and climbed the steps into the oven. It had no chair, not even enough room to stretch my hands to the sides. I pressed my back into the corner and slid down the wall onto the floor. Someone handed me a mug full of warm water. I gulped it in a few seconds.

      At least it was heavily shaded. I had no idea how long it would take them to find Glynn. But he was alive. I swallowed a hard lump in my throat. I'd tried to cooperate with the military, hopefully Glynn would see it that way.

      He'd be surprised. Maybe angry. Probably angry. Stubborn.

      If he clammed up and wouldn't answer my questions, I'd have to find a way to loosen his lips.

      

      Fingers pressed into my arm, a hand shook my shoulder.

      "Meagan. Wake up."

      Even taut and gravelly, Glynn's voice stirred the orchestra in my heart. I stretched my back, peeled myself away from the sticky walls and climbed to my feet.

      He stood achingly close in the small room, his hands hugged his hips, the lines around his eyes tightened. "What the hell happened? You look like you've been in a barroom fight. And came off the worst."

      "They tried to put me back on the train. I had to jump off—"

      Beard stubble roughened his usually clean-shaven chin. If I stretched onto my toes he would still tower a foot taller than me, but I couldn’t do it. My ankle throbbed, though not as angrily as it had. I swayed toward him, he caught me in his strong arms and delicious sparks tingled across my skin. For a few magical seconds, he held me tight.

      "Holy shit." He raked his hands though his hair, shorter than normal, but still thick, silky black under the sweat and dust. "You could have been hurt, badly."

      "I’m fine. I had to see you. Your letter, the newspaper. " I ran my tongue across my parched lips. "Major Buckley?"

      He turned from me and called out the door. "Get water."

      He unstoppered the bottle he was handed, gave it to me and watched me gulp the bottle empty. The expression on his face didn't change. "My letter was meant to stop you from worrying. It's temporary. The Colonel wanted me at a higher rank to control the operation. Of all the dumb fool ideas. This is a war zone. What the hell? What are you doing here?"

      I wiped the water from my chin. "I can help. You know I can."

      His shoulders shook; he leaned his mouth next to my ear. "The last thing we need is an amateur necromancer stirring up more trouble."

      "Amateur?" I punched his shoulder. "I don't stir up trouble. I assume the trouble you've got is the kind I deal with?"

      His eyes narrowed. He shifted his weight from one foot to the other. He didn't want to answer the question. Which meant he'd answered it with a silent yes.

      "I'm the one who's job it is to handle the undead, remember."

      We stared at one another for several seconds. His back seemed straighter, the dark circles under his eyes deeper. His face softened, he stroked his fingertip across my cheek. "There's nothing you can do here. You're going home. I need to know you’re safe."

      If he thought it would be too dangerous for me here, then he needed me more than he knew. Trust him to rate his concern for me more important than my concern for him. If I couldn't convince him he needed my help, I'd work out a way to stay behind his back.

      I reached my hand to his cheek. "I have to stay. I need to know you’re safe."

      At my touch, he tensed. He wrapped his fingers around mine, a half smile lifted his lips. "Look at you. Battered and bruised. I could let Captain Wilson throw you in his stockade."

      I jutted out my chin. "Or?"

      He shook his head at me. "You're going home tomorrow."

      He grabbed my bag, moved from the opening, and signaled me to leave the tiny hut. Unsteadily, I stepped down the stairs. He jumped down the steps after me and strode away. I balanced the satchel across my back and paced after him. Tall, slim, and lithe, he usually moved with the grace of a dancer. Not today. Now his shoulders looked set in cement, he marched with straight legs. Like a soldier on a mission.

      The sun still shone, I hadn’t been waiting long, we were some hours away from twilight. We walked past a row of bored-looking soldiers. Several stood taller as Glynn walked by. We followed a line of scrub to a clearing where a young soldier stood stiffly next to a squat, square vehicle, every surface covered in glinting mirrors.

      "Sir." The young soldier saluted crisply.

      Glynn took my bag and slung it onto the back seat.

      I'd seen pictures of a solar-powered jeep in the newspaper, but I never thought I'd get to travel in one.

      The young soldier jumped into the seat behind the steering wheel and turned a key.

      "You're limping." Glynn tutted as he lifted me into the back seat over a low door.

      He adjusted the canopy so it shielded me, and sat next to the driver. I stretched my legs across the seat and pressed myself against the hard leather, much harder than the soft seats in my carriage at home.

      The sudden movement forward jolted me back, I gripped onto the sides of the car. The set of Glynn's shoulders didn't invite any more questions, I slumped back against the seat. If he stayed this angry with me for the rest of the night, I wouldn't find out anything before he sent me home.

      Tried to send me home.
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      The skyscrapers of Brimbank City gleamed gold in the harsh sunlight. It was probably just light reflecting from windows, but it still looked magical. We soon turned onto a smooth road that led all the way into the city.

      The driver pulled to a stop next to wide metal gates within a tall wire fence. A single soldier jumped from a wooden hut on the other side, ran to the lock, and slid the gate just wide enough to let us through.

      "Why the fence?" I broke the silence. A crisscrossed wire fence wouldn't be useful against many undead.

      "When the gated communities were first built, we didn't know who the enemy was." Glynn turned around to face me. "They make the people living inside feel safer at least. I'm billeting with Del Tanner. Her husband was one of the first sergeants to go missing." Glynn blew out a long breath, some of the tension disappeared from his voice. "I've known them both for a long time. We haven't found his body yet. Del won't give up hope."

      I gripped the back of Glynn’s seat. "How many soldiers are dead? How many are missing?"

      "Nine missing. No bodies found yet."

      The Jeep picked up speed again and we traveled along wide streets lined with houses, most still shuttered against the sun. I relaxed again, it didn't look like he was taking me to a stockade anywhere. It sounded like Del Tanner would be home. I'd have to get Glynn alone to quiz him and give him the amulet. We jolted to a stop in front of a whitewashed single-story bungalow. I recognized the style from the old books and magazines I'd read in St. Stephen’s library. An ordinary suburban house, except it was in a small community surrounded by a fence designed to keep out the undead.

      No pictures of that in the old magazines.

      Glynn jumped from the vehicle, gripped his hands around my waist and lifted me onto the ground. The driver saluted and drove away.

      Glynn’s hands curved against my hips. His face lit up in his lopsided grin. "Your hat might be crooked."

      I turned the battered hat around, showed him a few profile poses. "No, it’s built in twilight protection."

      He grinned. "You were such a sensible girl when I met you."

      "I guess you’ve been a bad influence."

      "I certainly hope so." He softly kissed my mouth.

      At the touch of his lips, a quiver started deep inside me. I slid my hands up his chest, twined them around the back of his neck and pulled him closer. He traced my lips with his tongue. I opened my mouth to his caresses and the intoxicating taste of him flooded my senses.

      He broke the kiss and eased back. "But no more jumping off trains. Can you walk?"

      I loosened my grip and slid my hands down his chest. His heart thumped under my palm, and for a few seconds our ragged breaths sang a coarse duet. I nodded, confident I could at least limp to the front door. Glynn swung my bag onto his shoulder and strode up a neat garden path to the front door. A deep bark echoed in time with Glynn's steps. I followed at a more sedate pace.

      The door swung open before he stepped the porch. A woman, her thick blond hair tied in plaits at each ear, pecked Glynn's cheek with a quick kiss. She looked older than Glynn, perhaps in her late 30s, but still slim, fit, and full of energy.

      "Meagan decided to make a surprise visit." Glynn kissed the woman’s cheek in return. "Meagan, meet Del Tanner."

      I stretched out my hand; she clasped it in a firm grip. "This is the witch you've told me about." Her voice took on a steely edge. Her gaze traveled from my feet up my tattered trousers and torn shirt to my certainly dusty face.

      I hadn't looked in a mirror since jumping from the train. Didn’t need it to know I must look like a dirty tramp. Her eyes hardened and her stare bore into my face even though her question addressed Glynn.

      He didn’t answer her. He’d obviously talked about me to this woman, but he'd never mentioned any of his military friends to me. My throat thickened and dried. I suddenly felt shy and insecure in her confident presence. At least he'd only mentioned witchcraft rather than my specialty. I managed to nod briefly as my cheeks heated.

      She ushered us inside and directed us into an airy kitchen at the opposite side of the house. A wall length window, shaded by a vine-covered pergola let in softened light. The smell of freshly brewed coffee had my nostrils quivering.

      "What happened to you?" Del asked.

      "Flint tried to send her back to New Maidstone. She jumped off the train."

      Del burst out laughing. "Good for her."

      Maybe Del wasn’t too bad after all. "I should get out of these dusty clothes."

      "Have coffee first. It's freshly brewed. Are you hungry? I'll make ham and cheese toasties." Del busied herself with the coffee pot and mugs.

      Getting Glynn alone to give him the amulet and bombard him with questions would have to wait. It would be rude to say no, besides the coffee smelled divine. I sat at one of the stools next to her kitchen bench, dropped my bag at my feet and settled my satchel in my lap. "I'd love a coffee, but I ate on the train—"

      "That was hours ago, and I bet it was stale crackers and less than stellar cheese." Glynn dragged another stool next to me and lifted my sore ankle onto it.

      He took my hand in his. With his fingertips, he caressed the back of my hand, then gently stroked my bruised palm. The touch of his skin against mine sent ripples of pleasure into my heart and brain.

      "True." I breathed out a long sigh, squashed down the need to jump into his lap, and gave him a small smile. "But no ham for me, thank you."

      Glynn whispered. "Later."

      He was a good detective, and perceptive. He probably wanted to speak with me as much as I wanted to speak with him.

      The corners of his mouth lifted in a smile. "Meagan doesn't eat meat."

      "What? Not any meat? What does she eat?" Del glanced up at me as she sliced thick rounds of bread from a loaf that smelled like soft butter and crisp crackers at the same time. This time her voice tingled with sarcasm.

      "She makes a damn fine cheese toastie." Glynn squeezed my hand and winked at me, as if to say, trust me, we are both safe here.

      My stomach rumbled as Del sliced into a chunk of tangy and crumbling aged cheddar.

      Cheese and ham sliced, she rummaged in her pantry and returned with bright red tomatoes. She cast a hard stare into my face. "Home grown. You've never tasted better."

      "I can vouch for that." Glynn glanced first at Del and then at me. Glynn rubbed his chin, shrugged quickly and mouthed sorry.

      I shrugged back in response. "I could eat toasted cheese and tomato, if that's okay."

      I had a feeling he guessed Del would react like this, but that I was still safer here than anywhere else. What happened at Brimbank that scared him for me?

      "No problem at all." Del pulled out another plate. The tone of her voice didn't match her words. I wasn't used to hearing disapproval in people's tones in Winterhurst. Perhaps living in a big city was different. Perhaps witches weren’t common here. I made a mental note to ask Glynn later.

      With Del busy making the toast and coffee, Glynn lifted my hand to his lips.

      I scooted the stool a little closer to him, lowered my words to whisper. "I'm expecting a full explanation, as soon as we get the opportunity."

      "You and me both," he whispered back

      I gave him what I hoped was a withering smile. "Aren't you just a little bit glad to see me."

      "Glad and mad at the same time." He sighed. "And you know it."

      "Me too." I looped my fingers between his.

      Odd, how I could be mad at him and so glad to see him at the same time. The only other person that had the same effect on me was Rose. We managed to argue over most things, yet somehow agree on the truly important ones. It wasn't fair I lost her, every time she came to mind I couldn't help but think about raising her spirit. I pushed the thoughts away. Now wasn't the right time. Glynn’s knees brushed against mine, and my breath quickened in response. The same as Rose but very different. I’d never wanted to nibble Rose from head to toe.

      Nibbling would have to wait. Work first. "The paper said there's a dead uprising here."

      "Which paper?" Del looked up sharply.

      "The Winterhurst Weekly. It was the talk of the market. I asked the editor, and he said most of the content came from a new journalist whose name he didn't recognize."

      Del rolled her eyes as if anything written in the Winterhurst Weekly wasn't worth the paper it was written on.

      Glynn groaned. "If stories have made it to Winterhurst, they've probably spread across the region. That's all we need."

      My stomach rumbled as the smell of grilled cheese filled the kitchen and Del pushed plates of steaming hot wedges of toast across the bench.

      I leaned my head closer to Glynn. "If there is a dead uprising here—"

      He pressed his fingertip to his lips.

      I lowered my voice. "If that's true, it's where I need to be."

      While Del's back was turned, Glynn made a motion to tell me to zip my lips. I nodded my understanding. He must have been as hungry as me, as we both bit off huge bites and ate in blissful silence for several moments.

      "Something strange is happening." Glynn wiped crumbs from his chin, snaked his arm around my waist. "No journalists have been here since it started."

      "Then who is writing the articles? Whoever they are, are they right?"

      "There are no journalists." Del thrust mugs of coffee across the kitchen bench. "We've got a leak somewhere."

      Glynn seemed to trust Del with a lot more information then he trusted me.

      "From within the military?" I asked.

      "It's not your problem." He rested his head on my shoulder. "And you're still going home. The car is coming back first thing tomorrow morning to take you to the temporary station."

      He could be so stubborn. It didn't make any sense. He knew I could handle myself around dead people. Something else worried him.

      "I'm a good listener?" I lightened my tone, touched his cheek. "I bet it's annoying you. Knowing you've got somebody reporting information you don't want revealed."

      "Annoying isn't what I'd call it." Del muttered.

      "You know it. But changing the subject won't work." Glynn lifted his head, his breath tickled the skin beneath my ear, but his tone was serious. He couldn't disguise a yawn. "I'm not discussing the issue with you."

      I'd arrived out of the blue, and I'd never seen him this tired, this tense. "I'm sorry for arriving unannounced. Your note didn't have an address. I couldn't write back to you."

      "It's a war zone. You've no business arriving at all." Del stretched her arms along the bench top.

      "Del, that's enough." Glynn spoke with authority, Del acknowledged it as if she was accustomed to doing so.

      She focused her gaze onto Glynn. "She will be staying in your room no doubt?"

      The two glared at one another. I stood and grabbed my bag. "May I take a bath?"

      She kept her eyes on Glynn for a few seconds too long. "We've bore water, if that suits."

      Glynn squeezed my hand. "Don't wash the stick from your hair."

      I shot my hand to my head. Pulled a twig from my scalp. "You let me sit here with a twig in my hair?"

      "Cute new look." Glynn grinned. "I like it."

      Del gestured me to follow her. "It's just as well you two are together." Her voice wavered. "I've only one spare bedroom."

      Could she be jealous? I didn't sense a romance between them. But what would I know? Cloistered for most of my life, and since leaving the orphanage I seemed to spend as much time with dead people as I did the living. I followed Del down a short hallway. She stopped at a linen cupboard built into the wall and pulled out a soft, clean towel. She pointed to the guest bedroom, and to the bathroom door, and handed the towel to me. She almost ran back to the kitchen. No doubt to talk more with Glynn, a man she obviously knew well and trusted. I stretched my jaw from side to side, suddenly aware I'd been clenching my teeth. He'd been part of the army for ten years. He had a whole life before I met him that I knew little about.

      He didn't want to talk about why he'd been called back, what scared him. If I pushed him, he'd clam up. But if he thought he could stick me on a train back to New Maidstone in the morning—I pushed my shoulders back—he didn't know me very well.
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      Del's guest room was large and cooler than the kitchen. The same pergola that sheltered the kitchen window kept the sun from the full-length window here. The double bed looked soft and inviting. But I'd been sitting on my bum for most of the day, and bruises from the jump from the train throbbed and threatened to stiffen. I needed to move, not lie down.

      I peeled off my sticky-with-sweat and dusty clothes and hung my outer trousers and shirt on coat hangers dangling from the pelmet.

      A bark sounded again. This time, much closer. A wet, black nose pressed against the glass of the door that opened onto a small wooden deck, a private area for guests staying in the spare room. The heavy vine cover cast dappled light and shadows across the space as I stepped out onto the deck. The dog thumped her thick tail against a seat set along the wall. I dropped into the seat and held her soft face in my hands.

      It had been a long time since I'd petted a dog. We'd had a big yellow mongrel at St. Stephen's. The nuns were reticent at first, but Father Andrew let us keep her. The memory of losing her stabbed into my chest. I'd cried for days when she died.

      "I really do need a bath," I muttered to the dog.

      She followed me into the room and spread herself along the floor, the tip of her tail still beating a slow rhythm against the tiles.

      I grabbed the towel, and made my way to the bathroom a few steps down the hall. The small white enamel bath gleamed. A stack of cream colored goats milk soap stood on a rack next to the bath, the soft scent climbed to my nose and reminded me of home. Purah and Evie would be looking after my goats. I smiled to myself, they'd probably be complaining the whole time, but it wouldn't be long before we could sell Ravenswood soap on the market. At the turn of the tap, hot water swirled into the bottom of the bath. I peeled off my underwear tossed it into the sink and stepped into the water.

      The water turned dirty brown. I pulled the plug, I'd have to scrub myself clean before I could lie in a pleasing bath. Claws clicked along the floor, the dog pushed her nose into the bathroom and pattered to me with her tail still waging. At the sound of footsteps, she let out a short yap and ran to the door. I glanced at the heavy army boots, let my gaze wander up his legs, around his torso, across his shoulders and up his neck, to a face I'd grown to care about.

      He knelt to rub the dog’s head. "Heya Missy." His gaze caught mine. "I’m sorry for being gruff. I just want you to be safe."

      His eyes, the color of aged whiskey simmered with a decadent invitation. He brushed strands of hair off his face and lifted his mouth in his wonderful lopsided smile. My return smile wavered; every few seconds I alternated between relief at finding him safe, to anger at his refusal to answer my questions.

      I pointed to the grains of dirt in the bottom of the bath. "I just want to get clean."

      Glynn knelt alongside the bath, caressed my face in his hands and touched his lips briefly to mine. "I'll help."

      "We seem to make a habit of meeting in bathrooms." At the Inn after the barn fire that singed my hair into a molten mass. In his tiny bathroom in his flat behind the police house. In the huge bronze bath, that one big enough for both of us, at Ravenswood. I grinned at several delicious memories and pulled his body back to mine. Reaching through a gap between his shirt buttons, I found warm, soft skin.

      "I'm not complaining." His voice faltered, he gently ran his fingers up and down my spine. His touch coaxed unexpected quivers across my skin. He leaned closer and rested his forehead against mine, his warm breath drifted across my face. I closed my eyes in anticipation, let my lips part. His soft lips surrounded mine and my body flushed with heat.

      He drew away and immediately I craved the enveloping warmth.

      "Later," he whispered. "We'll go to bed early." He twisted to take a good look at my back. "What have you got in that satchel of yours? Your torso looks like you've gone a few rounds with a prizefighter."

      "Just the usual. Plus, a present for you."

      "I've already got my present." He kissed my cheek softly, as if afraid to reignite the passion between us yet. He grinned. "There's a spray attachment. We'll wash you down like you're a dirty dog."

      Missy wagged her tail, perhaps remembering enjoyed baths, or glad that she wasn't involved in this one. Glynn fitted a device to the tap and showered me with water.

      "It will take hours to get all the dirt off me."

      He snaked his arm around my waist, nibbled his teeth against my neck. "Hours and hours."

      I pulled away from him. "You know it's incredibly sexist to rate your concern about my safety, above my concern about yours." I lowered my voice to a whisper. "It isn't respectful to assume your military skills are somehow more appropriate than my skills with the dead."

      "I love the way your nose wrinkles when you get cross." He plucked a block of soap from the stack and lathered my shoulders.

      I punched his shoulder. "Don't make fun of me. I'm serious."

      "Or what?" His grin widened further.

      "I'll turn you into a frog."

      "Nope. Not one of your skills."

      "You've no idea what skills I'm keeping to myself."

      "I haven't noticed the population of Winterhurst decreasing, while the frog population takes over." Glynn lathered soap all over my back. I blew out a deep sigh as intense pleasure filled my body. "I'll take a gamble that particular skill is not one you’re hiding."

      What I'd give to be able to read minds right now. I blew a handful of suds into his face.

      He laughed again and blew the suds back. "Lean forward and I'll wash your hair."

      He massaged my shoulders and neck, kneading out the knots and tightness in my muscles.

      Soap washed off, I rearranged my legs to take the weight off my still twanging ankle. I squashed the plug into place and filled the bath with clean, slightly metallic-smelling water.

      "You haven't healed the sprain?" Glynn grabbed another towel from the cupboard and folded it under my ankle.

      "I'm not sure I can heal myself." I let my eyes drift shut. "Never tried."

      He found some bath salts in the cupboard, swirled them into the water and folded a towel under my head. The delicate scent of geranium and lavender fought off the last of the dusty odors. Glynn stood at the sink and washed my clothes while I soaked.

      "I'll wake you before dinner." Glynn's voice sounded close. He kissed my cheek and left me enveloped in the soft water.

      I must have drifted to sleep. I woke groggily, enveloped in cool water, barely remembering where I was.

      I shook my head like a shaggy dog and scattered drops of water across the room. Toweled dry, I felt cleaner than I had done in days.

      "Damn." I cursed aloud. I'd forgotten to grab clean clothes. My previously dirty underwear was now dripping wet and hanging over the shower rail. My clean clothes were in my bag. No choice but to tiptoe back to my room with just the towel wrapped around me.

      Glynn and Del argued in the kitchen. I couldn't see them, but they didn’t keep their voices low.

      "If Asher finds out he'll blow a fuse." Del hissed out the words. "You know how he feels about magic."

      "He’ll know she's here by now. Flint would have told him as soon as he got back to base. A few of the guys are from Winterhurst originally, they'll know who she is and her position on the council."

      "You're kidding me. What kind of an idiot lets a witch onto a town Council?" Del drew in a deep breath. "How would anybody know what they were up to? How could you trust one?"

      "Leave it, Del." Glynn gave an impatient snort.

      I didn't know if he was bone tired, or defending me from Del's not so subtle accusations. What would she think if she knew the truth? That her visitor wasn't a half-decent witch, but instead managed to communicate with the dead. I clasped my hand against my mouth to hold in a giggle. It wasn't exactly a glowing résumé.

      Hugging the wall, I tiptoed back to the spare bedroom. Missy let out a soft bark and thumped her tail again. I quickly dressed in lightweight linen pants and a clean camisole, and hung my head upside down to scrunch my hair dry.

      "Dinner in half an hour." Glynn sidled into the room and sat on the bed. He patted a spot next to him.

      I grabbed my satchel, kneeled next to him, withdrew the amulet, and lifted it over his head. "This is for you."

      He ducked his head to one side. "I don't do necklaces, sweetheart."

      "It's not a necklace." I showed him the engraved crystal. "It will protect you. But you need to wear it, so it attunes to you."

      "Is that what you used my blood for?"

      "And mine. Mingled together."

      He pulled a face. "Has anyone told you lately, you are quite crazy?"

      "Who me? Never."

      "Protect me from what?"

      "Whatever's trying to hurt you."

      He kissed me. "It's very sweet of you, but I'm not about to wear a necklace."

      I’d get it on to him one way or another. "I'd really like an explanation. You know this is right up my alley. I would have come with you in a heartbeat."

      "I know it." He stood and stared through the window into the slowly darkening sky. "I don't know what's happening. But something is. And it's not anything I want you near."

      "Since I'm here, I might as well help."

      He gripped his wrists behind his back. I couldn't see his face, but it wasn’t hard to imagine his pinched lips and clenched jaw, the lines around his eyes tightening. I could almost hear his brain working, he had enough problems, and now he wanted to work out how to get me home.

      A sharp rap sounded at the front door. Glynn spun around and glanced at his watch. "Who the hell..."

      Missy barked, a low ominous warning. She dashed through the bedroom and to the door. Glynn strode after Missy, I darted after him.

      

      Del Tanner stood stiffly at her open front door. "Sir."

      Glynn waved a crisp salute.

      A tall, rangy officer stepped inside, the badge name Col. Asher clear on his chest pocket. His uniform hung a little loose against his body, dark circles under his eyes suggested he wasn’t sleeping well. Del pointed toward the kitchen at the end of the hall. He barked at a young soldier to guard the door and marched, his back rigid, to the kitchen. Del, Glynn and I traipsed down the hall after him.

      In the kitchen, Del gripped the edge of the bench. "You've news, sir?"

      He scratched a small scab on his chin. "No news. No bodies."

      Del trembled at the sharp words. A tremor crossed her face. With no body found, at least she could keep hope alive.

      Col, Asher turned to face Glynn. "It's time to move. You will lead a raid in the morning. I'll send a car at 4am." He took an envelope from his pocket and handed it to Glynn. "Your orders."

      Glynn quickly scanned the single sheet of paper. "A full squad? The old underground rail lines?"

      "Is this the witch from Winterhurst?" Col. Asher glanced at me. "Get rid of her."

      I moved forward to speak, but Glynn lifted his palm to silence me. The colonel's hands shook, a quiver seemed to climb his arm and twitch in his shoulder.

      "On second thoughts bring her to base after the raid. You have your orders." Col. Asher returned Glynn's quick salute before striding back down the hall to where his driver waited for him silently and stiffly at the front door.

      Del hurried after him. At the door, he stopped. He rested his hand on Del's shoulder. He spoke too softly, I couldn't hear his words, but Del's face crumpled. The door bolt rammed into place and resonated unnaturally loud in the silence in the kitchen. Del returned to the kitchen, her face white.

      "What did he say about Ed?" Glynn asked.

      Del opened her mouth as if to speak, but shrugged instead.

      "What's happening in the old underground rail lines?" I curled my hand around Glynn’s elbow.

      "The undead are somewhere in the tunnels under the city," Glynn answered.

      "And we also believe that the missing soldiers might be held captive down there." Del slumped onto a stool. "So far, every attempt to rescue them has failed."

      Finally. Useful information. All I needed now, was to find out how to get there. Preferably without anyone else finding out.

      "It's almost dinner time. I'm surprised Aidan hasn't come out to see what's going on." Del stood. "I'll check on him."

      I waited until her footsteps disappeared down the hall. "Why does he want you to take me to the base?"

      "I have no idea." Glynn rubbed his hand across his forehead.

      "You don't like it?" I didn't much like the sound of it myself. I knew Asher’s type. His confident stance hid a cruel arrogance.

      "Not one bit." Glynn smacked the thick sheet of paper against the kitchen bench. "Damn it. You shouldn't be here."

      Del ran back into the kitchen. She lifted a shaking hand to her shoulder and dropped it again. "He's missing."
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      Del’s face shone white. She sagged at her kitchen bench.

      Glynn spun around to face her. "Missing? What are you talking about?"

      "He's gone. So is his backpack. And he left this." She thrust a neatly folded piece of paper into Glynn's hands. I read a deftly hand-printed note over Glynn's shoulder 'I'm going to find Dad'.

      Glynn stared at the paper and stiffened.

      Several seconds passed in silence, I had no idea how old this boy was, what sort of danger he was in. "When—"

      Glynn pushed against the small of my back. "Let's sit, stay calm."

      Del slumped onto a stool and dropped her face into her hands. "How the hell do you expect me to stay calm?" She lifted her head to look at me. "He's fourteen, and..." She swallowed, stood, and paced to a glass door. "Missy, stop that barking."

      "He's autistic," Glynn whispered to me. "Once he's made up his mind, he's as stubborn as a mule."

      "You know what he's like." Del lifted her hands as if in prayer. "He can't cope with the outside world. What was he thinking? If his routine is broken, he will ... You know, he'll only eat toast and jam for breakfast. He won't cope. He needs his pills. You know he needs his pills. What will he do..."

      Glynn squeezed her hands. "He'll be back before you know it."

      Del yanked her hands away. "He could have been gone for hours. I thought he was reading, like he usually does every afternoon after school."

      "It's not your fault, Del. We'll find him."

      "Damn right we will." She strode across the kitchen. "You helping? Or sticking around here with your mouth hanging open?"

      Glynn darted after her and grabbed her arm. "Racing out without knowing where he is won't help. You could both end up lost. We aren't sure what's out there, remember."

      Her eyes glistened. "I can't sit around here—"

      "We'll work out a plan first. Have you any idea where he’s headed?"

      "Does he know you think the captives are in the old underground tunnels?" I asked. "Could he be headed there?"

      Del thumped her fist into the wall. "He has no friends in the old city. Never been there, as far as I know. He doesn't know how to get there."

      "You must tell the Colonel your son is missing and might be heading into the old city to try and find his dad."

      "I would have asked his help once, but now he wouldn't give a damn." Del slouched onto a stool. "Aidan would be collateral damage as far as Asher’s concerned."

      Glynn opened and closed his mouth quickly, as if he thought about defending Colonel Asher, but then decided against it. He reread the paper orders still in his hand. "We've nine hours to 4am."

      Del walked around the bench and thumped Glynn on the shoulder. "She is right." Del pointed at me. "He's probably headed to the city. He doesn't say much but he listens to everything. If we don't find him, he could be in the old city at the same time you and a bunch of squaddies stomp your way through the tunnels. I don't need a plan to go and find my son. You've forgotten who I am."

      Glynn gripped her hand. "I've not forgotten. We’ve got guesses, but we don't know where Aidan is." Glynn sighed. "I'll have to let Colonel Asher know. We are short-staffed as it is. He won't be pleased."

      "Tell him I can help."

      Glynn barked out a laugh. "He rates sorcery about as highly as blocked toilets."

      "I can look for the boy while you take care of other business."

      "No." Glynn slammed his hand against the bench.

      "I might find him, I can get help from quarters you can't access."

      "It's the quarters I can't access I'm worried about. You get into enough trouble in small, boring Winterhurst."

      Del scrutinized my face. "What are you suggesting?"

      I pushed my way between them. "I can try scrying, and I can do that right now."

      "Scrying?" Del lifted her brows.

      "You've probably seen fortune tellers at fairs, with their crystal balls?"

      "That's fake bullshit. Those people prey on the weak and vulnerable—"

      "No." I raised my palm to silence her. "When I do it, I call on spirits to help me find people, places. I don't know if it would really work to tell the future, I've never tried. That's not the point. When Purah was kidnapped, I found him by scrying. It works."

      "Who the blazes is Purah?"

      "That's not important Del. I've seen her do it. It's worth a shot." Glynn blinked rapidly. "Have you got a crystal ball thingy in your bag?"

      "I just need a bowl of water, preferably metal."

      Del grumbled, but rummaged in the drawers. She found a large stainless steel bowl and filled it with clean water from the tank.

      "On the floor is best." Right on the earth would be better, but hopefully these floorboards would be close enough. I tried to drop cross-legged onto the small rug next to the sofa. My ankle spasmed and I sucked in a grimace. Glynn picked up and settled me on the sofa.

      Del placed the bowl between my knees, and knelt next to Glynn on the rug. "Please, find him."

      I lifted my face and met her gaze. "No guarantees. But I’ll do my best. Do you have an image of him?"

      Her shoulders caved forward. She shook her head.

      Glynn tapped her hand. "What about the self-portrait sketch he did?"

      "If it's a good likeness, I can use it." Images seemed to help. Perhaps they just helped me to focus.

      At a nod from Glynn, Del left the room. She returned seconds later with a framed pencil drawing. "It’s probably a year old." She gulped. "It doesn't look like him. Except for his eyes."

      I took the portrait from her and Missy jumped behind my back. Aidan was a good artist. He'd drawn himself blond like her. His clear blue eyes shone with the same intensity that fired her face.

      "You won't see anything interesting." I handed the drawing back to Del, glanced at Glynn. "I don't know how long it will take. Or what I’ll see, if anything."

      "If this doesn’t work, I’m going to look for him regardless." She hugged the frame against her chest.

      "We've nothing else to go on." Glynn’s lips pressed tight together. "We can't be any worse off."

      Missy turned once and settled at my back. I closed my eyes and cleared my mind of everything except the image of Aidan Tanner. I shook out my hands to relax nervous tingles in my fingertips. I’d found Purah, and I scryed my way into the past a few times. This time I'd scry to find a boy I'd never met. I focused on his eyes.

      Where are you, Aidan?

      A clock ticked in the kitchen, counting away the seconds. We had a deadline—find Aidan before he was caught in crossfire, or the undead found him, and before he needed his medication. I recalled the image of his intense eyes to my brain. Where was he? Lost in the old city, or lost somewhere between home and Brimbank?

      I willed my body into a relaxed state and let my senses roam freely. Missy snored, her firm body a perfect pillow. The sound of the ticking clock receded into the background. A breeze drafted through an open window and brushed warm air across my arms.

      Except the air was cool, and tinged with a metallic, stale odor.

      Aidan sat cross-legged in the corner of a cavernous concrete space, a large map spread out in front of him. He held a torch at head height, working it slowly across the map. He nodded as if satisfied with something, and leaned back against the wall. A deep sigh escaped my mouth. Thank Haebeth, I didn't have to tell Del her son was dead. But where was he?

      Square pillars dotted the empty space. Neither windows nor doors let in light. I pushed out harder. No dead or undead, nothing living except Aidan, and a throng of rats. They scurried about their business, ignoring Aidan as he ignored them. In my mind, I picked up a lantern and with quickening pulse thrust myself further into the vision. A metallic odor hit the back of my throat, oily dust tickled my nose.

      The lantern cast a yellow glow on the floor barely bigger than my stride. With my hands stretched out in front of me, I stepped from one pillar to another. Twenty-four pillars away from him I came to a concrete wall. I followed the wall until I arrived at a stairwell. My legs dragged like lead pipes. I couldn't hold my presence here much longer.

      At the bottom of the stairs I grabbed onto the handrail and pulled myself up one painful step at a time. Pity I couldn’t communicate with Aidan, but scrying didn’t work that way. At the landing, a faded sign was still attached to a door. But I couldn't read it. A green circular symbol stood out, but the letters next to it swam in my vision like a crazy shoal of fish.

      The vision evaporated, and I pitched headfirst back into the Tanner house.

      "Sip slowly." Glynn held a glass of apple juice to my lips. The taste clean and sweet after the dirty staleness of the room Aidan was in.

      A shaft of orange twilight filled the room, a relief after the gloom of my vision. I pushed myself onto my elbows. "I saw him." I couldn't wait to report the news, Del must’ve been itching to leave and look for him. "He's alive."

      Glynn's hand shook for a second. He hugged me to his chest, kissed my temple.

      I sipped the juice and let it trickle down my dry throat. A heavy sigh escaped from deep within. "I don't know where though."

      "Describe it." Glynn sounded like a policeman again.

      I told him what I'd seen.

      "An old car park?" Del asked from the doorway.

      "There's plenty to choose from in the city." Glynn shook his head. "But he's alive. Thank God."

      "Wait." I bolted upright. "Before I fell, I saw a door. I couldn't read the sign but there was a symbol. I can draw it for you, green circles—"

      "The old Edwards Energy building." Glynn gripped my hand. "You did it."

      "Do you know—"

      "Yes."

      The tightness across my shoulders eased.

      Del ran to the hallway, Glynn bolted after her. I followed at a slower pace, my head still spinning a little.

      They faced one another in Del's bedroom, both bristling. Del wriggled into a padded jacket loaded with pockets of every size and thickness. Glynn stood with his hands on his hips, his shoulders pulled back and spine rigid.

      I stepped into the room and Del yanked the wardrobe doors wide open. A metal rack covered the wall, several guns hung from hooks, ammunition crowded the shelves. She clipped a holster to her thigh, fitted a full magazine into a gun, and shoved cartridges into her pocket.

      She beckoned me over to the wall. "Grab whatever you like."

      I lifted my palm. "Thank you, but no. I have my own methods."

      She shrugged, took another gun and jammed it into an inside pocket.

      Glynn gripped her shoulders. "No. You're not Army anymore." He took a deep breath, faced me and clutched my hand. "Meagan this has nothing to do with you."

      Del stepped away from him. "Nope. This has nothing to do with the Army. We are talking about my son. My son."

      "You've admitted that undead are involved." I stepped between them.

      "If only it were that straightforward," Glynn said.

      Del shrugged her shoulders.

      I grabbed her elbow. "If undead people—"

      She shook off my hand. "They aren't people, they are corpses filled with freaking monsters."

      Suddenly I understood why Glynn feared for my safety. I'd have to deal not only with the dead, but also the living who didn't approve of my compassion for them.

      "If the undead have abducted your husband, and Aidan finds them, I can talk with them. Release him, maybe both, without the need for bullets."

      "Look, I have no idea who or what you are. It's too late for talking." She shoved more cartridges an already bulging pocket and glowered at Glynn. "Either get out of my way or start helping."

      Glynn stared her in the eye. She stared back. Neither of them moved for a few seconds.

      Glynn closed his eyes. He barely opened his mouth to speak. "I'm coming with you. But we get back before the squad attacks. Right?"

      "We get back when we have my son."

      "I'm coming too." I jabbed him in the shoulder.

      "No."

      "You can't send her anywhere until the car gets back in the morning." Del pointed at me. "How much trouble is she likely to get into if we leave her behind?"

      Glynn ran his hands through his hair, strode to the doorway and back, like a caged animal. I had a feeling he was remembering how much trouble I could get into.

      He squeezed his hands around my shoulders. "If you come. You do as I say. No questions. Got it?"

      He handed me a gun. "That's the trigger safety. Up is on. Remember to switch it back on before you shove it in your pocket or bag."

      Glynn was in his element. Handling weapons like he'd done it all his life. About to head out to kill, without so much as a second thought. My chest tightened uncomfortably. I didn't want to see him like this. Didn't want to be a part of it, not like this.

      "I don't need a weapon—"

      "If you want to come with us, you come armed."

      "I'm never not armed." I pushed the gun back into his hands. "I don't need any weapon against the undead. Nothing you have is better than the skills I possess."

      A slight tremor shook his hand. "Take it. I'll tie you to the bed if I have to."

      "You can get your kink on when we get back." Del snorted.

      A smile flitted across Glynn's face. Warmth crept up my neck. What sort of kinky was Del hinting at? What fantasy danced across Glynn’s mind? A pang of jealousy speared into my abdomen. They were clearly good friends, close enough to argue passionately but still support one another.

      "I'll do a deal." I ignored the heat in my cheeks. "I'll carry your gun, as long as you wear your amulet."

      "I don't do—"

      "Just wear the bloody thing," Del shouted.

      He nodded, though his grimace suggested he wasn’t happy. I raced into the spare room, quickly pulled on a shirt, tied it at my waist and tightened my satchel across my chest. Would I need my hat? The sun was setting, but who knew what time I’d get back if I got a chance to explore the tunnels myself. I grabbed the hat and tied it loosely around my neck so that it hung halfway down my back.

      When I returned to Del's bedroom, they were both wearing packed vests. I wrapped my arms around Glynn’s neck to firmly clasp the amulet in place.

      He wound his arms around my shoulders, pulled me close, and whispered, "Not all our enemies are undead."

      I cupped my hands around his face. "I’ll take care of the undead. The rest are up to you. Deal?"

      "Deal." He pulled my hands away. "But you’re still coming with us, armed or not at all."

      Glynn held the gun in front of me. "Basic safety. It’s always loaded. Always on. Trigger lock is one click, on, off. Stand like this." He stood feet wide apart, both hands on the weapon, pointing it straight ahead. "Show me."

      He shoved the gun in my hand and made me imitate his stance. "Feet always well grounded. Most important thing, if you take aim, be prepared to kill. Always expect recoil, and without ear protection, a shot will make your ears ring for hours."

      The weapon felt foreign in my hands. The thought of adding it to my satchel—next to my precious athame and healing wand—filled me with nausea. But it was worth taking the gun to get the amulet around Glynn’s neck. After all, I didn’t have to use it, my skills gave me alternatives.

      He grabbed another gun and cartridges, and turned away from me. He could be as angry with me as he liked. I’d go with them, and I was using my own methods. End of discussion.

      I'd seen one jeep and it had gone. I hadn't seen any stables, heard any horses. "How will we get to this building?"

      Glynn raked his fingers across his scalp. His cropped hair stuck up in odd spikes. "We'll have to cycle, it's not far. You can ride a bicycle?"

      "Since I was four years old." I smirked at him. He’d be disappointed if he thought lack of cycling experience would keep me at Del’s place tied to the bed.

      "Lucky you're a short-ass." Del glanced at me. "You can ride Aidan's old bike."

      She half-grinned at Glynn.

      Kid's bike or not they weren't leaving me behind. I followed them into a neat garage. She pointed to the corner. A black bike leaned against the wall. It was clean, the tires pumped up, and with a working dynamo light attached to the wheel's hub. I perched on the seat, my toes just touched the ground. It was perfect, as if meant for me. Aidan dashed to the tunnels to find his father, now I borrowed his old bicycle to race after him.

      I’d rather have Aidan at home, his head in the book. But this black cloud possessed a silver lining. We’d be going to the exact place I wanted to see.
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      We left Del's house with the sun's long rays stretching out our shadows. I'd seen a vision of Aidan in the city, now we had to find him. Rolling my shoulders, I stretched my head from side to side.

      Glynn wouldn’t approve, but somehow, I needed to get away to explore the tunnels on my own. If a group of dead worked together under the city, I wanted to know about it.

      Del led the way, while Glynn and I followed behind her single file. We pedaled past brown and wilting gardens in front of shuttered houses. The pungent odor of road tar competed with intense jasmine perfume. Every hundred yards or so large square streetlights twisted their mirrors to soak up the last of the sunlight. Roads and pavements had been mended repeatedly until they were a lumpy patchwork of different colored bitumen. Large shady trees grew along the curb and in gardens. The people who lived here cared for their homes. Perhaps they were all for soldiers and their families, I hadn't thought to ask Del or Glynn.

      After ten minutes or so, Del stood up on the pedals and raced ahead.

      "Where are you going?" Glynn called out.

      "This is the shortest way," Del shouted over her shoulder.

      "Stop." Glynn's brakes squealed to a sudden halt.

      I skidded to a stop behind Glynn. Del pedaled like mad, her head down and body taut.

      "She won't wait for us."

      "She bloody well better," Glynn shouted into the distance, his arms folded tightly across his chest.

      She sat up on the seat, turned the handles and cycled back. "We haven't got time to waste traveling the safe path."

      "The abandoned suburbs aren't patrolled regularly, you know that."

      "My son can't wait."

      "Do you think I want him harmed?" Glynn’s jaw could have been set in stone.

      They glowered at one another.

      I pushed my handlebars between them. "What's in the abandoned suburbs?"

      "Possibly nothing. Or something." Glynn took a deep breath. "We rarely patrol them. For all we know, the undead troublemakers are breeding in there. There's little lighting, the roads are a mess—"

      Del squeezed her arms across her abdomen. "The regular path takes us around the city, and if we cross a patrol they'll question what we're doing."

      "I can deal with any patrol we meet." Glynn lifted his front wheel and thumped it against the ground.

      "But how much longer would it take?" I asked.

      He shrugged. "If we made it through the abandoned suburbs, I guess we'd hit the outskirts of the city in half an hour or so."

      "By the path?" I pushed him for an answer.

      Del answered. "At least twice that long just with the riding. Possibly a lot longer if we met a patrol. Especially one that doesn't like our Major Buckley here."

      A long history and shared confidences simmered in the air between them.

      "Looks like you have the deciding vote, Meagan." Glynn kept his gaze on Del's face.

      Great. If I chose the slower option, it would be my fault for taking too long to get to the city. If I chose the faster option, it would be my fault if an undead creature I couldn't deal with stopped us in our tracks. Aidan’s safety won.

      "I can deal with anything undead." I pushed confidence into my tone. "That's what I'm here for. If it's anything else, you two have got enough ammunition strapped to your bodies to deal with it."

      Del burst out laughing. "I'm starting to like her."

      Glynn turned his face to me and shook his head, but with a half-smile.

      The route settled, Del took off again. Glynn sped after her. I stood up on the pedals and raced after them.

      A steel fence crisscrossed ahead. It stretched as far as I could see to the left, as far as I could see to the right, with no gate or break in sight.

      Del squealed to a stop. "There's a tear in the fence somewhere near the old petrol station."

      "No-one's reported a tear." Glynn sounded every inch the policeman.

      "I only heard about it yesterday." Del winked. "It will be fixed today I'm sure."

      A dull ache settled at the center of my forehead. I felt like a cross between a gooseberry on a date, and a civilian caught up in military matters.

      My skin tingled despite the heat. A strange state of unrest settled deep inside me. I rode past them to look. Up ahead, the road buckled like a piece of bent licorice. No one patched and repaired here. At a crossroads bounded by abandoned buildings, I cruised to a group of burnt out buildings covered in fading graffiti. At the back of the remains, a tear in the wire stood about three feet high. Del rode past me, leaned her bike against the fence and rummaged in her vest.

      She flourished a Swiss Army knife. "I came prepared."

      With a tiny tin clipper, she snipped away at the fence. Glynn glanced from left to right as if he expected a patrol to jump out at us. Del kept snipping and bending the wire back until she'd opened a gap big enough for us to fit through. Once we were all through, she pulled short strips of wire from her bag and re-fastened the fence as best she could. She really had come prepared.

      She settled herself back on her bike, wiped her brow with the back of her hand. "Whatever is in here, we don't want it where families are living."

      On this side of the fence, the setting sun silhouetted abandoned houses against a rich orange sky. No street lights dotted the pavement. A few sturdy trees survived, weeds as tall as me dotted huge cracks in the pavement. Grasses several feet high hid many of the buildings from view. Here the irritating smell of dry dust competed with no other scents. A dirt track wove its way along the edge of the road. Too narrow and rough to be used often, perhaps a trail used by feral dogs. The last thing I wanted to see was innocent dogs shot because they were in the wrong place at the wrong time.

      Inside me, the unrest coalesced into something more solid. An unwelcome chill swirled in my abdomen. Perhaps it was us, in the wrong place at the wrong time.

      Glynn took the lead along the dirt track. "Let's take it slow, no time for broken bones because someone stacks it on a rock or tree root."

      The twilight shadows were too long, too deep and dark to see the ground clearly. I thanked my lucky stars the bike was small enough. My feet reached the ground, so I could steady myself. Abandoned offices and factories now lined the streets, taller buildings filled the skyline ahead. I cruised to a stop to gulp a mouthful of water.

      Something rustled in the tussock of long grass to my left.

      Staring in the direction the sound came from, I tried to focus on what was there. It wasn’t just the wind. It wasn't anything dead, or undead, didn't smell like a dog. But I couldn't tell what it was.

      "Meagan," Glynn yelled. "Don't fall back. Shout if you need to stop. We'll wait."

      The ground was too rough ahead. Instead of remounting, I pushed the bicycle along and walked to where Glynn and Del waited near a derelict shed.

      "Which way?" Glynn asked.

      "Just follow the path." Del pointed ahead. "It leads to the old underground train loop."

      They exchanged glances.

      "What?" I stuck my hands on my hips. "What's going on?"

      Del rubbed her hands down her thighs, "The office you saw in your vision. It's the other side of town. The old train lines run straight there under the city."

      "No." Glynn jammed his fists against his hips. "We're not going under the city. Asher is sending a squad in there, to find undead enemies massing."

      "I'm not your sergeant anymore." Del snapped out the words.

      "But you know I'm right. We can't help Aidan if we are caught or killed underground."

      Del scowled, but nodded. "If we take the long way. You'd both better pedal like demons to keep up."

      "Let's keep moving." Glynn pushed his bicycle away from the shed and climbed back onto the seat.

      Del followed him. I scrambled to catch up to her. Another rustling sound came from the tussock. This time Del heard it too and turned her bike to face the sound. A breath of breeze pushed the densely-packed stalks around. Something glittered.

      A sphere shot out of the grass and carved into Del's arm. With a growl of pain, she clutched at the wound and staggered to the ground.

      I leapt away from my bike and darted to her. With my arm wrapped around Del's shoulders, I lifted my head, my eyes straining, ears alert. A strange mix of odors triggered spikes of earth power across my body. The smell of death swirled with the energy of the living in a pulsing eddy of clogging scent. Before, I’d seen nothing but derelict buildings and long grass. Now patches of faded cloth showed in the long yellow weeds, small shapes glinted in the orange light.

      A piece of metal, fashioned into a four-spiked star and razor sharp, lay a few feet away from us. Several people stood in a group over my left shoulder, several more to my right, and a large group straight ahead. All alive. I could tell that now. Alive, but something was different about these people.

      A man shouted from some distance away. People rushed at us from all sides and separated us. Hands grabbed for my satchel, I scrunched myself around it, prepared to protect my athame and healing wand. The people suddenly lost interest and mobbed around Del. I lost sight of her within the legs and feet surrounding her.

      I couldn't see Glynn anywhere.

      My heart hammered in my chest as my hands quivered around my satchel. I'd chosen this route, if anything happened to him I'd never forgive myself. The crowd around Del thinned and I crawled toward her. They'd taken her vest. Blood dripped from the deep wound in her arm. I found a handkerchief, moistened it with my drinking water, and dabbed at the gaping slice ripped across Del's arm.

      "How many are there?" She snatched the cloth from me and pressed it hard against the wound.

      "Too many. Including kids. What are they?"

      "Twitchers." She wriggled onto her knees. "If they've got Aidan, I'll kill the lot of them."

      The drug addicts I'd read about. The addicts killed by the army. Killed or maybe disappeared.

      "They've taken your weapons."

      "Lucky you've still got yours, then," Del muttered through clenched teeth.

      "Mine aren't much good against the living." I scanned from left to right, eager for a glimpse of Glynn.

      "These things are as close to dead as you can get. Besides—"

      We both turned as Glynn stumbled into the clearing. Someone shoved him hard, he tripped and fell to his knees next to Del. They'd taken his vest too, and blood dripped from the corner of his mouth.

      The grass to our left parted. A young boy, very much alive and probably nine or ten stepped out.

      "You must follow me." The child addressed us, a cocky arrogance in his voice and stance. "You are well outnumbered, and we have many more cutting wheels."

      Impossible to tell the size of the group. The strange odors wafting from these people still triggered spikes of earth power across my body. A cloying scent of death, and almost-death brought tears to my eyes.

      A gaunt man stepped toward us. His ripped shirt flapped open, his bony ribs poked through skin marked with weeping sores. A woman, equally emaciated, with oozing sores down her face and neck, and long hair that hung like a pack of rat’s tails down her back, slouched next to him. They both twirled metal discs like the one they'd used to cut Del.

      Glynn drew a small gun he'd somehow concealed and raised his arm to shoot. Something whizzed past my face and smashed into Glynn's forearm.

      Glynn grunted in pain. The skinny man moved fast and grappled the gun away from him. Warm blood rolled down the side of my face. The metal thing had sliced through my forehead.

      The man’s female companion grabbed the gun, aimed at the sun and fired a single shot. She pointed toward a narrow track between the weeds. "Through there, make it snappy."

      Glynn's face tightened. He pulled Del to her feet and wrapped his arm around her waist. I brushed the blood from my face and stood next to Glynn. The woman again pointed Glynn's gun at us. Glynn settled Del against his hip and stumbled toward the track. I glanced at the bicycles. We'd been racing against time from the start, the longer it took to find Aidan, the greater the risk the squaddies would find him first.

      The skinny man sniggered and shoved me hard in my back. "You won't be needing those anymore."
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      The track twisted through tall weeds and small sturdy trees. At least a dozen ragged people thronged behind me, grunting to one another like a pack of wolves about to devour its prey. I stumbled forward, regained my balance and paced behind Glynn and Del.

      The scent of death, undead, and the almost-dead still eddied in my nose and brain, but it disturbed me less and less. I swirled power in my abdomen, let it climb into my chest like a snake climbing a tree. I wasn't prepared to hurt anyone, not yet. I'd never been a curse first, ask questions later kind of witch. Hair at my nape stiffened as I walked. No matter what, we needed to escape, and quickly.

      We staggered into a clearing, a patch of sand leading to an immense dilapidated warehouse. One of our captors strode to a sliding door and shouldered it open. He indicated for us to move through.

      Inside, circles of light from too many burning lanterns overlapped one another in a crazy pebbled pattern. These twitchers didn't fear fire. A stink of rotting flesh settled against my skin. Rough hands pushed against my back and I stumbled onto a soiled sofa. A filthy child rummaged in Del's pockets and pulled out the ammunition with a squeal. With a shudder, I turned my gaze away.

      On a tattered rug a few feet away, three older kids heated dirty brown colored crystals in a glass pipe. The smoke wafted toward me and an acrid taste coated my tongue. A metallic odor almost drowned out the stink of rotting flesh. Almost, but not quite. People drifted into the warehouse, many ignoring open sores oozing liquid across their skin.

      In the corner of the room, someone, male or female I couldn't tell, played a battered guitar, out of tune, and badly. But no one seemed to care. I wriggled the satchel behind me, I would not give it up without a fight.

      Del dropped onto the sofa next to me and scanned the room with a slow deliberate stare. I followed her stare with my own. No sign of Aidan.

      "How likely is it that he got from the city center to here?" I whispered.

      "Unlikely." Del wiped her hand across her lips. "Unless he found something in the tunnels that led him here. Even then, the distance is too great."

      "Then let's focus on getting away and continuing our search for him."

      She nodded and swung her mouth close to my ear. "If you aren't prepared to use yours, give it to me."

      My what?

      I recoiled from her. I’d almost forgotten the gun in my bag. Now the shape of it pushed into my back, alien, unwanted. Our captors stashed the vests and the weaponry on a small table by the door, Del’s guns among them, not much use to her now.

      Del nudged me. She pretended to cough and covered her mouth with a hand. "Don't feel for them. These people are walking dead, they just don't know it."

      Except something felt off. No one appeared dead, and yet the death energy in the warehouse lapped at the edges of my own power, inviting me in.

      Glynn stood in front of us, hands on his hips, facing the group who'd brought us here. "Who's in charge?"

      A man dressed in nothing but ripped jeans sauntered to Glynn. "We don't do that saluting yes-sir-no-sir shit you cops love so much."

      How could he know Glynn was a cop, not just an army officer?

      Glynn held his ground. "What do you want?"

      The scrawny woman with long hair danced to the man in ripped jeans, circled her arm around his waist and slobbered a wet kiss against his mouth. He pushed her away. "Empty their pockets Sal, and get the bag off the skinny chick."

      "Who is supplying your drugs?" Glynn spoke in his cold, harsh policeman's voice.

      The man thrust his skinny chest at Glynn, his fists clenched at his sides. "As if you care about the twitch. About our lives. About us."

      The woman, Sal, whirled back to him. "As long as you catch us alive—"

      "Kill us, more like."

      "Then catch us rising again." Sal's words ended in a squeal.

      Glynn held his palms at waist height. "I don't know what you're talking about. We need to get into the city."

      "Just a harmless ride into the city, officer?" The twitcher mocked Glynn's tone. "Stocked like a platoon?"

      "We don't know what we'll find in the tunnels."

      "It's your lucky day. You found us."

      Sal danced around the bare-chested man. "And we don't like the army or their brats."

      "Sal, get the skinny chick’s bag." He poked her in the chest.

      Skinny chick with a bag had to be me. No way was she getting her hands on my athame or wand. "I don't have anything of value."

      Sal wrenched herself away from the man in ripped jeans and lurched to the sofa. I shoved my satchel further behind me.

      "Everyone has something we can sell honey, hand it over." She grabbed my arms and tugged.

      Instinctively I drew in more energy from the earth and bumped it against her body. She stumbled back and fell onto her bum with a screech.

      "Did you see that?" Sal wobbled to her feet. "She pushed me over without touching me. She's a witch."

      A few people stumbled away from us. Sal teetered back against the man in ripped jeans. He circled his hands around her waist.

      An older man, silvery beard flowing down his chest, pushed them out of the way. He gripped Glynn's gun and made a show of flicking the trigger lock off while a slow smile spread across his face.

      Glynn edged back to the sofa, his body a shield protecting Del and me.

      Del sprung back against the sofa and lunged toward the table. The older man fired at her. She fell to her knees, wobbled, smacked her head on the corner of the table, and crumpled onto her side.

      It happened so fast. Then Del lay still.

      My senses heightened, and death reeked into my nostrils. A body lay not far away from me. No, not dead yet, but so close it didn't matter. Their death energy swirled toward me.

      I twined a string of pulsing energy into a thick cord, and wrapped it around the bearded man's ankles. His eyes flashed then tightened. He stumbled forward as he tried to free his legs. He fired Glynn's weapon again. The bullet ricocheted off the wall and smacked into the body of an unconscious woman lying spread-eagled across a low divan. She didn't make a sound, didn't wake, even though blood pooled at her waist. Someone screamed.

      Glynn crouched and charged at the bearded man.

      Time seemed to slow down, seconds dragged like hours. The old man's withered hand and the gun it held filled my vision. The bearded man steadied himself on his knees, gritted his teeth and took aim at Glynn's chest.

      A younger man lurched across the room, a heavy chain swinging from his hands. He lifted the chain as if he meant to crash it into Glynn's skull. Still full of power, I shoved him across the rug and over Glynn's body.

      Bearded man fired twice. The younger man's body jerked then stilled.

      My body quivered from exertion. The death energy here was ugly and hard to control, but the old man still held a loaded gun. I massed more death energy in my chest, thrust it at the bearded man and sent him reeling into the wall. He screeched. The gun careened across the floor. Lanterns toppled over, flames licked across the floor and reached the kids with the pipes. The glass pipes shattered and burst into flames. The kids leapt up, stamping their feet and screaming.

      Glynn thrust the dead body away. He grabbed a young girl who'd picked up the gun, and yanked it from her hands. Her wails joined the cacophony of noise.

      Glynn yelled at me to get the vests and guns.

      I scrambled to the table, took everything and slumped to my knees next to Del. Thank Haebeth, she was alive, but she lay unconscious and bleeding from a wound in her shoulder.

      Glynn yelled instructions to throw rugs over the rapidly spreading flames. People rushed to follow his orders, coughing into their hands and elbows as foul-smelling smoke filled the air.

      I dropped the weapons next to Del, clutched the end of the rug underneath her and dragged it to the still open sliding door. No one tried to stop me. No one tried to help. In the sand, I toppled over and thudded onto my bum.

      Glynn jumped through the open door, helped me to my feet and lifted the rug. "Take the other end. It'll be easier for you to step forward."

      Gasping for breath, I grappled to take the rug back from him. "I'm fine. Your arm is bleeding."

      "Get to the other end. Don’t breathe deeply."

      He stubbornly held on until I took the front of the rug and dragged it across the sandy patch, to the track through the long grass.

      Thistles as tall as me smacked into the side of my head and pulled out strands of hair. I fell onto my knees and scrambled to grab the rug again.

      "You're doing great. Not far now," Glynn called out.

      Between us, we maneuvered Del back to the shed. Our bicycles still waited for us on the cracked pavement in front of the old shed. Nothing remained to hint at what happened here. Kids on a casual scavenger hunt could have dropped the bikes. I collapsed against the wall, my breathing rapid and noisy. A spot of blood landed on my shirt; one of the weeds must have smacked into the wound on my forehead.

      Del moaned.

      "Let me look at her." Glynn fell to his knees on the rug next to her.

      A bullet had grazed across her collarbone. Bits of broken bone stuck out of her skin. Blood puddled on the rug under her.

      Glynn muttered curses. He drew a Swiss Army knife from his vest, hacked off a piece of his shirt, pressed it against the wound and pulled me closer. "Hold that tight."

      I pressed both hands against the mound of fabric, all the time darting quick glances back towards the track.

      "I doubt they'll follow us." Glynn rummaged in his pockets and pulled out several large square sticking plasters.

      "The old guy?"

      "On fire as I left."

      "That place. Those people." I shuddered. "What did the skinny guy mean—about catching them alive or arisen?"

      "I don't know."

      "Is it the something you don't want me anywhere near?"

      A drop of blood dripped from the gash on Glynn's forearm onto my hand. Blood from Del's wound saturated the cloth I pressed against her. Glynn's hands shook around the oversized sticking plaster.

      He ripped the patch open and stuck it next to the wound. "Painkiller, antibiotics, stimulant. Got to get her to base." He added another two patches. "Out of date, but it's all we've got."

      I squeezed his hand. "Let me try."

      "You're not—" He shook his head at me. "You're not good at healing. And you’ll hurt yourself."

      I hadn't used my healing wand in months, and then, bloody hell, it hurt so much. I wasn't a natural healer, but what else did we have to try. My arms tingled as a gentle breeze cooled the beads of sweat forming on my skin. "Look at how much she's bleeding. How do you think the two of us will carry her to your army base? All we’ve got are bicycles. We won't get her back in time. You know that."

      His hands stilled in his lap, his head dropped back.

      Death energy spiraled in me, not helpful for healing, but it’s all I could connect to. I shoved him out of the way, pulled the wand from my satchel and leaned across Del's body.

      "Don't touch me." Del jabbed my hand away.

      "Do you want to bleed to death before we find Aidan?"

      She flinched, switched her gaze to Glynn's face. "Quick-clot gauze Captain B."

      "None left." Glynn straddled Del. He laid his gun on her chest and gripped her elbows to her sides. "Hold still and let Meagan do her thing."

      Del wriggled. "You said she is no good—"

      "I meant it's not a natural strength. She has to work at it, and work at it she will."

      "I'm not happy about this, sir."

      "Noted." He nodded at me. "Go for it. If anything comes through that grass, it's getting shot."

      I wasn't happy about it either. The bullet had gouged a furrow across her collarbone and cut into a vein or artery. The bones could wait, but I had to stop the bleeding. The wound from the cutting wheel on her arm was already clotted, her body striving to heal itself. Good, I needed all the help I could get. I didn’t have to fight it, and I could just help it heal itself.

      New cells wanted to mend the rips in Del’s muscles; bone wanted to knit together again. The severed veins sought each other out to repair connections. I pulled in raw clean power from the earth. Dear Haebeth, it churned a furnace in my abdomen. I let it climb and swirl with the death energy in my chest, my breaths hitching as I struggled with the pain.

      The worst was yet to come.

      With the wand in my hand I focused the energy inside me and pushed it into the crystal. A moan escaped my mouth. I felt Glynn’s gentle touch, heard my name from his lips, but I couldn’t react.

      The crystal amplified my energy and concentrated pure healing power into Del’s wound. But it tossed concentrated death essence back at me, a series of razor blades into my gut, each one deeper than the last.

      I leaned deeper over Del’s body, the wand gripped in both hands. I had to heal her just enough. Just enough to get to a hospital and doctors, and operating rooms.
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      I couldn't do any more for Del. The wound was sealed against infection and I'd stopped the bleeding but her search for Aidan was over. We needed to get her to the army base and its hospital. I slumped against the old shed, the rusted metal coarse against my back.

      Gray smoke still drifted from the twitchers’ warehouse but luckily a soft breeze moved the foul-smelling smoke away from us. Glynn tore off another piece of his shirt, moistened it and dabbed it against my forehead.

      He pushed a bottle of water into my hands. "Drink."

      A surreal saffron hue bathed the entire landscape. "What time is it? How long—"

      "You worked on her for about twenty minutes. It's almost 9pm. We can rest a few moments more." He kissed my cheek, gently touched his lips to mine.

      I curled against him. His touch soothed some of the throbbing aches.

      "It felt longer." I guzzled a mouthful of the warm water. "Your arm. Let me look."

      "I've bandaged it. It's fine. If you still want to play doctor, heal yourself."

      I resisted an urge to rip the bandage off, check for myself, get the healing wand out and use it. Who was I kidding. Even if he let me, I'd struggle to find the energy to continue to the tunnels let alone perform another healing. Not for him, or me. I nestled back against his chest, he leaned into me and rested his forehead gently against mine.

      "Why aren't they running this way, the twitchers I mean."

      "They've run to the river and cover of trees." Glynn pointed back the way we'd come. "No reason to expose themselves here on the roads."

      "How far away is the base?"

      "Not far, but the fastest way is via the tunnels." He shook his head.

      "Is it close to the city?"

      "Right on the outskirts."

      "You don’t want to go through the tunnels even now?"

      "Nope. But I’m not leaving you both here while I get a medic." He rubbed his hands across his face. "I’ll carry Del and we’ll make our way back to the city. From the station, I’ll run to the base and organize a medic to collect Del and take you home."

      I jerked away from him. "I'm not going home yet."

      "I meant to Del's place." He pulled me back close to him, kissed the gash on my forehead. "Have to keep you away from the base."

      "Why? It's the addicts, isn't it? Something to do with catching them alive or arisen?"

      Glynn leaned back against the shed. "I've got suspicions. No real evidence yet."

      "Stop holding back." I touched his cheek. "Tell me what you know."

      His face tightened. He squirmed as he brushed his hands down his thighs. "The medical equipment the army used to rely on is running out, and we've lost the skill to make more. Asher and the doctor on base came up with an idea."

      Del moaned quietly. I reached for her wrist. Her pulse beat a little fast, her skin felt clammy, but her shoulder wound continued to heal. She wriggled and fell back to sleep.

      I slid back to Glynn. "Go On."

      Glynn settled into a comfortable position. "They've been testing the drugs and the addicts to see if we can use anything for rapid healing. What a waste of time. All twitch does is wreck immune systems and destroy the ability to heal. They decided to clean them up instead."

      "You mean rehabilitate them?"

      "No. Kill them." He held up his palm to cut off my gasp. "There's nothing anyone can do to help them. Which led to phase two. They chased a group of twitchers into the underground railway system, and discovered some undead. Something different about them. Living corpses that didn't act like any other undead we've ever come across."

      I sprung onto my knees, swallowed a shout of excitement. "In the warehouse, I felt something not right. Something I've not come across before."

      "A living corpse?"

      "Nothing like a corpse. But definitely a living dead."

      "How? Why now? What's going on?"

      "Can't explain it. Is it true? Is the army killing the addicts, deliberately trying to catch a living dead? An arisen as the skinny guy called it?"

      "Yeah, that's the bit I don't have any evidence for. I knew Asher before. He was always pedantically by the book, but now he is different, crueler. And I don't want you anywhere near him." Glynn kissed the gash on my head again.

      "The bearded man maybe, not the skinny guy, he's alive." Or at least he was alive when we escaped from the burning warehouse.

      "And you are my brave, clever, skinny chick with a bag." With a grin spreading across his face, Glynn wound his hand around my waist.

      "I'm not skinny. I could do with losing a few pounds—"

      "No, you're perfect as you are." He pulled my head against his chest.

      "My bum's not perfect." I blew a soft breath against his neck

      "You are wrong on so many counts." He planted warm, soft kisses on my cheeks, my mouth, my eyes and my mouth again. "Everything perfect, from each tiny toenail to every glowing red hair."

      I wriggled closer to him, took a deep breath and savored his scent. So much for getting to bed early, spending time entwined around one another, getting answers to my questions. He hugged me and I snuggled into his chest to enjoy a few precious moments together before we raced off again. I had no desire to be anywhere else, felt no need to try and talk above the singing of what sounded like a million cicadas. I smiled as the amulet pressed against my cheek. Whether he liked it or not, the amulet swung at the bottom of his throat, attuning to him, casting its magic around him.

      Del stirred with a long low groan. "I'm giving you a D minus for guard duty, Buckley. Lucky for us the rabble didn't stream through here. Son of a bitch, that hurt." She curled her knees to her chest.

      "I'm watching from the corner of my eye." Glynn let out a long breath, squeezed my hand. "You had us worried. How does it feel?"

      Del snorted. "Bloody wonderful. How do you think it feels?" She lifted onto her elbows and stared into my face. "I felt you inside me."

      "I'm sorry, I didn't mean to hurt you."

      "You mended me. That's all that matters."

      I handed her the water bottle. "The bleeding has stopped."

      Del took a long gulp, her hard gaze didn't leave my face. "Why didn't you grab the gun and use it, girl?"

      "I didn't even think of it, until you reminded me."

      "And then?"

      Del and Glynn treated guns as natural appendages at the ends of their arms. They'd never understand how one of their weapons felt alien to me.

      I shrugged. "I couldn't let them get my athame—"

      "Your what?"

      "It's a knife, largely ceremonial. But important to me."

      "She did her own thing and got us out of there when our guns failed. Saved your life." Glynn stroked my back. "She never has to touch a gun ever again as far as I'm concerned."

      My aches melted away. I turned my face into Glynn’s chest and wound my arms around his body.

      Del seemed to consider Glynn's words. She rolled onto her knees and stretched her back. "Okay. I accept it takes all kinds."

      Not a rave review from Del, but probably the closest thing to praise I'd get.

      "We have to use the train tracks now," Del said. "What have we got, six hours before your attack launches?"

      "Slow down. You just got shot. A little over six hours." Glynn glanced at his watch, settled back on his haunches. "It's too tight, you need treatment. I want you at base hospital and Meagan safe at your place."

      "You know I'm not gonna do that." Del pushed herself to her feet. "I've had worse and survived. Meagan? What do you say, onward or go home?"

      Glynn was right. Del needed treatment, but we had to go through the tunnels anyway. Hard to imagine her getting any further before she realized she needed the hospital.

      I squeezed Glynn’s arm, hoping he understood. "We haven't found Aidan yet."

      Del flashed a quick smile at me.

      Glynn let out a long sigh, glanced at his watch again then back toward the narrow track. He looked at Del then me, his face grave. "We better get moving."

      We scrambled to our still waiting bicycles.

      I arranged my satchel around my chest. "It's lucky for us the addicts didn't strip the bikes for anything to sell."

      "No luck involved. The weapons are worth a great deal more than old bicycles." Del stifled a groan as she gripped the handlebars. "Not far ahead, the track curves to the right then dips into the beginning of the underground loop. An old walking track runs alongside it."

      Glynn checked his gun and thrust it back into the holster. He found a small torch in one of his pockets and flicked it on for a few seconds. "Stick together. Follow me. It will be bloody black in there. We'll hug the tunnel wall. Ready?"

      He didn't wait for an answer. Glynn climbed onto the bike, stood on the pedals and cycled ahead. We rode for ten minutes in silence. The underground loop appeared ahead like the hungry open mouth of Hell. Moonlight and twinkling stars from above, absolute blackness within. The lights on our bikes cast bouncing yellow circles of light as we moved.

      At the entrance to the tunnel, Glynn switched on the torch. He grabbed my hand and guided me to a step about a foot high. "Stick to this narrow concrete ledge right next to the tunnel wall." He lifted the bicycle onto the ledge. "Climb onto it and stay on the path."

      Narrow was too generous a description. My feet and the bicycle just fit. Pushing the bicycle along, I scraped my knuckles, my knees, or my shoulders or everything at once. No one else complained, so I kept quiet too.

      With every step my body quivered. Maybe it was just the death energy draining away. Tingles fired across my skin. I didn’t sense anything dead or undead close by, but if twitcher undead hung around these tunnels how would they feel to me? My head burst with more questions than answers. Del wanted her son, Glynn wanted both of us safe, and I wanted to understand what the hell was going on. I shook the tightness from my shoulders, nothing for it but to press on.

      Speed was impossible. I followed Glynn as closely as I dared. Del followed me, hunched over the bike, her front wheel often bumping mine.

      "Stop here." Glynn stopped suddenly, I bounced off his back wheel, Del smacked into my heel.

      "I don't want to waste the torch battery." Glynn’s disembodied voice echoed around the tunnel. "We'll know when we get to the platform, the wall will disappear. Don't move too far from the opening."

      He edged forward. Del and I followed.

      "These bike lights are useless." I thumped the front tire into the ground. "I wish we had another torch."

      "Can't you flick your wrist and create light from the end of your wand?" Del sounded curious.

      "If only I could." My library lived far away; little chance I'd find a spell for creating light anyway. Could I ask a spirit to light the way for us? I let out a deep laugh.

      "Share the joke!" Glynn called out.

      "Maybe a spirit could help..."

      "That's the last thing we need." Glynn harrumphed. "More undead."

      "Most spirits are friendly—"

      "Maybe to you." Del barked out a laugh. "Not so much for the rest of us."

      "Careful, we're here." Glynn stopped again.

      I dragged my fingertips along the tunnel wall, around a sharp corner and stretched out my hands. I found Glynn's bike leaning against a wall. I held onto the seat and waited next to it. Del gripped my elbow and came to a stop next to me.

      "The staircase at the other end goes up to the street level platform, I think." Glynn switched the torch on and shone a feeble light into the distance.

      "We can all look—"

      "No. You two stay there. I don't want anyone falling onto the tracks or getting lost."

      Del groaned, blew a raspberry through her lips. She leaned back against the bike seat and folded her arms across her chest. "I'm counting to sixty."

      "You can keep counting to six hundred. Just don't move." Glynn moved quickly even though the torch only lit a few feet ahead of his steps. "Got it?" His tone deepened. He was used to calling out orders. Used to having them obeyed. "Keep talking."

      "One. Two. Three. Four. Five...." Del drawled out each number slowly, her voice full of sarcasm.

      In the almost-dark, with Del’s voice droning on, a distinctive odor wrapped itself around me. A funk of stale air, dust, grease, and something vaguely metallic.

      At the count of thirty, Glynn headed back to us. "Found it. We'll leave the bikes here." He fumbled for my hand and gripped it tightly. "Hold on to Del."

      I grabbed Del's hand and we set off together like a trio of school kids. At the stairs, I gripped the handrail and lifted my feet slowly from one step to the next. Two flights took us to a huge cavern. Drafts of stale, cool air lifted damp hair from my neck, raised goosebumps and set my skin shivering.

      "This is the main station, Westmead." Del sniffed as if she recognized the smell of it.

      Glynn pulled on my hand. "One more set of steps—"

      "And street level is next if we've got our bearings right." Del jolted to a stop.

      "Glynn. Stop. Del—"

      "I'm okay." She blew out a long sigh. "Just a spasm."

      Glynn pulled us into a circle. "You need to rest."

      "Yeah I know. Thanks to your friend here, the wound is twanging like it’s a few days old."

      Glynn nudged Del to the front and helped her up the steps. I followed behind. At the top of the steps moonlight cast a gray sheen across a broad tiled area. Del leaned heavily against me as we crossed the tiled platform, a huge dusty sign was still legible— ‘Piriam West Plaza.’ It had been a grand place once.

      We'd made it to street level in the old city.

      Glynn led us to a bench under the sign. "You two wait here."

      "No." Del thumped his arm. "The Edwards building is across the road. We’ve got this close, I am going in."

      Glynn muttered but led us to an alleyway that ran alongside the towering office building. A few steps along he pointed to a ramp leading down. "This is the car park."

      Del lurched forward, gripped the handrail and ran down. Glynn shot after her, hooked his arm around her waist and supported her into the depths. A pang of jealousy stabbed into my belly. They'd been friends for a long time. Relied on one another through training and battles. I gritted my teeth and forced the green monster out of my head. It wouldn't help to find Aidan. I ran after them, senses alert, scanning the deserted car park for any signs of Aidan.

      Glynn shone the narrow flickering beam around us. The pale-yellow light barely broke through the enveloping blackness. "Where to Meagan?"

      "It's this floor. Can't explain, but I'm sure of it. Give me the torch."

      With the torch I edged onward, my arms stretched out as in my vision. A draught wafted refreshing cool air across my arms. Cool, but tinged with a metallic, stale odor. My fingertips touched one of the square pillars that dotted the empty space. Just as I'd seen in my vision, no windows, no doors. Aidan had been in the corner of this enormous and completely dark room. The metallic odor hit the back of my throat, oily dust tickled my nose.

      Flicking the torchlight from side to side, I paced from one pillar to another. Twenty-four pillars away from Glynn. I kicked paper. Something metallic clattered against the concrete floor. I'd found the folded map and a heavy watch. Aidan was here. But he'd gone now.

      "I found the map," I yelled back to Glynn and Del. "And a watch."

      "Where's my son?" Del's accusing voice neared as she staggered to where I stood. She squealed and grabbed the watch from my hand. "It was Ed's. He gave it to Aidan last birthday."

      As if the watch reminded him, Glynn checked his own and grunted. "We have to go. If I run, I'll make it back to base in time." He gripped my shoulder. "Wait in the Plaza with Del. I'll get them to drop you home straight after bringing Del to Hospital."

      Glynn circled his arm around Del's shoulder again and pushed her back up the ramp and across the street. The torch died as I followed them. At the first bench we came to, he settled Del at its center. "Wait here."

      Del started to argue. I nudged her in the hip. If Glynn ran back to base now, maybe I could sneak into the tunnels and explore on my own. Her eyes flashed understanding and she converted her words to a grumbly groan.

      "Look after Meagan for me." He kissed Del's forehead.

      "I hurt too much to do anything silly." Del breathed heavily.

      His smile wavered. He glanced at his watch again and swore under his breath. "I'll tell you everything, as soon as I get back."

      He darted away but after several long strides he spun around and bounded back.

      He wrapped his hands around the back of my head and pressed his lips against mine. I hugged him close.

      "Please." He touched his fingertips to my cheek. "Go home and lie low."

      The urgency in his voice caused a hitch in my breathing. He turned away before I could answer. He ran to the first crossroad and disappeared around the corner, the sound of his boots hitting the pavement disappeared soon after.

      Glynn wanted me away from the city, away from the tunnels, and from Asher and the army base. But I couldn’t help anyone if I didn’t understand the undead and why they’d attacked, and I couldn’t find out what was going on sitting alone in Del’s house. The gun still clinked in my satchel, I wouldn't use it unless I had to, but if my own power failed, I could protect myself if any living twitchers roamed these tunnels.

      Del’s face shone with perspiration. She looked to be preoccupied with breathing rather than plotting.

      "I'm going to explore for a bit." I stood and stretched out my back. "You'll be okay waiting here for the medic, won't you?"

      She pushed herself to her feet. "Do you seriously think I'm leaving without my son?"

      Del stumbled; I grabbed her arm to stop her from crashing to the ground. "You can hardly stand."

      "I want Aidan out of here before bullets starts flying." She pulled the watch out of her pocket. "Ed must be here too. Aidan thought so. Maybe he’s still alive. I have to keep going."

      She tapped the pamphlet. "Aidan and his bike are missing, and he circled Westmead Station on this map. That's where he went."

      Breathing heavily, Del walked to the top of the steps and gripped the railing. "I'm still not sure about you. But you're good for one another, I can see that." Her voice held amusement and something else. A deep pit of strength she pulled to the surface.

      "Glynn is sending a medic for you. You need to be here waiting for them, you need urgent surgery."

      "It's not bleeding. Besides, he's sending the medic for you too. You never intended to go home, did you?" Del turned the watch in her free hand and dropped it in her pocket. "I'll go to the base hospital once I've found Aidan. You can do whatever you like, but I'm going to find my son."
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      Del gripped a gun. "You helping or not?"

      Her breaths came ragged and seemed painful, but her voice echoed strong and determined. The chance to explore by myself slipped away. I couldn't let her go off on her own, maybe to collapse and never be found.

      I fidgeted with the strap on my satchel. "What's the plan?"

      "Make it up as we go along."

      Maybe if we found Aidan, I could leave them both somewhere safe and come back to find Glynn. "I guess we start at Westmead Station?" I gazed back down the stairs, into a pit of blackness.

      "It's where the first group of men disappeared. It's where Ed went the day he didn't come home."

      "We need the bikes. The lights are dim but better than no light at all."

      "They won't help, unless we're peddling." A spasm crossed Del's face and she gripped the railing again.

      "Make your way down to Westmead platform." I squeezed her hand. "I'll go down the extra level and get the bikes. If we push them along, we'll get some light, and once they're charged, they'll shine for a few minutes."

      I strode down the steps, taking them two at a time when it felt safe enough. Above me, Del's footsteps plodded slow and heavy. At the bottom of the stairs, I oriented myself in the darkness, and set off with small steady steps to avoid falling off the platform onto the tracks. My hand stretched out in front of me so I didn’t trip over the bikes.

      In fewer steps than I remembered, a handlebar thumped into my stomach. I'd found the bikes. I inhaled deeply. I could do this. Gripping the handlebar and gritting my teeth, I retraced my steps. The bike weighed a ton and the pedals kept smacking into my legs.

      "It's working," Del shouted from above.

      With trembling arms, I thrust the bike into Del’s arms and together we turned it around. She knelt, turned the pedals by hand and a feeble light trickled down the stairs.

      Feeble, but better than pitch-blackness. I ran back down, grabbed my borrowed bicycle and dragged it up the stairs to Westmead Station.

      We both swiveled our bikes and rotated the dim light across our surroundings. The platform and tracks stretched out on either side of us. A layer of dust covered the platform, undisturbed except for our footprints and the tire tracks around the steps.

      A draft of stale air lifted the hair on the back of my neck. A faint odor of earth and decay wafted to my nose.

      I twirled the pedals to keep the light shining, and scanned our surroundings again. A handcart stood on the track. It hadn't been there before—I hadn't noticed that smell before.

      "What is it?" As Del sniffed the air, her face contorted. She lifted her gun to her chest, and dropped into a crouch.

      I sensed rather than saw a group of undead beings. I lowered Del's gun. "Bullets won't hurt them. They are already dead."

      "I've shattered the skulls of more undead..." Del’s words slurred as the gun fell from her hand.

      "These aren't your garden variety undead," I whispered.

      She lifted her head, as if to try and finish her sentence, instead she dropped the bike and collapsed into a heap next to it.

      "Del." I tried to lift her shoulders. Damn it. Not a good time for Del to flop into a heap.

      Her head lolled onto her chest. I grabbed the gun from under her legs, found the trigger lock and clicked it on.

      I pushed out with my senses, asked them to tell me who they were. The strength emanating from the group pushed me to my knees. Their fear and hope, curiosity and determination washed over me in ripples. A mix of sentient ghosts and living dead giving off stronger life energy than many of the living. The ghosts reminded me of Evie and my father, with substance and strength rare in the dead.

      Two of them edged toward us. The dim lights from our bicycles caught snatches of gossamer clouds around the cart.

      I wrapped my arm around Del's shoulders, my fingers sunk into warm thick blood leaking from her wound. Double damn. I didn't have the strength to heal her again. No choice now, she needed to get to the hospital at the military base, and quickly. A need to know, to understand these people, sparked my curiosity. Lousy timing, I had to get Del to the base, without Col. Asher finding me. Then find Aidan, without crashing into Glynn and his squad in the tunnels.

      This was not going to plan at all.

      Luckily, making it up as I went along was one of my specialties. The ghosts and the living dead made no attempt to harm us. They were nothing like the crazy living dead at the twitcher warehouse. They seemed as curious as me, if anything. The two edged closer. A slim young woman, almost opaque, white except for dainty feet clad in blue ballet flats. Behind her, the body of a much larger and older man.

      "I'm Meagan, and this is Del. May I know your name?"

      "Liliwen." Her smoky form hung like wispy clouds.

      "I don't mean any harm to any of you." I kept my arm around Del. "We need your help."

      "Your kind is incapable of anything but harm." A woman's singsong lilt danced around the cavern.

      Liliwen drifted closer. "What do you want?"

      "We came looking for a young boy. He needs to come home. He is unwell, needs medication—"

      "The medication he takes does not help him."

      Liliwen spoke in the present. My heart skipped a beat, she'd met Aidan.

      "This is his mother. He's autistic. He needs tablets, or he can't cope." My breathing grew heavier, louder. The sound of panic in Del's tone when she first discovered him missing jolted into my head.

      "I'm a juvenile psychiatrist. He is fine" —Liliwen knelt beside Del— "but she needs urgent medical attention."

      "Yes. And she must find her son. Are you holding him against his will?"

      She laughed, but without malice. "Not against his will, no. He does not meet your expectations, but he copes in his own way."

      "Can you help us to the army hospital?"

      The older man stood still and silent at the edge of the platform. The other beings hung close to the handcart. Their fear of me lapped against me. They felt my power over the dead and expected me to wield it without compassion. That wasn't me. They couldn't know that, but I could show them. I kept my power close to my chest.

      "It's true, I am a necromancer." I projected my voice for them all to hear. "I assure you I mean you no harm. I fear my friend will die if she doesn't get treatment."

      Liliwen stood and called the man to join us. "Lift her into the cart, Bill. There should be room for both bicycles." She turned towards me. "And both women."

      "You said you're a psychiatrist. Do you have the means to treat her?"

      "We have fitted out a makeshift hospital, and we have doctors."

      Bill lifted Del as gently as a baby. I started to follow, jolted to a stop when the bicycle lights dimmed completely.

      "Stay where you are. Bill will guide you."

      "Wait." I gripped Bill's arm. "Is it far? She is bleeding."

      "We are a lot closer to our base than the military hospital," Liliwen said. "I offer our help freely. Do you accept?"

      If Glynn knew we were about to follow a group of unknown spirits and undead into unfamiliar tunnels toward an uncertain outcome, he would have a fit. But he wasn't here, and I couldn't think of any other option.

      "We accept. Thank you." I released Bill's arm and waited while he shuffled to and fro between the cart and the bottom of the steps, first with Del, and then with the bicycles. Finally, he came back to me. I gripped his arm again and let him lead me onto the tracks and into the cart.

      

      Bill carefully sat Del into a seat at the back of the cart and fastened the bicycles at the front, so they didn't move and fall on us at every bump in the track. He helped me into the cart like an old-fashioned gentleman. He let me settle then handed me a small torch as I took Del’s weight against my shoulder. Flicking the torch on every so often relieved the unending darkness, and let me check on Del.

      Goosebumps covered my arms. At first, the coolness of the tunnels provided a pleasant relief from the oppressive heat. But as we descended, the temperature dropped. I lost track of time, but we couldn't have been moving for more than a few minutes. The noise of metal wheels against metal tracks almost drowned out Del's heavy breathing.

      Dear Haebeth—I massaged the back of my neck as if on autopilot—please let me be doing the right thing. The doctors Liliwen mentioned would surely help. I kept pressure on the wound like Glynn showed me. If she died, it would be my fault. I should have stopped her.

      We bounced over some humps in the track and Del moaned and wriggled. Her eyes widened, her face ashen, and she struggled to sit upright.

      "It's okay." I shushed her. "They are taking us to see Aidan."

      "Who? Where?" She coughed, a hacking sound that ended in an ugly guttural groan. "What are they?"

      "We are almost there. Please lie still." I pushed her back against the solid metal, my hand firm against her still bleeding shoulder. "We've no choice but to trust them."

      She struggled again, her arms trembling against the back of the seat. They couldn't hold her up and she slumped back, her hand vice-like around my wrist. "He's okay?"

      "Liliwen is taking us to him."

      Her face contorted again. "What are they?"

      "Spirits. But they are different to those I usually meet." How could I explain to Del, the difference between an undead she would kill as easily as any vermin, and these living dead who thought, dreamed and feared as much as anyone alive. Fortunately, none of the living dead walked close to the cart, so she hadn't noticed them… yet.

      "What sort of witch are you?" She snorted as if something foul filled her nostrils.

      "She's a necromancer," a young male, his voice at the croaking stage of growing up, said.

      Del shivered. Her cold eyes stared into mine.

      I steadied her arm, felt the goosebumps rising as I touched her skin. "I hope I'm as compassionate to the dead, as I am to the living."

      One of the spirits in front of us sniggered. Del's body tensed. She recoiled as if I'd slapped her.

      "Can you see and hear them Del?"

      "Sort of." She braced herself into the corner. "Why can I hear the mutterings of a bunch of ghosts? What the hell is a necromancer?"

      "She controls the dead. Against their will." The young man peered into the cart.

      Del blinked rapidly, her mouth moved, but she just shook her head.

      Evie and my father drew their strength from me and from Ravenswood. But what was sustaining these creatures? They looked little more than clouds, yet they moved this handcart, and presumably filled and emptied it as well.

      Del gripped my wrist again. "Is my husband alive? Ask her."

      Liliwen didn't wait for me to repeat the question. "His group attacked us at Westmead Station, he was hurt then."

      "You've infected him?"

      Liliwen sighed. "You assume the worst of us. He was injured—"

      "Injured?" Del pushed me away. "How? I need to see him."

      "Shot in the arm. Let me finish a sentence. I don't know by who. It was dark, confused. But we don't use guns. Your soldiers do when you come to harass us, but we do not shoot back."

      Del let out a low sigh. Shot in the arm was probably not as bad as some of the possibilities she’d been living with since he went missing. She lifted her hand to her throat. "He's with you… and my son? You’ve treated him?"

      "Yes, he's at our base and recovering. We had to make a decision between leaving the injured soldiers to die or bringing them back for treatment."

      "They are both alive." I squeezed my arm around Del's quaking shoulders. "Please lie still, or it will be they who grieve for you."

      Del swallowed hard, as if choking back a lump in her throat, and squeezed her eyes shut. The horrors surrounding her must have been getting to her.

      The unending suffocating blackness set my nerves on a razor’s edge. With Del lying still, I alternated pressing down on Del's wound, with flicking the torch on for a few seconds. The tiny patch of light emphasized the blackness around us. The spirits had no trouble seeing or sensing what they were doing in the dark.

      With my palms pressed together I whispered a prayer. "Whatever base they are taking us to, please let it be light and airy."

      Up ahead, a circle of gray stood out in the blackness.

      "Not long now." I squeezed Del's hand. The tension across my soldiers eased. The cart rumbled a little faster, as if the spirits were eager to get back to base as well.

      Before we reached the circle of gray, we stopped and turned a sharp right.

      "It's a little steep. Hold on," Liliwen called out.

      I knelt at Del's feet and steadied her as the gradient of the descent sharpened and we were plunged into blackness again. We leveled out, then turned a sharp left and descended again. We were nowhere near Westmead Station. We’d twisted and turned like a roller coaster. Glynn and his troops would be lucky to find us.
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      Liliwen slowed her pace to come alongside the handcart. "Owen won’t be happy I've brought you to our haven." She spoke to me in a hushed whisper. "I will speak with him, and I expect he will want to speak with you."

      I nodded. Owen must be the leader of this undead group, or at least their spokesperson. As soon as they saw to Del, I'd find out what they were doing, and why. And what the army was doing to them. We turned another corner and headed towards the pale-yellow light pouring from the wide opening of a vast cavern.

      I'd wanted to explore on my own, but it looked like I'd stumbled into the very place I needed to be.

      My pulse quickened as our pace slowed. I liked nothing better than a challenge to solve, clues to chase down, and information to pounce upon. The tracks leveled out and inclined upwards in places, but the spirits and living dead surrounding the cart pushed ahead. Their relief at getting back to home base pattered into my head like refreshing spring rain.

      My eyes grew accustomed to the blackness. I blinked rapidly at the light as a shiver shook my shoulders. Pervasive coldness penetrated every pore. Del's skin felt warm and clammy. I felt for her pulse and her eyes flickered open.

      "We're almost there."

      She grabbed my hand, her gaze flicking back and forth from my face to the roof tunnel. She struggled to sit up. "Aidan?"

      "Treatment for you first." I squeezed her fingertips.

      She moaned at me, but weakly. She'd lost a lot of blood and pushed herself too hard. I felt no malice in Liliwen. A hospital existed. We'd find out soon enough if they had the inclination and ability to heal Del. My feet drummed a fast march against thick wood at the bottom of the cart. It was the beginning of an adventure, into a dragon's lair, drawn into an enticing glow.

      The tracks ended abruptly. Spirits drifted into a cavern full of light and murmuring voices, while the living dead muscled the handcart off the tracks.

      Liliwen spread her arms in a warm invitation. "Welcome to Echo Den."

      I acknowledged her greeting with a nod and stared around the cavern. The living dead busied themselves in all kinds of work. Fifty or sixty people, at least. I openly stared, let out a small gasp. So many sentient dead gathered in one place, spirits and living dead working together, busy in shared tasks.

      Glowing lights hung from the high ceiling, square like the ones that lit the pathway when we'd cycled through the suburbs. The sun couldn't power the solar batteries here, could it? I checked Del again. She was out cold.

      "My friend needs help and quickly." I stumbled out of the cart.

      A man approached us, tall and lithe. Thick dark curls hung against leathered skin. As he neared, a smell of clean earth filled my nostrils.

      "Who have you brought here." He addressed Liliwen, his voice commanding.

      She looked more solid here. A short brown fringe emphasized clear chestnut eyes. She wore cutoff jeans above her blue ballet pumps. "Aidan's mother is searching for her boy. We don’t need someone else bumbling around the tracks above." She nodded towards me. "I didn't want to let the other one go."

      I couldn’t help lifting my eyebrows, but I stayed silent. Liliwen conveniently forgotten to mention I’d come with her willingly. I’d yet to test myself on a platoon of living dead, but no doubt I could command a whole cemetery of spirits.

      The man in front of me was as solid and corporeal as any man I’d ever met. He stood with the bearing of a man used to physical training and sport, beaming out the impression he would handle any situation calmly and decisively.

      My teeth rattled with cold as I stretched out my hand. "Meagan Greystone. I'm not here to cause any harm."

      "Owen Maddox." He took my hand in a firm grip and enveloped my fingers in a glove of ice. "And yet harm is usually the result when a necromancer and the dead intersect."

      A slow current climbed up my arm. The hair on the back of my neck prickled. Was he a sorcerer?

      "Liliwen get her a lab coat." He released my hand and strode to the handcart.

      At the cart, he shook his head, blew out a sigh and called a couple of the living dead to him. Between them, they gently lifted Del out.

      The men held her gently. One with his hands under Del's shoulders, the other lifting her feet from the ground. I traipsed behind them. Both looked recently dead, their bodies in good shape. The spirits were solid, strong, and able to connect with objects as if still alive. The living dead were well preserved, gentle, as if they remembered who they'd been and had lost none of their humanity.

      I turned to Owen. "What's happening here?"

      He returned my gaze. "We will talk, later. Liliwen will take you to Aidan."

      He strode away, quickly disappearing in the huge cavern. Several smaller rooms had been carved into the rock. A long and well-lit tunnel led into the distance. I let out a heavy sigh. So many questions, I didn't want to wait to speak with him, but Del needed treatment. I needed to find Aidan, and his father Ed, and find out about the other men who'd gone missing. The weight of responsibility settled on my shoulders. Whether at Ravenswood or away, I couldn't escape the chains.

      My mouth fell open, I stumbled, and jolted to a stop. I didn't want to escape the responsibility. Not here or at home. It hit me that the mayor and Evie both knew me better than I knew myself.

      "Bring her to the surgery." Liliwen paced ahead.

      The men bent their heads to follow Liliwen through a low door into one of the smaller rooms. I gathered my thoughts, scooted after them, and found myself in an empty waiting room. Chairs lined one wall; a compact desk faced the chairs. I followed the men through another carved doorway into a much larger room lined with mattresses on the floor.

      Del groaned as the men lowered her onto one of the empty mattresses. I rushed to her side, dropped to my knees, and took her hand in mine.

      "Aidan," she muttered.

      "I will find him now," I whispered back. "They’ll look after you here. I'll be back soon."

      A woman, clad in a white coat and very much alive, walked towards us. This must be the doctor Liliwen spoke of. My eyes widened. I hadn't expected anyone alive to be working with the undead here. The doctor opened Del's vest and inspected the injury.

      She lifted her head to face me. "I heard we have a necromancer among us. You have partially healed her?"

      My face heated. "We didn't have time for me to finish. She didn't want me to touch her—"

      "I'm not criticizing you. I need to know what you did and how."

      I fumbled my satchel open, withdrew the healing wand that came to me from my mother's side of the family. The polished green crystal, flecked with mottled dark red splashes, was set into a copper clasp, with two bronze dragons breathing fire towards the crystal as if to warm it. Their tails curled around the long slim handle and around each other. The whole beautiful item, no fatter than my finger and the same length as my hand, fit snugly against my palm.

      The doctor took it, rotated it in her fingers then handed it back. Her brow lifted. "It is unusual for a necromancer to also heal?"

      "Tell me about it."

      "You used death energy, yet I see no harmful effects."

      Except the pain thrown back at me, but she didn’t need to know about that. "You know about such healing?"

      "Several witches live here. I enjoy learning from them." She returned the wand to me, and held out her hand. "I’m Doctor Graham. You are the first necromancer to join our group."

      After shaking my hand quickly, she turned back to Del and peeled off the patches Glynn had stuck all over her shoulder. "These have lost their effectiveness. I'll get her on a drip with antibiotics and painkillers."

      "You're not dead. Are you a prisoner—"

      "Well spotted, and no." Dr. Graham busied herself with a needle in Del's arm. "All kind of people live at Echo Den. We make it work."

      All kind of people, making it work together. It sounded too good to be true.

      "I think her veins are healed and her bones are knitting together."

      "If they weren't, she'd be dead by now." Dr. Graham pressed her fingertips around the edges of the wound.

      "Her arm. There's a cut on her arm too."

      "Don't worry, minor wounds won't pose a problem."

      Liliwen handed me a large white coat. "I'll take you to Aidan."

      She sped to the door. Dr. Graham seemed professional and capable. I could leave Del in her hands. I squeezed Del's fingertips again, wriggled into the oversize lab coat, and darted after Liliwen.

      I followed her past busy hives of people, some working on machinery, others in something that looked like a school chemistry lab, then through a small room, a long narrow tunnel, and finally into another room, filled with delicate foliage that reminded me of the huge greenhouse at St. Stephen's orphanage.

      Warm air drifted across my skin. The bright light accentuated air misty with water droplets.

      "Aidan," Liliwen called, "you have a visitor."

      Shuffling steps sounded from the far end of the room. I stepped forward.

      Liliwen grabbed my arm, her wispy fingertips icy cold against my bare skin. "Wait. No need to startle him."

      A young man edged his way toward us. Thick blond hair hung over his eyes, his startled gaze flicked from Liliwen to me. He looked older than the 14 years I knew him to be, but he gazed through his mother's eyes. No doubt this was Aidan.

      He stopped about three feet away, stared at the ground. "I don't know her."

      Liliwen drifted closer to him, clasped a misty hand on his shoulder. "This is Meagan. She brought your mother here."

      "Mom?" Aidan glanced at Liliwen.

      "She's okay," I said. "She's in the hospital, but she'll be okay."

      "See her now?" Aidan glanced at Liliwen again.

      "Later my dear, she is resting now. Meagan wants to see for herself that you are well."

      Aidan fixed a steady stare just below my eyes. "I'm well."

      "Your mother was worried. Your medication..."

      "I'm okay. It's good here."

      "Your father—"

      "He's okay too."

      Ed alive, and okay. My face burst into a smile that I quickly erased. If only Glynn were here, but at least I'd soon be giving Del double-barreled good news.

      Aidan shuffled his feet. I reminded myself of his youth and autism, he might not be comfortable with conversation. I pointed at the greenery. "What are you doing?"

      "Can I show her?" he asked Liliwen.

      "She's not going anywhere." Liliwen fixed a cold stare on my face. "You can show her."

      He turned without speaking and walked towards the back of the room. Liliwen didn't move, so I darted after him.

      At the wall he turned right, and I scurried after him. We traipsed along a corridor with carved rock on one side and a wall of living green on the other. Pipes, screwed into the stone, traveled the length of the wall.

      "I had no idea you could grow such healthy plants so far underground." I caught up to him.

      He grunted a low response.

      "Do you enjoy gardening?"

      "No." He turned sharply into a narrow pathway through the greenery. "I like the engineering stuff better. But Owen asked me to help out in the garden."

      At the end of the foliage, we came to another stone wall. He stopped at a small shed, beckoned me closer and showed me a metal box covered in dials. Pipes from the walls, from across the floor, and running down the wall from the ceiling fed into this box.

      "It's clever." Aidan's voice came alive, his face shone with interest. "I control temperature, water, and light. Professor Warburton is teaching me how the plants grow best."

      "What powers it?" Something preserved the living dead here. Did it also power this subterranean garden?

      "The sun, wind, some sort of gas too. But I haven't learned about that yet."

      "Where is your father, Aidan? Do you know anything about the other soldiers?"

      He leaned back on his heels, rocked back and forth. "I told you, he is okay."

      No point in distressing Aidan. I turned the conversation back to the plants he tended, until Liliwen returned to let me know Owen was ready to speak with me.

      

      Running to keep up, I followed Liliwen back down the long corridor. The cabling along the walls ended and we crossed through a succession of dimly lit small rooms.

      I was completely lost.

      Oil lanterns fastened at irregular intervals along the walls cast odd shapes of yellow light and emphasized the lost-in-a-tomb feeling. Finally, at a T-junction, we turned into a wider tunnel where light spilled from a natural cave within the rock.

      Liliwen gestured for me to wait in the corridor and darted into the cave.

      Shivering, I hugged the lab coat around me, stepped back against the wall and waited.

      A few seconds later, she returned for me. At the entrance to the cave, she pointed to a chair against the opposite wall. She dashed out again as if in a hurry to get back to whatever I'd interrupted. I sat and waited. Bookshelves lined the walls, but most were empty and the contents filled boxes stacked neatly against the door.

      Owen sat in profile at a small table covered in books and journals. He wrote in the last few pages of a leather-bound notebook, his strokes broad and confident. His strong shoulders lifted to his ears once or twice as he tapped the pen to the side of his face. When he frowned, fine lines around his eyes creased into salt and pepper hair at his temples. In profile, his straight nose and firm jaw radiated power. I guessed him to be in his mid-40s, maybe older but still devastatingly handsome. Was it a useful trait for leadership? I was glad of the silence. It gave me time to consider my questions.

      Del lay in a hospital bed, treated by a living doctor who understood magic healing and seemed to know her stuff. I'd met with Aidan and he seemed happy. It was as if he'd found his tribe, a group of people so different they had no issues accepting an autistic kid into their midst. Ed was alive and well. Three huge ticks. Now finally I would meet the man in charge.

      After a couple of minutes, he spun the chair around to face me. His penetrating eyes scanned my face, his fingertips beat a steady rhythm on the tabletop. "You arrive in a rush. Demand to see people who are here under my protection." He brought his fingertips together in a steeple. "Who do you think you are?"
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      Seconds passed, though it felt longer.

      Sitting in the private sanctuary of Owen Maddox, the leader of this intriguing group of living dead, the question he’d just asked rang in my head. What gave me the right to march into Echo Den and demand both assistance and information? He deserved as many answers as I wanted.

      "We haven't been properly introduced." I stretched out my hand. "I'm Meagan Greystone. My home is Ravenswood Manor."

      He inclined his head and gripped my hand in an icy handshake. "I know of it, near the market town of Winterhurst?"

      I nodded and waited for the slow current to climb up my arm, like it did the first time we shook hands. The hair on the back of my neck prickled, but so slightly it could just have been from the cold. If he was a sorcerer, he kept his natural power in check this time.

      "We have the honor of a visiting witch. One with both necromantic and healing powers." Dark circles under his eyes weighed down his face. Black and gray stubble decorated his chin. "A rare combination. An intriguing marriage of skills. And experience?"

      I smiled politely. "More experience than my age might indicate. Thank you for assisting Del, and for speaking with me."

      He cocked his head on one side. "I am not fooled. I see the wisdom of the ancients in your eyes. Can I refuse to speak with you?" The tone of his voice held a challenge. "Do I have a choice?"

      He continued to gaze into my face, an unassuming confidence encircling him. His appraisal of me held no ill-will. I gave him a genuine smile. No point in wasting energy fighting with him.

      "I need answers to a few questions, and on top of that I'm full of curiosity, but you are entitled to your privacy, as long as it's not hurting anyone else."

      His strong brows arched, thick eyelashes framed his eyes, so thick he could have advertised mascara. Flecks of silver swam in blue-gray eyes the color and intensity of a sparrow-hawk. I pressed my fingernails into my palms as heat climbed up my throat and settled on my cheeks.

      Obvious how he gained leadership of this group of undead. He beamed out charisma in a delicious aura of tantalizing perfume.

      He knew it, and smiled slightly. "What are you doing so far from home?"

      It seemed reasonable to answer his questions, if I wanted answers to mine. I swallowed my embarrassment. "I followed Glynn here."

      "Captain Glynn Buckley?"

      "You know him?" Owen's expression didn't change but he nodded once, so I continued. "He's a major now. He rushed here, then I read a report in the Winterhurst paper. All the information suggested troubles with undead, so I caught the train here."

      "They let you through the checkpoint?"

      "I'm on official business." I wriggled my spine straight.

      His lips twitched. "Here to rid the world of pesky undead?"

      "No." I gesticulated my palms open. "I seek to understand."

      "Then what?"

      "I'll help resolve the issues. I want what's best for the living and the dead."

      "Why?" Owen sounded genuinely curious.

      "It's what I do."

      His fingers stilled. "We want to help. The pains we've taken not to hurt." He shook his head. When he looked up, he grinned with a smile that lit up his face. "We get no credit, just an assumption that all we do is eat brains."

      I smiled at his joke. We both knew no undead lusted after brains.

      He lifted his palms as if to suggest he was prepared to be entirely open. "You've answered my questions. It's your turn."

      "You're keeping several people prisoner. Will you release them?"

      "That's not what I expected for your first question. I know Liliwen explained we are cautious about releasing the captives. We could not withstand a full-scale military attack here. I will keep my people safe."

      "Then how long—"

      "We must finish our work. If freed, the captives may be able to find their way back here. We can't release them until we can move."

      That explained the empty shelves and boxes of books. "What is your work?"

      "It was our intention, still is, to gift a working solar-powered railway back to the people of Brimbank. Most of us have descendants living above. We won't harm any of them. The attacks are too dangerous for both the soldiers and us. As soon as the train system is finished we will leave." He pointed towards the filled boxes next to the door. "And to answer your next question, we should be finished in the next few weeks."

      That explained the power for the lighting and the machines they were using. Questions about how they collected solar energy; how they stored it for later use; how they could run a whole railway on solar power bubbled to the front of my brain. I pushed them to one side. A topic for another time maybe, but not now.

      "I don't understand Colonel Asher's repeated attacks. You've never initiated an attack against them?"

      "Never. Why would we? What would that gain us?"

      I shrugged in response. Understandable why the military might clean up addicts in the unpatrolled inner suburbs. But why would Asher risk his men against a group of living dead and spirits who weren't causing any harm?

      "It had me beat too." Owen watched my face closely.

      "Had?"

      "I've met with a steam power consortium. They are uninterested in our engineering for solar and wind power."

      "Could they be behind the attacks? If you gift a solar-powered train service back to the city, they won't be able to charge for their steam-powered version."

      He shrugged. "That explains the consortium. It doesn't explain Asher."

      "Unless, he's linked with them somehow. Maybe he benefits from putting you guys out of business?"

      "Your guess is as good as mine. Both made it clear they want nothing to do with us. The last time I visited Asher to try and negotiate peace, he arrested me. Locked me in a metal cell. I felt many pairs of eyes watching me. They made it hot, then cold. Dark, then lit with so many different colors I lost count. I'm not sure what he expected." Owen rolled up his sleeve. An ugly burn scar circled his arm from his wrist to his elbow. "Apparently, they wanted to see how well my skin healed after burning."

      I pulled his arm closer to me. I winced. Thick scarring showed where multiple burns seared through his skin. Nothing justified such cruelty. "You're here. So, he let you go?"

      Owen laughed again. "No. A soldier, a cousin of mine, found out they planned to burn me alive. He found the key and released me."

      His voice held no bitterness. No anger. But resentment swirled in my gut. I sensed no evil in this man, no hidden agendas, nor any egotistical urges. "Is that all you're doing here? Working on the train?"

      He cast a steady gaze over my face. "You're dying to ask I know."

      I jumped to my feet. Strode across the room with my hands gesticulating. "How are you doing it? I see spirits stronger than any that I've met. I see corpses as fresh as if they just died, and fuller of humanity than many of the living. Yet I've also seen a couple of corpses decayed, perhaps dying all over again."

      He nodded. "Hundreds of years ago, when such things mattered, Brimbank was built at the intersection of two pronounced ley lines. With the right magic, it's the perfect place to foster and support us."

      "I've read about ley lines. I'd kill to get my hands on my library now." I jolted to a stop. "Figure of speech. I wouldn't really kill anyone."

      He cocked his head to one side again.

      "Only if there was no other choice." I glowered back at him.

      A smile sparkled in his eyes. "We have a small library, and we count two earth witches among our number. Between the books and their knowledge, we understand the power of the ley as well as anyone ever has."

      I twitched at the mention of old and experienced earth witches. Father taught me necromancy, but my mother wasn't around to teach me her magical skills.

      He noticed the jerk in my steps, but didn't mention it when he spoke. "The belief these lines possess spiritual power is not new."

      "I've never attributed any supernatural significance to leys. I thought they were ancient trade and ceremonial pathways, possibly dating back to the Neolithic, certainly pre-Roman—"

      "These lines resonate with psychic and mystical energy." He circled his fingers like Glynn did when he wanted to hurry the conversation along. "Here the crossroad gives enough psychic energy to sustain both spirits and the bodily undead."

      "So where is this leading? Soldiers attack. You hide them away. You say you'll move when you finish your work. But the psychic energy? What will sustain you if you move? Where will you go?"

      He shrugged again.

      This wasn't right. Who were they hurting? What drove Asher? I had to find a way to persuade him to leave them alone. Owen still stared into my face. Waiting for another question, or perhaps waiting for me to take some sort of punitive action.

      "I've seen Aidan is in good health. He seems happy too, in his own way. I'd like to check on the soldiers you have here."

      Owen's eyes flashed. "You don't trust me?"

      Good question. The answer was no, not yet. "I'd say we trust one another equally. I need to check on the prisoners myself."

      As soon as I let Glynn know the men were safe, he'd be prepared to talk, I knew he would. I had to get back to the base. Assuming this morning's raid didn't succeed.

      I struggled to keep my face blank. I didn't want to give-away a hint about Glynn’s early morning raid. Hopefully their search bought them nowhere near Echo Den. "To succeed in dissuading Glynn and his colonel from attacking you again, I must convince them the missing men are unharmed."

      "You'll need to convince them of more than that." Owen tilted his head, his chin jutted out.

      "Help me." Quivers of frustration swirled in my belly. "Let me help you."

      He laughed again. "You might be able to command some of us. But how do you plan to work your magic on the living who want us gone. Permanently?"

      "I don't know. Yet. But I know Glynn. He won't wage war against you if you aren't a danger to the people here. But I must convince him the missing soldiers are okay. So, you need to convince me of that."

      "You put me in an impossible position. How can I trust you? Yet how can I stop you from doing whatever you damn well want to do?" He lifted his palm to silence me. "Oh yes, your fame has spread. Maybe not among the living, but many here tell the story of how you raised the entire cemetery at Winterhurst."

      While I'd been talking to Aidan, had he quizzed his entire group to find out what he could about me? I let out a small gasp. I should have expected it I suppose. "Those were exceptional circumstances."

      He lifted his eyebrows. "Tell me about it."

      I stepped closer to him. "You knew this about me, and yet you only just mentioned it?"

      "You don't deny it?" He stood, and towered at least a foot taller than me.

      I craned my neck to maintain locked stares. "It's a long story. Complicated."

      "I'm not going anywhere." He sat down again, crossed his legs, and made that annoying motion with his fingers like Glynn did to tell me to hurry up and answer the damn question.

      "You can twirl that finger all you like. I'm going to find your captives." I stomped to the doorway.

      He leapt from the chair and grabbed my arm. "Not so fast."

      Definite sparks this time. My own power eddied in my abdomen. I faced him. "You are a witch yourself."

      He backed away. "No, not a witch. I have limited healing powers. A blessing before Dr. Graham joined us."

      What else hadn't he told me? I pushed out with my senses, he squirmed in response to my probing. Still no malice, no anger. We stood a few feet apart, wary, waiting. I huffed out a peeved breath and rubbed my temples, a headache niggled.

      After a couple of minutes, he lifted his hands in surrender. "Okay, let's visit the captives."

      In a well-lit corridor, I trailed behind Owen. He had good reason to be cautious about anyone, let alone a necromancer with the possibility of controlling and interfering. He didn't know anything about me, except the stories he'd heard and what he could see with his own eyes. Still, the headache chafed and threatened to grow worse.

      Back in the main hall, he spoke quietly with a decaying corpse working on a small metal box. This one was skin and bone, his eyes sunken in his face, his leathery skin stuck to his bones, tufts of hair dotted across his scalp.

      His eyes narrowed as Owen spoke to him. He nodded at Owen, and glowered at me. He wiped oily fingers across his shirt and lumbered toward me. With cloudy eyes, he stared into my face as if daring me to command him. His anger pounded against my body. I ignored the power surging in my chest, damped down an instinct that told me to command him. We stood staring at one another for several seconds.

      "What do you want to see the men for? Our word not good enough for you?" He dropped his gaze to the floor. "Sure, I'll take you to them."

      He pivoted unsteadily on one heel, balanced himself and marched to yet another dark corridor. I darted after him and groped my way along the wall. Symbols carved at hand height stood out. I didn't recognize all of them, but my fingertips found the runic alphabet, pentagrams, triquetra of many sizes, and a double spiral that turned into a huge maze. It felt like a giant exercise book in stone.

      The man loped ahead, one leg dragging behind him.

      "I don't know your name," I said.

      "You don't need it," he answered.

      "Why are you more decayed than the others?"

      He stopped suddenly, I almost smacked into his back.

      He spun and pushed me against the wall, his arm across my throat. He let out a sound that was almost a giggle. "Don't you know?"

      "I'm not trying to trick you." I struggled against the weight pressing on my throat. "I don't know why some of you are more decayed than others."

      "You expect me to explain it all, do you?" Sunken eyes stared at me, intelligent despite the decaying flesh around them.

      The bony arm pressed across my throat. If I could have swallowed I would have gagged on the stench of rotting flesh and moldy bones. I kicked against the man's legs, dug my fingernails into the rotting flesh. I pushed the command to release me into his head. He pressed even harder against my throat. If I didn't get air soon I'd pass out. I bundled my anger and frustration into a swirling black arrow of energy and thrust it into what remained of the man's brain.
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      The decaying man recoiled, hands pressed to his temples. I slid down the rough wall gasping for breath. His screams echoed the length of the corridor. Footsteps sounded and strong hands lifted me. Someone stood me up against the wall. I heard my name but from far, far away. Someone thrust a flask of water to my lips and dripped a few drops into my mouth.

      Slowly, I remembered Echo Den and what I was doing there.

      Owen laid a cold hand on my shoulder. "Sip it. Gently now."

      "He tried to kill me." The words croaked out of my bruised throat. "I didn't want to hurt anyone."

      "I'll deal with him. He knows better than to attack a guest here."

      "All I did was ask him why he is so decayed."

      "A sore point I'm afraid." Owen held the flask to my lips while I drank.

      "He shouldn't be permanently damaged. But his brain was already badly scarred and shrunk."

      Owen didn't need to know I tried to command the man and failed, that it hurt me to push pain points into his brain. Owen was a little scared of me. Or at least a little wary. I wanted to keep it that way.

      "It's not just water?"

      "A soothing concoction from one of our witches."

      The pain in my throat eased with every sip. "Why a sore point?"

      "He was an addict before he came to us. He was killed in a military raid, but they missed his body and left to rot in the sun."

      "That led to his current decay?"

      "Honestly?" Owen shrugged." We don't know, but it seems to be a factor. Can you walk?"

      "I'm fine." I drank the last of the soothing liquid.

      "Then I'll show you to our guests myself."

      Someone led the still whimpering man away. I stroked my throat, swallowing seemed to work fine again, the concoction worked a treat. If I got a chance after seeing the captives, it would be great to meet with the earth witches Owen mentioned. But first, check on the soldiers.

      With his hand at the small of my back, Owen guided me to the end of the dark corridor. Cursing like a sailor, he struggled with an old key in a rusty lock. When the lock opened, he shouldered the heavy door open and we exited the tunnel into a regular square-shaped room lined with plaster and filled with bluish light from globes on the ceiling.

      "This room is different to the rest of the cavern—"

      "Built as part of the original underground train loops." Owen pulled another key from his pocket, opened an iron grill, and motioned me through. The same blue light flickered in this room.

      "Keep walking this way." Owen pointed to a dirty brick wall about ten paces away. "We turn left, then right, the men are in there. In good health. Just like I told you."

      If I was crazy to trust this man, I was about to find out. I strode to the brick wall and turned left, followed another corridor a few paces then turned right.

      The blue light shone brighter here, into a room the size of a large dormitory. Two men lay on beds at one end of the room, another three lounged on an old sofa at the other end. Another man tended a large pot bubbling on a gas stove in the center of the room. The smell of chicken soup wafted to my nose.

      Two men sat at a table playing cards. That made eight out of nine missing men accounted for.

      The man cooking soup pointed to the battered table surrounded by mismatched and equally battered chairs. "You want some?'"

      I shook my head. "I'm not hungry. But thank you."

      "How did they catch you?"

      "I came with Del, she is looking for her husband and son. I found Aidan. Now I need to find Ed."

      One of the men on the beds swung his feet to the floor. "Sergeant Tanner at your service, ma’am." With a wince, he jutted out his chest. "Del is here? Where is she? With Aidan?"

      Owen sauntered to the sofa to chat with the men there. It could have been a soldier's dormitory anywhere. Owen behaved more like a friend than a jailer.

      I crossed the floor to sit at Ed's bedside. He scrubbed his fist across his forehead. "I suppose Del came looking for Aidan. Why isn’t she here?"

      "A minor confrontation with a bunch of twitchers."

      "Minor? What the…" He stood, hands stiff at his sides. "What the hell where you two thinking? Where is she?"

      "In the hospital, here. She's going to be okay."

      "What happened?"

      I gave him a condensed version of our run in with the group of twitchers, though not about my healing of her wound. "Glynn covered her in special sticking plaster, and now Dr. Graham is tidying everything up."

      "At least you had the sense to take Buckley with you. You’re with him?"

      I nodded. It wasn't exactly a lie, Glynn might not have wanted me here but, hey, here I was. "Are you okay? Are they looking after you?"

      He dropped back onto the bed, beads of sweat lined his upper lip. "They've done what they can. A fever is lingering, that's all."

      I rummaged in my satchel, pulled out the squares that Glynn gave me. "Will this help?"

      "Can't hurt." He turned his back to me and lifted his shirt.

      I stuck a square on either side of a thick bandage. "Who shot you?"

      He settled onto his back with a grimace. "I don't know. But one of us. An accident in the confusion."

      A cold draft brushed across the back of my neck. A soldier sat on the next bed. I turned my gaze from Ed to the newcomer and found myself staring into the glazed eyes of a new corpse.

      I guess this is missing man number nine.

      "What's happened to me?" the dead man asked me.

      "Powerful magic works here." I rested my hand on his knee. "At this intersection of ley lines, people die but then live again, either as corpses or strong spirits."

      "I don't like it," he whispered.

      A tear rolled down his cheek; he wiped it away with a broken hand. "Help me."

      "I'll try and help."

      I tried to swallow, I couldn’t look him in the eye. If he were a spirit and wanted to die properly, I could take him back to the Shadow Glades if that’s what he wanted, or even to the Realm of the Dead. But this guy was a living dead. I’d have no choice but to kill him again with either fire, or a fatal blow to his head. I'd done it before. But that didn't mean I enjoyed it.

      A distant, coarse, metal–on–metal grating sound interrupted my thoughts.

      "That's the gate," one of the men said.

      A broad-shouldered man strode into the room and whispered to Owen.

      "As you can see Meagan." Owen circled his arm around the room. "These men are well cared for. And now I suggest you get a nap while we prepare for another attack."

      He marched to the exit. I ran after him. "What do you know about an attack?"

      At the metal door, he glanced at his watch. "Will be a regular squad, in around three hours. I've heard, Buckley will be leading it himself. My sources are good, are they not?"

      "They haven't found Echo Den yet. What are you preparing?"

      "You do ask a lot of questions. We can't risk an attack here after everything we've worked for. Fear not, your friend Major Buckley is in no danger from us. I'll lead a small group to divert them away from here."

      "Let me come with you. I'll talk with Glynn."

      Owen's eyes flashed with amusement. "You are an expert in combat as well, are you?"

      "We must avoid combat. I must talk with Glynn. As soon as he knows the men are here and unharmed, he will talk rather than shoot."

      "Not to me, I’ll wager." Owen crossed his arms, his stare boring into my face. "Perhaps we are tired of running diversion tactics. Perhaps we will fight back. Do you still want to tag along?"

      "I'm not letting that happen." In the narrow dark tunnels, it would be mayhem. Completely understandable that Owen and his people grew tired of the continual attempts to attack and capture them. But it wasn't happening, not on my watch. The previous attacks against them may have failed. But Glynn led this one. People would get hurt, on both sides. I pressed fingertips to my temples as my headache ratcheted up a notch. "Let me help you."

      "Why should I believe you want to help us? You. Of all people. What's in it for you?"

      "What can I do to make you believe I'm not like any other necromancer you've ever met, or heard of? I admit I want to make sure Glynn isn't harmed as well."

      "You just seek to understand." Owen parroted my own words back at me. "Give me one good reason why I should even consider helping you to talk to Glynn."

      "Because we need to end the conflict, not escalate it."

      I resisted the temptation to try and push an order into Owen's head. He was strong. Stronger than the decayed man who resisted me. Even attempting it would show Owen I couldn't be trusted. He waited for me to try something—the look in his eyes challenged me to.

      After what seemed like an age, he nodded once. "If you even try to lead the squad here, we will kill you. Or at least die trying."

      "I've no reason to do that." Stuck in the middle of this conflict, I felt like I was the only one who wanted no-one harmed.

      "Show her to a bed." Owen spoke to the broad-shouldered man. He rested his hand on my shoulder. "It's time we trusted one another. I give you my word we will wake you, so you can join the diversion party."

      He marched away. The man pointed back down the corridor to the dormitory. He followed me and pulled a folding bed from the wall. I glanced around the room. Ed and the other soldiers stared at me with hope in their faces. I didn't want to see any other soldiers accidentally shot with friendly fire either.

      Dear Haebeth, what a day. Even though I'd risen before sunrise to travel here, jumped off a train, healed Del at the twitchers’ hang out, and fatigue dragged at my limbs, I couldn't sleep. I relived every word Glynn and I spoke to on one another, grimaced at all the words I could have said and didn’t. Glynn and his men must be close to massing at Westmead Station by now. He'd know Del and I disobeyed him and continued the search for Aidan.

      He'd be worried and angry—so angry. If we found him, would he even want to talk with me?

      

      Cold air brushed across my face. I must've dozed for a short while. I swung my legs to the ground, wobbling as I stood.

      "Time to leave." Liliwen hung in the air before me. "Take a moment to steady yourself. You'll need your wits about you."

      One of the soldiers handed me a welcome cup of water. He walked straight through Liliwen—I guess he didn't see her.

      Two living dead met me at the gate and led me back to the main cavern. We joined another seven undead, everyone pulling on vests with bulging pockets. The vests looked the same as the ones worn by Glynn and Del when we left Del's house. Maybe the pockets were bulging with weapons they'd taken from the soldiers they'd imprisoned?

      This diversion group believed in packing weaponry like Del. I sucked in a deep breath. This could get messy.

      "You are armed." I stated the observation aloud.

      One of the group, a confident and natural leader, shared orders with the rest. She stopped and turned to face me. "Of course we are armed. We will try to create a diversion. But if that fails, we are prepared to fight."

      Two spirits, one quite solid, the other as transparent as Liliwen, hung at the edges of the group. I waited a little distance from them. Their wariness rippled over me in probing waves. They weren't sure of me; I wasn't sure of them either. After a few minutes, Owen joined us. He nodded to the leader, and she gave a small salute in return. Perhaps she'd been part of the Armed Forces in her previous life. Perhaps they both had. Instinctively I angled myself away from him. He hadn't said anything about his previous life, and I hadn't asked.

      "Get her a vest." Owen pointed at one of the men. He gave orders as briskly and confidently as Glynn.

      Someone shoved an army vest into my hands.

      "I don't need this—"

      "Put it on. You aren't bullet-proof." Owen's voice held a hint of amusement. "And get that white lab coat off—we don't need to advertise our presence."

      Imitating the leader, I gave him a stiff salute as I wriggled out of the coat. I adjusted my satchel so it rested against the small of my back, wriggled into the too-big vest and zippered it shut. No, I wasn't bullet-proof, but hopefully no bullets would fly this time.

      My pulse pounded in my ears. How would Glynn react? How would Owen's group react when they encountered Glynn’s squad? In the dark tunnels, everyone confused and scared, we could all be dead before I got a chance to talk with him.

      Deep in my own thoughts, I almost missed the signal to move. We marched to the back of the cavern. Another corridor took us to a roughly hewn tunnel and a set of narrow stairs leading up into blackness. Owen signaled for me to go ahead of him. I pressed my hands against the walls on either side, and climbed one step at a time until we arrived at a landing. Thankfully someone grabbed a lantern from a hook on the wall and lit it. Silently we followed another tunnel ramping upwards, until we arrived at train tracks.

      By the time we stepped onto the tracks, my legs trembled with exertion. I couldn't think of anything except catching my breath. The woman with the lantern took her place at the front of our lineup and a murky puddle of light danced on the tracks. The two spirits sped away. Owen whispered to keep quiet. I took several deep breaths to calm my racing pulse. We tiptoed single file along the narrow ledge next to the tracks.

      In a few moments, the spirits returned and reported the location of Glynn and his squad.

      Glynn.

      My heart lurched. When the medic reported that neither Del nor I waited at the station he must've felt sick with worry. I hadn't set out to worry him. I should have tried harder. Made Del wait for the medic, then slipped off to explore the tunnels by myself. Would that have made things any better? As far as Glynn knew I'd still be MIA.

      "Meagan." Owen tapped my elbow. "You still with us?"

      Too late now to change the choices I’d made.

      I nodded quickly, bottled my conflicting emotions, and followed the others along a narrow ledge. I concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other, my shoulder scraping along the rough wall as I paced.

      After what felt like an eternity, we arrived at a wider ledge. Wide enough for us to form a tight, silent circle around Owen. Where we were in relation to Echo Den, or Westmead Station, was anyone's guess. My ears strained for any sound that could have signaled Glynn and his squad.

      "We'll meet them at section eighty-five." Owen spoke clearly. "Only use as much force as needed to convince the squad we come from the loop."

      "What if someone is injured?" I whispered.

      "We'll try to avoid that."

      "We have little capacity to heal any more living," someone at the back muttered.

      "That's why we will avoid injuries," Owen answered sharply.

      We followed another narrow ledge until we arrived at a much wider tunnel. Four tracks ran parallel to one another. We crossed the tracks to the ledge opposite. The leader crouched and signaled for us all to do the same.

      "They are up ahead," Owen whispered to me.

      "Let me try, please."

      "Remember what I said."

      "And you remember my words too."

      "Go. Take the lantern, they'll see you coming."

      Lantern in hand, I paced as quickly as I could along the ledge. Many footsteps sounded ahead, muffled as if the soldiers stepped carefully—probably ready to shoot at anything that moved. I had to trust Glynn had them disciplined and under control. That he'd be happy to see me. My tight leg muscles didn't want to move. I fought an overwhelming urge to hide in shadows. I cleared my throat, tensed my jaw to stop my lips from trembling, and held the lantern high above me.

      "Glynn," I called out. "It's me, Meagan."
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      My voice echoed around the tunnel as if I'd shouted down a well. My feet felt rooted to the spot. Owen and his people crouched behind me; Glynn and his squad marched toward me.

      What the hell am I doing? This is a crazy idea.

      My body temperature rose as if surrounded by a Turkish bath rather than the cold tunnels. But how else could I stop this attack and talk to Glynn?

      I had to press on.

      Perhaps they hadn't heard me. I cleared my throat. "Major Buckley—"

      "Don't shoot." Glynn barked out the order and strode to me. "What the hell? Have you any idea how worried I've been?"

      "Yes. I'm sorry." Heat tingled in my face. I knew every idea. If our positions were reversed I’d be worried sick, and angry enough to kick a dozen blanket boxes. "I can explain."

      "Make it quick. Twitchy fingers. Where is Del? You are together I assume?"

      "They are treating Del—"

      "They?"

      "We found Aidan. He’s happy and working in the garden—"

      "They?" Glynn stepped closer, a command to answer the question clear in his tone.

      I lowered my voice. "Living dead, living in peace—"

      "What the hell have you been snorting. They killed nine men."

      "No. They are looking after everyone." No time now to explain about the dead soldier who hated his new life. I’d put my trust in what they told me. That they wanted no one hurt.

      If they harmed a hair on Glynn's head, I'd show them what a furious necromancer could do.

      I placed the lantern on the ledge and stepped down to where Glynn stood. He had every right to be livid with me.

      "I don't know whether to kiss you or put you over my knee." Glynn touched my face with trembling fingers.

      One of the men behind Glynn sniggered. I encircled my hand around his fingers and leaned toward him. Only hours since we’d seen one another, but it felt like a lifetime ago. I ached to hug him close to me, but it didn’t seem appropriate in the setting.

      "Did you find Ed?"

      "He said he was accidentally shot by one of his own men." I gripped Glynn’s hand. "In the confusion."

      "You've spoken with him?"

      "He's fine, honestly. They are well fed, and well treated."

      "I believe you." Glynn softened his tone. "I don't know what to make of it."

      He paced to the other side of the tunnel and back. He stared at the spot where Owen and his men huddled, glanced away, and rested his hand on my shoulder. "I need my men released."

      "As soon as you guys stop attacking them." My mouth dried. "They are working on some stuff. They’ll move soon. If you'd meet with Owen and talk things through. They didn't start this."

      "Bullshit." Col. Asher's voice boomed from down the tunnel.

      The sound of heavy strides grew closer.

      "Get away." Glynn hissed the words at me. "You're not Asher's favorite person."

      Glynn turned to face Asher. "Colonel, I wasn't expecting to see you here."

      I backed to the ledge. Glynn's surprise sounded genuine. A heavy weight settled in my stomach. I wasn't expecting to see Asher here either. At Del's house, Asher’s hands trembled, tremors shook his arms. No sign of shakiness now. He held a weapon in a firm grip, his stance as straight as any soldiers in history.

      "Obviously." In one word, Asher tangled together sarcasm and scorn. "I see the witch still hangs around despite my orders to the contrary."

      "I can explain, sir."

      "No need, Major. I can see for myself she is no ordinary witch. You did well to expose her. Though I still have questions about your loyalty, and you will answer them."

      Glynn glanced in my direction before stepping closer towards the Colonel. "Sir—"

      "Bring as many as you can alive. I especially want their leader and the witch." Colonel Asher kept his stare fixed on my face. "Buckley, I expect you will want to have a quiet conversation with ex-Sergeant Maddox. Don't kill him. That's a direct order, make sure you obey at least that one."

      Owen had been a sergeant? And he and Glynn knew one another? I swiveled my head to try and see how Owen reacted, but all the living dead stayed still and silent against the tunnel walls.

      "Maddox?" Glynn’s voice shook. "Show yourself."

      I lifted my hands in a plea. "Colonel, why won't you talk with them? Negotiate a peace."

      "I'll rot in Hell before I negotiate anything with a bunch of insane corpses."

      "They aren't like any other undead you've ever—"

      He pointed the gun at my chest. "Shut up. I'd like you taken alive. But I want him more."

      My heart hammered within the bulletproof vest Owen insisted I wear. "They want to give the city technology for free. Why are you against that?"

      "I don't have to explain anything to you."

      "Your men and the people living here deserve to know what's going on."

      Ignoring the colonel, Glynn pushed past me. He pulled a small torch from his pocket and flashed light into the depths of the tunnel behind me. His slow intake of breath spiked fear in my gut. Something happened between the two men. How would I get them to talk now?

      "You know why I did what I did," Owen said clearly. "I didn't want her dead. But you were the commanding officer. I had to follow orders, you would have died if I'd tried to save her."

      This was the mage who saved Glynn's life? The man Glynn blamed for his old girlfriend’s death?

      Colonel Asher smiled for a brief second, pointed his gun at the tunnel roof and pulled the trigger.

      The deafening noise forced my hands to my ears.

      As I edged back to Owen and his men, they tossed small metal canisters into the tunnel. Flashing light dazzled my eyes. Brilliant white light many times brighter than if someone took a flash picture right in front of my face. For a few seconds, I couldn't see anything.

      My ears buzzed at a succession of explosions. I gagged at the stink of steamy sulfur and stale urine. My face throbbed as if someone with a huge fist punched my head, repeatedly.

      No wonder friendly fire hit soldiers. It was impossible to tell who was who, or where I was in comparison to anyone else.

      Something small and hard smacked into my chest, the impact like a hammer against my body. Pain radiated into my abdomen and I fell backward against the ledge.

      Somebody grabbed me under my armpits and dragged me backward. My ankles banged against the tracks until someone picked me up tight against their chest and ran.

      It wasn't Glynn—the man who helped me was as cold as ice.

      More explosions flared. The booming sound pulsed through my body. Coarse retching sounded in the distance. Someone still carried me, hunched but moving swiftly and quietly. Pain still radiated from my wound, its heat fighting a battle with cold seeping from the man's icy chest into my body. Fits of shivering—maybe from injury or cold—kept me alert as we retraced our steps back to Echo Den.

      Owen was the mage who healed Glynn rather than his girlfriend. Owen hadn't told me. But then again, I hadn't asked. That meant he died recently, and Colonel Asher wanted both of us alive.

      What the hell was that about? Whatever it was, it took Glynn by surprise.

      We turned sharply and ran down a steep ramp. The narrow, twisting stairs came next. No way could this man carry me down, no matter how strong he was.

      "Put me down." I tapped the cold chest. "I'll walk down the stairs."

      He placed my feet on the ground and made sure I stood steadily before he let me go. At the landing above the narrow staircase, we regrouped. Silent and still like a set of statues jutting from the wall. One of the men clutched a broken arm to his chest. Blood glistened on Owen's face. Someone snuffed out the lantern and hung it back on the wall.

      No one followed us. No sounds indicated a platoon creeping forward.

      I'd been overly ambitious; my legs couldn't hold me up and I slumped to the ground.

      Someone picked me up again, lifted me over their shoulders like a fireman would an unconscious body, and paced to the top of the steps. With one hand gripping my waistband, he descended. Perhaps it was the blood rushing to my brain, with each step I regained my bearings. One more corridor to go, and we’d be back at the main cavern.

      After the blackness of the tunnels, my eyes blinked at the gentle lights in the large cavern. The man carried me into the surgery and lowered me onto an empty mattress. I fell back against the pillows, the pain in my chest bearable unless I took a deep breath. The man with a broken arm lurched into the surgery and collapsed onto the empty mattress next to me. Del lifted her head at the commotion and raised her eyebrows when she spotted me.

      I wriggled out of the bulletproof vest. Whatever hit me didn't pierce it. I inspected the garment, found a small hole and held it up to show Del.

      She gripped the drip she was attached to and limped across the room to my bed. "You've got a couple of cracked ribs, I’ll wager."

      "It feels like I'm getting stabbed every time I breathe." My vision seemed normal, but I pointed at my ears. "All I can hear is the buzzing of a million furious wasps."

      "That might last a few hours. Can't do much for cracked ribs. Just takes time."

      Dr. Graham ran into the hospital. She inspected a purple bruise spreading over my chest and glanced over the rest of my body. Scratches bled along my legs, my shoulders were red and scraped.

      "None of it will kill you. Can you heal yourself?"

      I lifted my shoulders, and immediately grimaced.

      "She healed me," Del muttered.

      My eyes drifted shut. I'd never purposefully tried to heal myself. I just wanted to sleep and dropped my head to Del's shoulder. But sleep eluded me. My brain ran with questions.

      Colonel Asher was hiding something for sure. Not just hiding something, but fighting an unjust war against Owen and his people. Was it for money, or did something else drive him? An extreme distrust of the undead like his distrust of witches? He thought I was just a witch, imagine what he'd feel if he knew the truth.

      The doctor called over an assistant. Another living human who chose to live with this group of undead, rather than the living in the protected suburbs above ground. He wiped a cloth seeped in iodine across my scratches and scrapes. I jolted back against the pillows as fire seared across my legs. I gripped Del's hand, gritted my teeth against the pain.

      Dr. Graham spoke quickly and sharply. "You can heal yourself. Do it now."

      "Concentrate." Del stroked my hair. "Like you did for me."

      I struggled to catch my breath. "It's a bit easier when your own body isn't screaming in pain."

      "You can do it." She wound her arm around my shoulder.

      Slowly, the searing on my legs and the pounding, stabbing pain in my chest eased enough for me to focus on healing the wound.

      "I need my wand, it's in my bag."

      Del pulled up the flap on my satchel. "What do you need?"

      "My healing wand. Dragon wrapped around a copper handle leading to a Green stone. Flecks of red." I swallowed again.

      Red for blood. Too much blood. Del's, Glynn's, mine, Ed's. The blood in Glynn's amulet.

      Dear Haebeth, please ensure he still has it around his neck.

      Blood streamed down Owen's face. He'd been hurt too. And these people needed him. The wand vibrated in my hand. Just like it did when I first found it embedded in the old oak tree in the forest at Ravenswood. This time it told me to focus on my ribs. I clutched it against my chest, poured energy through the crystal and felt my own power filtered through the healing crystal plunge back into me.

      I gasped. So, this is what concentrated healing power felt like. Foreign at first. An uncomfortable pressure. Octopus fingers reaching deep into my body. Del lay still for this with a much worse injury than me. The least I could do was honor her bravery by surrendering myself to the pain. With acceptance came relief that spread through the tentacles.

      "It gets better," Del whispered. "Don't fight it, float with it."

      I nodded into her chest and got my breathing under control.

      I'm not sure how long we sat there. Del with her arm around me, me gripping her hand as if letting go would be the death of me. Dr. Graham and her assistant fussed around the man with a broken arm. His groans sounded at the periphery of my senses. I kept my focus on mending my ribs so the pain of moving wouldn't slow me down.

      I slept for a few minutes. When I woke, and took a breath, the pain had muted. A dull pressure replaced angry stabs.

      Owen stumbled into the surgery, his hand clasped against a wound on his head. Blood seeped through his fingers, his labored breathing lifting his chest. He collapsed against the wall before the assistant grabbed him. Another man ran to his aid and between them they maneuvered Owen onto one of the empty beds. He slumped against the mattress, his eyes flickering as if he fought sleep.

      Dr. Graham ran to his side, her face ashen.

      Owen was a living dead. How did they heal one another and themselves? There was so much I didn't know, didn't understand about the dead. Stiffness spread across my jaw, my eyes narrowed. I should be the expert, instead I felt like a bystander at an appalling accident.

      Dr. Graham glanced at me, a questioning gaze on her face, but she bit her lip and turned back to Owen. She needed my help, but didn't know how to ask for it. I pushed myself to my feet, gripped the healing wand in my hand, and lumbered across the hospital to Owen.

      I wanted answers. How dare he not tell me he was the mage who saved Glynn's life. I'd been honest with him, yet he kept this one piece of critical information from me.

      He would not be dying today.
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      Dr. Graham and her assistant huddled next to Owen's bed.

      The assistant clipped long strands of black hair from either side of a trench gouged across Owen’s skull. The bloody line trailed from just above his right eye, to the crown of his scalp. Owen lay still, his chest barely moving, beads of sweat running down his white face.

      Owen admitted to healing skills, and now I knew he'd worked as a military healing mage. An uneasy weight settled in my abdomen. I should have asked him if he could heal himself.

      He would not be dying today.

      "You shouldn't be moving." Dr. Graham addressed me.

      "I'll lie down once I've helped. What do you have to repair this wound?" My gaze moved from Dr. Graham to her assistant.

      The assistant answered. "Not a lot. Basic dressings, antibiotics and anti-inflammatories."

      "Taken from Army supplies?"

      He nodded without looking up from clipping Owen's hair.

      "You can't have many. The medical bags you've grabbed from attack parties can't amount to much."

      He glanced at me. "We've taken others—"

      "That's enough, Daniel." Dr. Graham cut him off mid-sentence.

      Too late, I'd heard enough. Owen and his people raided the Army base and helped themselves to medical supplies, maybe weapons as well. That would explain why they held so many. Owen grunted and licked his lips.

      "Can you perform surgery?" It looked bad to my untrained eye. The bullet had smashed bone for several inches. Tiny bits of pink matter crumbled along either side of the trench, bits of his brain no longer attached. I slumped next to Owen on the bed as tremors shook through his body.

      "He needs a blanket." I tapped Daniel’s shoulder. "He’s going into shock."

      "A blanket won't help him." Dr. Graham said. "I wish it were that simple."

      "Can you stitch him back together?"

      "I'm not a brain surgeon. I've learnt a lot since living here, but I'm just a GP."

      Heat flushed through my body. Owen should have told me his relationship to Glynn. I blew out a long breath. Anger wouldn't help me to heal him, and I wouldn't get any answers if he died properly dead.

      "Tell me how his body works. I can't help him if I don't understand."

      "You of all people." Dr. Graham shook her head. "You must know how all of them survive."

      It was my turn to shake my head. "I wish I did."

      Owen fixed his stare on my face. The lines around his eyes tightened and he gripped my arm. "Help me, heal me."

      His eyes closed, and body fell limp.

      "Did he ask me to heal him, or to help him heal himself?"

      Dr. Graham shrugged.

      It was down to me.

      Owen understood what asking for my help meant. If he let me in, I’d be able to read him like a book. The healing wand around my neck buzzed against my skin. It was ready to do its work. I rested my hand on Owen’s shoulder, closed my eyes and focused all my senses on him.

      He was a complicated man.

      His memory of the battle with twitchers when Glynn almost died bubbled to the surface. He'd wanted to heal them both. The loss of Glynn’s friend tore a hole in his heart just like it had in Glynn's. I felt his compassion and his strength as he fought to live. Undead gathered here from everywhere the ley line touched. He cared about them all and all benefited from his leadership. They needed him as much as he needed them.

      He worked at repairing his brain. He didn't need my help, but it took all his strength. He needed me to repair his skull. Bones I could manage. They hated being broken and fought hard to knit themselves together. The wand heated and started vibrating.

      The movement against my skin became uncomfortable, too close to my own wound. I couldn't bear the pain. I pulled back, grimacing.

      "It can't be done. Daniel grab her." Dr. Graham swore under her breath. Daniel wrapped his arm around my shoulders.

      I swooned against his chest, every breath a struggle.

      "Take her back—"

      "No. You need him."

      "I don't know how your healing works, but I can see you need to rest and recover yourself."

      A sigh shuddered from my mouth. "I don't know how it works myself. It's a gift from my mother's side. I never met her. Never had the chance of learning from her."

      "Please, rest. The last thing we need is a necromancer reborn."

      A necromancer reborn. I'd seen what that looked like. No intention of going there.

      I shook my head, pushed Daniel away with a nod of thanks.

      The only self-strengthening spell I knew needed the moon. I couldn't see it, but a full moon shone tonight. If I could get the spell to work, it would keep me going for several hours.

      Haebeth only knows how a self-strengthening spell might react with my self-healing. When it wore off, the crash would be ugly. I took deep breaths to calm my racing heart. I had to take the risk.

      Visualizing physical and mental strength, I silently mouthed the words. Strength of day, strength of night. Give me strength beyond my sight. I filled my lungs with a deep breath, my ribs twanged but I lifted my head and sang the short spell several times.

      Dr. Graham stared at me, her head tilted to one side.

      Thank Haebeth, the spell worked.

      The tightness in my chest eased. With strength seeping into every pore, I leaned back over Owen, cupped his face in my hands, and turned all my senses to his injury. Tiny fragments of bone embedded themselves in his brain. I carefully lifted them away and slotted them back into his skull. I stretched the bone pieces as far as I could and wove them back together across his forehead, then across his scalp. He'd have a scar, an ugly canyon. He'd have to grow his hair long again to cover it. If he cared about covering it.

      In my mind, I was blathering. I'd lost all sense of time. As the last pieces of bone bound together at the crown of his scalp, the pain in my chest soared to a crescendo of molten heat. I collapsed against Owen's still and silent body. His heart beat a steady staccato of small, fast movements like the heart of a caged canary, but healthy blood pumped through his veins. Whatever killed him, and whatever happened to him after his death, somehow his undead body functioned as well as a living body.

      Dr. Graham pressed her hand onto my shoulder. "Back to bed."

      Despite my anger at him, I wanted Owen to be okay. I wanted them all to be okay. How would that happen with the military so opposed to their presence here? Opposed to them being anywhere in anyway perhaps.

      Where did Glynn fit in? Not as one of the men who wanted Owen and his people killed. I couldn't bear it.

      "Back to bed." This time Dr. Graham sounded as fierce as any hospital matron.

      Del shuffled across the hospital, grabbed my arm and pulled me back to my bed. She settled me against the pillows and sat on the stool next to my bed. "I spoke with Aidan. Did you see Ed?"

      "I'm sorry." I scrubbed my hand across my face. "I should have told you earlier—"

      "You've had your hands full."

      "He is fine. He was shot accidentally by one of his own men he said, but he is recovering now.

      "Aidan kept telling me his dad is okay." Del shook her head slowly. "But what does that mean? Why can’t I see him?"

      "They don’t know who they can trust. I’ll talk to Liliwen."

      Del’s face contorted into a grimace. She nodded a quick response. "What about Glynn?"

      "I saw Glynn. But we hardly talked before Colonel Asher showed up."

      "Where? What's going on?"

      I quickly told her about the diversion party Owen sent to meet Glynn's squad. "Colonel Asher said he questioned Glynn's loyalty. You should have heard his tone. If he’d eaten a block of dry ice, it couldn’t have been colder or more menacing."

      "Asher likes Glynn, likes the way he's so focused, and the way his men follow him." Del poked my forearm. "He can’t stand you. He might make life difficult for Glynn for a short while, but I doubt he'll do anything else."

      My heart thumped painfully in my chest. "Asher wanted both Owen and myself taken back to base alive. Owen was captured once before, tortured, and was lucky to escape with his life."

      Del pulled back. "Tortured? I don't believe it. Asher does everything by the book. He takes malicious pride in it."

      "In his book, assaulting the dead gets a tick. Perhaps he has the same in store for me. Maybe that's why Glynn didn't want me going anywhere near the base. Did you know about this? Is it common knowledge among the military? Capturing and torturing the dead?"

      "I did not." Del's face stiffened. "But I'll tell you this, not many people think the same way you do. These things you call the living dead, they're not people. They are bloody well dead. They are walking corpses."

      

      I lay in my hospital bed, wide awake. The strengthening spell kept me too alert for sleep, but it wasn't just that. I'd raced here to help Glynn fight a rabble of undead, even though he was perfectly capable of leading his men against such a mob. But instead of an angry crowd, I found these sentient beings. Not living in the sense that everyone else used, but still thinking and feeling people. They weren't interested in fighting. They wanted freedom to live their lives. They couldn't do that here, not with Asher determined to annihilate them rather than negotiate peace.

      Glynn would negotiate. He'd want peace for everyone's sake. I blew out a sigh. Now I knew what Owen meant when he said he'd wager that Glynn wouldn't want to negotiate with him. He knew Glynn hated him for saving his life. If Glynn could get over that obstacle, he'd probably like Owen, respect him.

      If.

      If he could forgive Owen for saving his life.

      Owen and his people couldn't stay here. It wasn't safe for them. I'd help them find a new haven. A place they could live out their new lives in peace. My face tightened, I chewed the inside of my lip. I had to make things right with Glynn.

      Raised voices drifted into the hospital room. Owen slept fitfully, flat on his back with his head wrapped in bandages, his legs twitching every now and then. We were the only ones still in the hospital ward. I sat up slowly, swung my feet to the floor and steadied myself. Either the healing or the self-strengthening, or the combination of both, worked. Even the aches and pains from jumping out of the train were a memory. With a blanket draped over my shoulders, I tiptoed past Owen, into the main assembly area.

      At the entrance to the main cavern, I jolted back. At least one hundred people gathered here. Living, dead, and living dead, as well as a multitude of spirits.

      Aidan stood between his mother and Liliwen at a large metal table covered in maps.

      A woman, her face deeply rutted with lines, pushed her way forward. "We'll have to kill them. We can't leave witnesses who will reveal this location to the authorities."

      Several people nodded in agreement. No one thumped their chest, or shouted out hatred. A pervading sadness seeped through the crowd.

      Liliwen lifted her hands to silence the murmuring. "No one will kill anyone. That's not what we do, it's not who we are."

      Most of them nodded. Questions rose and were repeated around the room. What would I do if Owen disagreed with Liliwen and agreed that Aidan's father and the rest of the men had to be killed? A spike of adrenalin tensed my muscles. How would I stop them without hurting them? Could I stop all of them?

      A young man rapped his knuckles against the metal tabletop and got everyone's attention. "I agree. We will not turn ourselves into the monsters we're hiding from, which means, we can't stay here."

      Del bristled at the word monster, but she kept quiet. I scanned the faces in the room. Most heads nodded and turned to listen to the young man.

      The young man continued. "Even if we don't release the captives. The searching squads will find us soon. Every attempt gets closer. I know a place we can go. The train line will take us there. It's a small town, about ten miles away and it's still on the ley line."

      "It's too close." Aidan spoke, his voice loud, confident and deep.

      Someone snorted. "Here five minutes, and he thinks he knows everything."

      Aidan blushed crimson. He swayed but continued speaking confidently. "I've read about a town, burnt to the ground after everyone in it died from the illness. It's thirty miles away and on the ley line. Only things left standing are the cathedral and the pub – both with large underground cellars. People don't visit, not even the army, as it's known to be haunted."

      "Haunted by who?" Someone called out.

      "What is this place called, salt something?" Liliwen's forehead wrinkled as if she'd read something similar and was trying to pull the memory to the front of her brain.

      "Saltpetre Way. It's on a river too, so there will be fresh water."

      "Show me where this place is." Liliwen pushed the largest map in front of Aidan.

      "I already checked." Aidan reddened. "It's not on the map. It's obvious we can't stay here, that's why I tried to find somewhere else we could go." He dropped his gaze to the ground.

      Del looked up sharply. She grabbed Aidan's hand. "We? You're not going anywhere but home with me, young man."

      He snatched his hand away. "I want to see the place for myself."

      "You can visit later."

      Aidan stepped closer towards Liliwen. "I'm not scared. Mum, I belong here. And they need me. I can help, I can be myself here."

      Liliwen gently brushed her hand across Aidan's back. His shoulders lifted a fraction and he leaned closer towards her.

      "If it's not on the map, how do you know it existed?" Liliwen’s tone was gentle, a bond between the two obvious.

      It was a fair question. Aidan acknowledged it with a nod. "I've read about it. All the maps we have were printed more recently. I can't find one that was printed before the illness decimated the town. The oldest map I found, shows a cathedral at a place called Saltpetre Downs. But that's all, just the ruins of a cathedral."

      The young man who spoke earlier, nodded rapidly. "It's not the only place that’s disappeared from maps. If the cathedral is still marked, it was a notable building."

      A hum of questions rose from the group of spirits and undead surrounding us.

      Del's shoulders fell; she seemed stunned into silence.

      I pushed my way closer to the utility bench until I was close enough to rest against it.

      Aidan saw me. "Dad has to tell the truth when he gets back. Tell him. He has to tell the truth."

      Del hugged her son. "You can tell him yourself, when we get home."

      "Mom. You don't listen to me. I'm not a kid anymore." Aidan spoke through gritted teeth. "I've never been a normal kid, have I? People here can teach me. Professor Warburton, Dr. Graham, they've taught me more in a few days than high school has in a few years."

      "You need your medicine—"

      "I need it for your world. I don't need it here. " Aidan stared back at his mother. "Here, I belong as I am."

      The hum of conversation quieted. People moved away. No one wanted to be a part of this painful exchange between mother and son. No one including me, but I couldn't see anyway to escape. Aidan held his chin high, his feet planted wide apart. I hardly knew this boy, but my chest expanded with pride at his courage. His face wore a don’t-mess-with-me determination.

      Del's pained stare rested on me. She pointed towards Aidan. "Tell him he needs to come home. He's only fourteen, for God's sake."

      Aidan glared at his mother, his hands scrunched into tight fists at his sides. Del rocked slightly, clutching her arms to her chest. She wanted me to support her, but I couldn’t. I'd only been here a matter of hours and I felt it too. The belonging. Not having to pretend. These felt like my people too, much more than those that lived up above and called themselves the only ones alive. I cleared my throat. Whatever I said wouldn’t matter.

      No way was this going to end well.
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      I lifted my shoulders. "You could talk about it some more, talk with Ed. Aidan has thought this through, and he’s intelligent—"

      Del raised her palm to silence me. She gave a short, disgusted snort. "What would you know? You're not a mother. You’re not even…" She swallowed several times. I guess she was about to add ‘you’re not even normal’. I couldn’t argue with that. "You can't possibly imagine the responsibility, the love..."

      Silence hung between us. Her barb, unnecessarily cruel. She would never accept or understand my responsibility for the dead. She couldn't know how many people I'd loved and lost. She’d no right to assume her grief at the thought of Aidan moving away hurt more than every loss I’d ever known.

      Grief and loss, I understood. I forgave her immediately. Aidan screwed his eyes tightly shut, his clenched fists shook at his sides. They both hurt. If Aidan gave in and went home, it wouldn't be long before resentment damaged their relationship. I'd try and talk to Del later. No words would get through the anger and pain she felt now. It wouldn’t be forever. Aidan wanted to learn. Maybe I could get her to think of it as going away to university to study.

      Liliwen fixed her piercing stare on me. "How long do you think we've got?"

      "I have no idea. I'm not connected with the military, and I don't know how they think."

      "But you have friends among the leadership."

      Glynn.

      Never far from my thoughts or heart. His face from our tunnel meeting raced into my brain. An ache worse than any pain from broken ribs wound deep into my chest. I gripped the bench to hold myself upright. "He's not popular with Colonel Asher."

      "It's not just Asher." Owen's deep voice boomed from the surgery door. "We could remove him, and still be targeted by authorities that feed on fear."

      Liliwen and Dr. Graham rushed to his side. He brushed them away.

      My hands twitched with frustration. Glynn was already suspicious. He’d be trying to investigate Asher even if he were locked in a cold dank cell. I didn’t know where the army base was, didn't know how to get there, and couldn’t expect to just walk in unannounced and start talking with Glynn again.

      A cough at my ear dragged my thoughts back to Owen and his people.

      As much as it grated, finding Glynn would have to wait. These people needed help to save themselves.

      "So, you agree?" My gaze flit around the room, I couldn't bring myself to look him in the face. "You have to move from here?"

      Owen seemed to see right through me, to sense my fear. "Like Liliwen said, no one is going to kill anyone. That's not what we do, not who we are." He shifted his gaze to Aidan, nodded. "Saltpetre Way. I remember hearing about it. The whole town burnt to ashes in the forest fires, a few years after the illness coiled its way across the world. The Cathedral and the old stone inn are all that survive." He glanced back at me. "We will let the captives go, as soon as everyone has got away and we can do so safely."

      Owen wobbled, he fell to his knees against the doorjamb. I ran with a few others to his side, helped him to his feet, and guided him back to bed. I helped to straighten his legs and plumped up the pillow behind his head.

      As I stepped away, he grabbed my hand. "Not everyone here is strong enough to make the move with us. Some of the weakest spirits won’t attempt it, but they don’t want to be alone either. Will you help them cross to the Shadow Glades, or beyond?

      "I will help if I can." A trickle of cold drizzled down my back. "The dead man sitting with Ed in the dormitory, who is he?"

      "He said his name is Simon. I fear he is not adapting."

      "He begged for my help."

      "He and some others may prefer to quicken their exit rather than wait here or elsewhere to die permanently." Owen grabbed my hand again. "I see it troubles you. We've been together a long time. I don't want to destroy their bodies either. The prospect sickens me, but the alternative worries me more. I won’t ask you to do it."

      I released my breath. I could accompany a willing spirit across the veil into the Shadow Glades. But the only way to end everything for a living corpse was to destroy their body, and that was the end. There would be no gentle ever after in the Shadow Glades or the Realm of the Dead.

      Owen still gripped my hand. "Will you help me soothe their way? A prayer from you will make a difference."

      "I’m hardly the best person—"

      Owen sat up and embraced me. "Meagan, none of this is your fault, and you can help."

      Almost paralyzed with self-doubt, I wriggled away from Owen. But the strengthening spell gurgled awake and some of the tightness in my shoulders eased. "Of course. When?"

      "Soon. The raids will increase now."

      "I’ve made it worse for you." I dropped my chin to my chest. I wanted to help and all I’d done was made things harder.

      He shook his head. "It was coming anyway."

      

      Hugging the hospital blanket around me, I slumped into an empty seat against the wall in Echo Den's main assembly area. The conversation with Owen repeated in my head. The relocation was now even more urgent thanks to my involvement in the diversion raid. I’d agreed to help his weaker people cross to the Shadow Glades, and I'd do it no matter what it cost me. Simon begged for my help too, but it was one thing to accompany a willing spirit across the veil into the Shadow Glades, quite another to kill a living undead.

      Two fingers tapped against my shoulder. I lifted my head and found myself gazing into the eyes of the undead soldier, Simon.

      "I'll stay." His face was set in a mask of stillness. "Do what you need to do with the spirits. I'll stay here with the walking dead who've had enough."

      "What good will that do?"

      "I'll make sure the military who find us, kill us all."

      "How will you make sure the military find you?"

      "They'll be back. In less than twenty-four hours, early morning." He crossed his arms against his chest. "I'll take everyone out, we’ll ambush the squad and they will retaliate with greater force. It will provide a distraction to cover the move as well as end it for those of us who want it over."

      "Why have they released you?" I gazed past him, looking for Ed and the rest of the captive soldiers.

      He shrugged. "No point keeping me locked up, is there."

      "Go with them." I circled my hand around the room. "You can help. They need young strong people—"

      He shook his head. "No. I can't. I can't live like this. They're not people. I'm not people anymore. And I never will be again. I want to end it."

      "You know that if you're killed now—"

      He grimaced. "You know that I'm already dead, don't you?"

      "You're not dead. You can carry on living, continue serving the people like you always have. Now these people instead of those you used to serve."

      He stepped away from me. I grabbed his arm. "What I'm saying is, if you are killed again, then that's it. You won't become a spirit, there'll be nothing for you on the other side."

      "I don't want to be a spirit. I never expected there to be anything on the other side. I want this over with."

      He shook off my hand and marched away toward a group of people. He spoke with them. There was head nodding, and they glanced at me. Their faces relaxed.

      At least I didn't have to kill anyone. I pulled away from the milling crowd. Simon gifted me liberation. Instead of a wave of relief, my skin prickled with caution. The trip into the Shadow Glades would be tough enough, and would drain my energy. I needed every ounce of strength for when I made my way back to the army base. The army base and Glynn. I had to find him, persuade him.

      Word must have traveled around the group that some would stay behind to create a distraction. I saw no tears, heard no arguments, but a persistent sadness crept underneath the buzzing activity in Echo Den. All hands that could, collected possessions and dropped them into railway carts.

      The weakest spirits drifted closer to me. Hopeful. Yearning. Word traveled quickly about my escorted trips to the Shadow Glades, too.

      "I misjudged you," Liliwen said.

      I wiped my face, surprised to find the back of my hand wet with tears.

      "I will help as much as I can, but I'm not sure..." A wave of dizziness washed over me.

      Liliwen knelt at my side. "You are torn between returning to your man and helping us."

      "No." I gripped my hands together in my lap. "Yes. But I will help of course. It's my job. It's what I do, what I'm here for. I'd like to come with you to Saltpetre Way. I'd like to see you all safely in your new home, but I daren't delay finding Glynn any longer."

      She rested a cool hand on my shoulder. "I have a suggestion. Go with all of the walking dead but one to the distraction point, then let one of them show you to the stockade at the army base."

      "Simon won't do that. He's determined to lead the diversion and ensure everyone is blown to bits. Besides Ed or one of the others can show me. You are releasing them, aren't you?"

      "Yes. But separately. We will guide them to a release point from which they can make their own way back to the base."

      "What about Del?"

      "No reason to hold her any longer. She will leave with her husband."

      But not her son. Liliwen waited for my response, but I sat in silence. Del would have a hard time leaving without Aidan.

      Liliwen coughed politely. "Another knows the way. He will do it, and he will return to us if he can."

      "It's too risky, if anyone sees him—"

      "It's a fair exchange. You are taking a risk, he will take one in return. You've met him, his name is Bill, and he is ready."

      I nodded, couldn't think of anything to say that would make any difference. "I have to try and persuade Del to leave without Aidan. Not looking forward to that."

      "Aidan is speaking with his father now. Ed will persuade Del. He's not happy either, but he can see his son thrives here. It will not be forever. He will work and learn, then return."

      If he didn't get killed in a raid. I kept that unhappy thought to myself.

      Seven spirits now hung close to Liliwen. A young boy, an old man, three women, another young boy, an older woman. I lifted my head to acknowledge them. "Give me a few moments. I need to work out the best way."

      I closed my eyes to shut out the busy cavern. My father told me to be careful crossing between the world of the living and the Shadow Glades. He said the fabric would get thinner, the crossing would become easier, and a day would come when I struggled to locate the boundary between the two worlds. The first time, I'd been desperate to save Evie. I'd barged my way into the Shadow Glades using brute force. The last time I visited, I'd pushed aside a thin gauze curtain.

      The seven spirits milled around Liliwen and myself. Their faces full of hope, their desperation seeping into my pores. What would happen if I made seven trips, one after the other? How much of the gauze would remain?

      How would I take them all? Back and forth until the veil between our world and the Shadow Glades was ripped asunder forever. What would that do to me?

      Dear Haebeth. I couldn’t swallow the ache from the back of my throat. I’d never been one for falling to my knees and begging for favors, but perhaps I needed her help more than ever now.

      No matter that it was my duty to help these people, I had to get back to Glynn.
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      Maybe I could take all seven spirits to the Shadow Glades at the same time.

      The idea drifted in my brain. They wouldn't be struggling against me. It would be easier then dragging a reluctance spirit all the way to the doorway into the Realm of the Dead, and I'd done that before. It was worth a shot.

      The mossy gray color of the Shadow Glades came quickly to mind. The silvery gray stones, handsome among gray-green lichen, replaced Echo Den. Weathered Stone angels and broken headstones replaced Owen's people packing everything of value into the railway carts.

      This time no curtain hung between this world and me. Not even the thinnest layer of gauze.

      The lichen shone with vibrancy, the dampness in the air penetrated deep into my bones. Instead of bare telegraph wires, majestic black ravens called overhead. An adrenalin rush ignited every cell in my body with an intense zeal. The changes had to be due to the conjunction of the ley lines amalgamating power in this area. This is what I felt when we first walked into the tunnels, the ley lines saying hello, their power flowing freely in and around my body.

      I gestured for the spirits hovering around me. "Stay very close. Hold on to each other or me if you can. We will cross into the Shadow Glades together. I haven't got time to take you all the way to the Realm of the Dead, but you will easily find it. If you want to go through the door, it will call to you."

      The oldest woman, the strongest in the group, pushed the two young boys close to me. She gripped my arm with icy cold fingertips and wrapped herself around them. The others pressed close around my body. Their desire drove me forward. I fought back a feeling I was encased in an ice floe, trapped and bobbing in icy cold seas I couldn't control. No curtain hung, but something marked the boundary between the worlds, a thin layer of gelatin for me to part.

      Through to the other side, we fell onto the moss. The spirits peeled away from me. One by one they gazed at the endless moor bleeding into a silver sky. They gawked at iridescent black ravens cawing on telephone poles and wires that stretched from one side of the horizon to the other.

      Nothing had changed since my last visit, and yet everything seemed different.

      Color crept across the spirits and they took the shape of the people they used to be. The children hopped across the stones. They erupted into spontaneous laughter and my soul filled with confidence for them.

      "We'll find our way from here." The oldest woman took my hand and kissed it gently.

      Though tempted to jump backward and race to the army base to find Glynn, I knew I couldn’t. No, I needed to do this job properly. "I'll take you to a statue I know. I can point you in the right direction."

      My first time in the Shadow Glades, I bumbled my way to the spot. Not anymore. I took the children's hands and led them dancing through the moss and stones to the weeping angel I knew to be a landmark. From there, a narrow path led us to a finely carved statue of a seated man, who thrust a long narrow sword into the realm at his feet. And from there, the path wound its way to the almost hidden doorway into the Realm of the Dead.

      This time I let them walk away from me. The Shadow Glades didn’t frighten me anymore. I drew peace from the silvery light as I gathered my breath. A short respite in a quiet world where I didn't fear the military, and fear for Glynn. But I couldn't wait for long, too much to do on the other side of the veil.

      Retracing my steps alone, the gray moors stretched around me in every direction. The ley line bubbled and swirled like a natural spring gurgling under the rocks. Half of me wanted to stay and trace its path, dip my toes in the refreshing water. Another time perhaps, when other concerns didn’t press upon me. I paced back to the weeping angel and focused on finding my way back to Echo Den. I heard rather than saw the bustle of activity in the cavern and followed the sound until I became aware of the wooden seat under my bum.

      

      "Are you even human?" Del blew out a long rattling sigh. "Are you one of us? You disappeared. Do you know that?"

      I gripped my hands around the seat, took a deep breath and opened my eyes.

      Del lifted her hands to her head and cradled her face. "You were sitting here, then you disappeared, as if you turned into particles and a giant vacuum cleaner sucked you into nothingness."

      "That's not what it's like. It’s more like drawing back a flimsy curtain."

      "A curtain?" Del's eyes widened. "Is that all that separates us from Hell or whatever it is?"

      "No, it's all that separates the Shadow Glades from our world for me, but I'm not exactly normal in that regard."

      Del puffed out a low breath.

      "Yes, I'm human, just like you. I'm a necromancer, but that doesn't make me unnatural. Just unusual."

      Del’s brows drew together, her face tightened. "I'm not surprised you don't understand about Aidan. You have no idea what it's like to be... normal."

      "Exactly. I know what it's like to be different, to tiptoe around people. Trying to be invisible because you know you don't fit and you don't know how to make it right."

      "Aidan's never felt like that, he knows he is loved. He's my son."

      "I'm sure it's because he feels loved, that he feels safe enough to go with Owen now, and come back and see you at any time later."

      Del shuddered. "He's not hanging out with dead people!"

      "He wants to study. What other opportunities are there for him to learn like he can here? They aren't so different, just like us but undead."

      Ed appeared at Del's elbow and wrapped his arm around her shoulder. She slumped against his chest and he gently kissed the top of her head. "We're going, and you're coming with me."

      "We can't leave without Aidan." Del clenched her hands into fists.

      "I've given him my word I'll talk to you." Ed stroked her hair.

      "No." She pulled away from him. "He's coming home."

      "He introduced me to his teachers. They are good people."

      "They are bloody dead people."

      "Let's agree to let him stay for three months. See how things pan out."

      "No." Del's face reddened, she pointed at me. "It's her doing."

      "No." I stuttered. "This is what Aidan wants—"

      "Aidan is determined." Ed pulled Del back to him. "This is what he wants. I've never seen him so happy. He's convinced me this is what he really wants to do. I think we should support him."

      "He's my baby boy." Del twisted her hand in her husband’s shirt.

      "I'll make sure we keep an eye on him." Ed kissed the top of her head again.

      Del mumbled into his chest. She seemed to be reluctantly agreeing. She pointed at me. "What about her?"

      It wasn't up to me to divulge the plans. "I've got a couple of things to tidy up." I hated this ill will between Del and myself. I stretched out my hand to take hers. She snatched hers away.

      Ed shook his head as if recommending a slower approach from me.

      "Please check on Glynn as soon as you get back. Colonel Asher—"

      "Don't worry. We will look after Glynn," Del said coldly. "He is one of us."

      Ed stroked Del's hair. "I'll talk with him, and Asher."

      He nudged Del away. Somewhere he and the other soldiers, with Del, minus Simon would be guided back to a point from where they could get back to the army base. Grabbing onto the hard chair, I tried to pull myself together.

      Liliwen touched my shoulder. "Are you recovered?"

      The Shadow Glades still hung in the air around me. Del questioned my humanity, and it felt like a deserved accusation. I'd lost my newest friend as quickly as I’d gained her.

      "As recovered as I'm going to get anytime soon." I still hadn't worked out how to persuade Glynn to negotiate a peace pact with Owen, how to stop Asher. Liliwen couldn't help me with any of it. But I still wanted to talk with Owen. "Is Owen resting?"

      "He's sitting down. Not exactly resting, but it's probably the closest he's going to get until we settle at a new location."

      "I'd like to see him before I go."

      "He wants to see you, too. I'll take you."

      Liliwen floated away. I stood slowly and gripped the table as dizziness and nausea almost overtook me. Liliwen waited until it passed, and I slowly nodded that I was ready to move.

      Head bandaged, Owen sat at a metal desk giving instructions on how to take apart some equipment they wanted to take with them. Aidan stacked parts into crates, and carefully placed plants into boxes. He was engrossed in his work and didn't notice me watching him.

      Owen waved me closer. "Is everything ready for you to leave?"

      "As ready as it can be. I'll go with the people who want to die, plus Bill. I hope he makes it back to you safely."

      "He's an old soldier. He does what needs to be done. Thank you, I hope he makes it back as well."

      "What else do you need from me?"

      Owen stood and kissed my cheek. "Nothing. But thank you for asking, and thank you for taking my people into the Shadow Glades.

      "Some of the corpses and spirits are barely holding on." I glanced at my hands. Even if I had the time, I didn’t know how to help them. "How do you know if the ley line in the new town will be enough to sustain them? What will happen to them if they can't hold on during the journey?"

      "We will find out shortly." Owen took my hand in his. "There is a place for you there if you would like to join us."

      Midnight moths fluttered in my abdomen. Of all the things Owen could have said, that's not what I expected. We hadn’t trusted one another at first. Now, I admitted to myself, something drew me to this man and his followers. I’d like to visit them. Later, once they were safe and after I’d made things right with Glynn. But I already missed Ravenswood. Missed its comfort and support. Away from home, I hungered for the solace she fed my soul.

      Laughing, he sat back at the desk. "I assume from your incredulous stare and silence, the answer is no."

      "I have responsibilities, and people I care about." I sat on the corner of the desk. "I'd like to visit though."

      His mouth lifted in a smile. He shook my hand. "Deal."

      I’d been desperate to tell him off for not telling me how he knew Glynn, but after healing his skull and helping his spirits into the Shadow Glades, the anger disappeared. It didn’t seem as important any more.

      Curiosity remained. "You didn't tell me you knew Glynn."

      He stared into space, dropped his hands to his lap. "We were friends once. His girlfriend's death changed him. Changed both of us. It's not easy to talk about."

      Glynn didn't discuss his past much either. A friendship once broken could be hard to mend. But it was possible, if they both wanted to mend the bridge. A flutter stirred in my belly. Somehow, I'd bring them together and help them repair the bond. Maybe they could learn to trust one another again.

      The others weren’t ready yet. Perhaps he’d answer a few questions to satisfy my curiosity. "Were you always in the army as a healing mage?"

      He crossed his legs, made a long hmmmm noise from the back of his throat. "I joined the military as an engineer straight from university. Left to teach as an associate professor. I learnt my skills as a healer by accident." He shrugged and lifted his palms.

      "So, you rejoined the army as a healer?"

      "You do ask a lot of questions. Asher came to the university I taught at, desperate for help. His wife and daughter were both dying from a viral infection that had the army doctors beat."

      "You knew Asher too?" I shook my head. Hard to imagine Asher as a husband or father.

      Owen shrugged again. "I couldn’t help his wife. But the little girl I saved. He invited me to rejoin shortly after. It was too much responsibility. All the supplies the army relied on were impossible to get hold of, even then."

      Liliwen floated beside us. "Bill and the others are ready."

      I planted a kiss on Owen's cheek and stood. "Thank you. Good Luck."

      He grabbed my hand again. "I didn't thank you for healing my skull."

      "It was worth it to see your head wrapped like a turbaned magician of old."

      "I’m happy to be of service, even if it’s providing a laugh." He grimaced.

      "Don’t forget to visit." His words held sincerity.

      Now was the perfect time to suggest visiting with Glynn in tow, but the words stayed unspoken. I didn’t want to risk Owen’s refusal if this morning’s raid reopened old wounds. Instead I nodded. Hopefully Owen would attribute my breathlessness to nerves about visiting the army base to find Glynn.

      Haebeth only knew. I had enough to be nervous about.
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      I followed Bill back to the track where Del and I arrived. The cart that held us and our bicycles a few hours ago was now empty. This side of the cavern was quiet. All the packing activity was happening on the other side.

      "Del and Ed took both bicycles with them," Bill said with a slight accent. A gentle cadence that seemed at odds with his stiff back and rigid expression.

      I nodded. We wouldn’t need them.

      Bill looked about the same age as Owen, his hair cropped close to his head, his clothes clean and mended. Bill and I would be walking once we left the rail tracks, as he'd agreed to lead me to the army base. Dangerous for both of us, probably more so for Bill if we were caught. The plan was for Bill to get clean away, and for me to find Glynn without Asher finding me.

      Simon and the others joined us. The decayed man who’d attacked me wasn’t among them.

      Bill offered me his hand. "Let me help you climb in when you are ready."

      "I can walk—I'm fine."

      "It will be easier for the others if they don't have to worry about barging into you and knocking you down."

      I hadn't thought about that. I took Bill's hand and clambered into the cart.

      "Derek, you should also rest. It's a steep climb."

      The stench of decay mingled with sweat and dirt. Gaping holes and fetid sores decorated one man's face. An arm hung like a torn shirtsleeve on another man. Bill helped the man called Derek into the seat next to me. Derek nodded politely and carefully pulled his feet close to his body, so they didn’t touch mine. I couldn't see anything obviously wrong with him.

      "Can I ask, why do you want to die?"

      "You know I'm already dead."

      I didn’t want a repeat of the conversation with Simon, so I tried a different approach. "Of course. And you know what I mean."

      He lifted his shirt, circled his hand around his abdomen. Or at least, the place his abdomen would be if he had one. A gash across his belly had spread apart and his bowel come away leaving a bloody hole. I glanced away. "Is it painful?"

      "Not in the same way as before. But nothing feels right either."

      "I don't understand." I splayed out my hands. I should understand it, this was my job. The deep ache of frustration settled in my jaw. "Why are some of you are in good health, while others suffer?"

      "I don't know anyone who does understand. We all died in different conditions. We arrived at Echo Den at different times and in various ways. I died a few decades ago, shortly after the last languid circuit of the illness. I died at home, alone. The last of my family. My body wasted away before I became a walker. That may be why it is this way with me."

      "How did you find Echo Den?" What a sad end. My words caught in my throat.

      "I followed the ley line until I found the tunnels leading to the cross point."

      "How did you know about the ley lines? How did you know where to find them?"

      "I didn't. I'd been walking for days when I stumbled upon an old Roman road. Something drew me along. I've never believed in anything. Never felt anything like it. I tried to ignore it. I did wander a bit across the Moors, but the road kept pulling me back, and in the end..." He shrugged. "I followed it until it crossed the railway track, and then I followed the track."

      The cart crunched to a stop. We'd arrived at Westmead Station, the place Del and I first met with Liliwen. Derek tucked his shirt back into his pants and climbed out of the cart. He held out his hand to help me climb out. It would have been churlish of me not to take it. His hand was warm and creepy, like a very old man's might be. I wanted to ask him more, but Bill nudged me to the edge of the track.

      "Let me talk with these guys for a moment," Bill said.

      "Good luck." The two words sounded quite inadequate, but what else was there to say?

      Daylight filtered into the tunnel and cast gray shadows onto the platform. I moved to the bottom of the steps to give Bill and the guys some privacy. Owen said Bill was a soldier. Hopefully he was familiar with the army base and could sneak us in without Asher or any guards seeing us. Maybe Glynn had an office I could look for. Maybe he'd be back at Del's place, or in a post raid debrief with Asher or his squad. Or getting ready to lead another raid in the hope of finding Echo Den. Or locked in Captain Wilson’s hot dark prison. Or. Or. No point in worrying about what I couldn't control.

      Wherever Glynn was, I’d find him.

      Bill marched across a platform like a man on a mission. "Ready?"

      He didn't wait for an answer. He climbed the steps two at a time until he reached ground level. I got to the top out of breath and hugging my arm to my chest, but Bill moved quickly across the plaza to the street. Keeping close to the walls like him, I followed down the main road until we came to a narrow, shaded laneway between tall buildings. Leaves and rubbish swirled in a sudden eddy of wind. Bill crouched behind a large unused and rusted garbage container and signaled for me to join him. I scurried to his side and squatted behind his back.

      "What is it?" I whispered.

      "Probably nothing," he whispered back. "I've never seen a patrol here. But they'll send another one this morning, nothing surer. And neither of us wants to get caught, do we?"

      The end of the laneway was in clear sight. We moved from container to container, each time hunkering down and listening.

      At the sound of heavy footfalls, Bill pulled me into a recessed doorway and pressed his fingertip against his lips. A patrol, eight people in all, marched past the laneway. I craned my neck to see around Bill's shoulders. No sign of Glynn. A silent sigh escaped my mouth. I didn't want Glynn to be gone when I got to the base. Asher made it clear I wasn't among his favorite people.

      Simon was right about a new patrol setting out so quickly. I said a silent prayer that the end for Simon and Derek and the others would come quickly.

      With the sound of marching boots retreating, Bill motioned for me to move from the doorway to another garbage container. We made it to the end of the laneway without incident. Bill grabbed my elbow and guided me to an old shop around the corner. Dirty torn mattresses and filthy blankets were piled up in one corner. We crunched over broken glass littering the floor. Shop shelves and counters were pushed against one wall. It obviously hadn't been used as a shop for a very long time. We hid inside the shop until Bill signaled that he felt it safe to move on.

      "There won't be another patrol so soon will there?"

      "Probably not, but we are too close to the base to take unnecessary risks."

      "You don't want to die?"

      Bill’s eyes widened. He stared into my face for a few seconds and I half expected him to answer the same as Derek's, 'you know I'm already dead, right?'.

      "I didn't want to die the first time around. I'm not aiming to die again any time soon." Bill shrugged. "If it happens it happens."

      "But you died? Something killed you, yet you are unharmed now?"

      "None of us understand why some end up healthy like me, and others like Derek."

      "It's troubling me. I feel like I should know."

      "You aren't the only one. I guess that's why they try to catch us alive. They want to understand as well. I'm going to try and snoop around the base, which has a large hospital complex. I want to get in."

      "Owen wants you to go back. He needs you."

      "We need answers. Come on, it'll be safer if we get there before the sun rises."

      I loped after Bill with my head bursting with questions, my heart full of conflicting emotion. What would happen when I found Glynn? I was desperate to see him, but we’d ended up on opposite sides somehow.

      Suddenly Bill grabbed my elbow again and signed for me to duck behind a row of bushes. "It's hard to see the track. Just follow me and try not to scratch that pretty face."

      The bushes were almost too thick to pass through, and dense enough to keep out the dawn light. Bill dropped to his hands and knees to push his way underneath the thick branches. I copied him and followed close behind until we reached a solid brick wall.

      "Move as quickly as you can without making noise," Bill whispered. "Just after this fence becomes wire, you’ll see a space we can squeeze through. Follow me, keep low, and move fast."

      With fingertips scraping across the bricks and with my heart pounding, I crawled after Bill. The brick wall ended and became a wire fence. The bushes thinned out a little, enough to make crawling easier. Bill stopped at a rip in the fence. He lifted the tattered edge, touched his lips to remind me to stay quiet, and signaled me through.

      The rip was directly behind the windowless wall of a brick building. I stayed crouched at the base of the wall.

      Bill dragged the edge of the wire fence back into place. "Left is the main hospital building, right leads to admin. I'm guessing that's where you will find your army friend."

      "It's early, will they be up?"

      "The captives probably got back here an hour or so ago. I doubt anyone is asleep. That's why we knew they'd send another patrol."

      "I'll follow you to the hospital. I want to know what's going on, too."

      Bill seemed to consider the options for a few moments before nodding.

      Still stooping, he paced left. At the edge of the building, he signaled for me to drop low again while he listened. I couldn't hear anything. Bill must've thought it safe too, as he signaled for us to move forward. Hunkered low, we ran to the next building, then the next. At this one. Bill crouched even lower and pointed across the compound.

      No choice but to run in the open to a low-roofed shed. The sun already lit everything in an orange glow. I followed Bill to the shed and scrunched myself next to him in the doorway. He pointed again toward the clearly marked hospital building. "Go for speed this time, Meagan. Guards could be about."

      We took off together and I pelted after Bill.

      When almost at the door with its huge painted cross, a guard hollered at us to stop.

      Bill pulled me to the closest wall and pushed me to the ground.

      I wriggled from under him. "Get away while you can. Asher wants to talk with me. God only knows what he wants to do with you."

      I didn't give Bill a chance to respond. With my breaths bursting in and out of my lungs, I raised my hands and strode away from his hiding position. "Don't shoot. It's Meagan Greystone. I'm here to talk with Glynn—Captain—Major Buckley."

      

      The guard pointed a pistol at my chest and clicked the trigger safety off. No vest protected me this time. If he fired this close, the bullet would leave a gaping hole in my body. I hugged my satchel close. If I had to be an undead, let it be like Owen, not like Derek. Either way, dying anywhere near this place would be a big mistake.

      With shaking legs, I paced slowly toward him. "I'm Meagan—"

      "I heard you the first time. Stop right there." The soldier strode towards me.

      He grabbed my arm and twisted it behind my back. Large beefy fingers pressed painfully into my skin.

      "There's no need to grip me so tightly." I tried to free myself from the man's grasp. "I've no intention of running away. I've come to the base to speak with your Colonel, and with Captain Buckley, of my own free will."

      He didn't speak, just twisted even harder. I gritted my teeth to stop from screaming in pain.

      A shout sounded from behind us. Gun shots rang out, and more shouting. I tried to turn around to see what was going on, but the soldier propelled me forward through double doors and along a wide corridor. He pushed me into a small, dark room, slammed the door shut, and left me alone.

      The muffled thud of running footsteps sounded from beyond the wall. Shouts to stop, and more gunshots followed. I pressed my hands together in prayer. Dear Haebeth, Bill seemed like a good man. Please help him escape.

      A warm welcome had never been likely, but I hadn't expected to be treated like a criminal either. Slivers of morning light penetrated through dirty narrow windows high on the wall. My eyes accustomed to the dimness, a small table and single chair stood in the middle of the room.

      A notepad and pencil lay on the table. Perhaps they expected their prisoners to write confessions. I sat, rubbed my arm, and twiddled the pencil. My throat was as dry as if I'd not drunk for a week. The pad was lined with narrow lines, the same as the ones Glynn used so fondly. A shaft of hope filled my chest. If Glynn came to question me, everything would be okay. We'd talk things through. We didn't need to agree on everything, but he'd listen to me. I knew he would.

      I doodled on the paper, too cautious to write anything down in case someone else read it. But while my hand moved I revisited what I knew, or thought I knew.

      Asher wasn't behaving rationally. He wanted Owen alive, to torture him again no doubt. He wanted me alive, but for what? Damn, I'd kill for a glass of water. Glynn showed surprise in the tunnel, surprise at Asher's commands and shock at Owen's presence. I believed him that he didn't know what was going on with the drug addicts.

      The door swung open. My train of thought interrupted, I stood, pencil still in hand, holding my breath.

      Please be Glynn.

      Colonel Asher marched into the room, someone slammed the door shut behind him.

      My shoulders slumped, instinctively I stepped away from Asher. "Owen and his people are no danger, and you know it. Why are you hounding them?"

      "You're in no position to demand answers." He stepped closer, his face flushed, eyes wide.

      "I demand to see Major Buckley."

      "That's not gonna happen, unless you tell me everything you know."

      "Be more specific. Or we will be here a long time."

      Step by step, his chest thrust out like a peacock, Asher backed me against the wall. I lunged sideways to try and avoid his hands, but he grabbed my arm and dragged me back to the table and chair in the middle of the room.

      He pushed me into the chair and slapped my face hard. "Playing cute will not work with me."
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      My head spun, flashes of light sparked in my peripheral vision. My cheek stung like a giant wasp stung it. Something warm settled on my chin, when I pulled my fingertips away I saw blood. He'd split my lip.

      Asher sat on the table. Too close. He leaned over me, his warm breath invading my nostrils. "Where are they?"

      "That's the one thing I don't know." I stared unflinching back into his face. "Ask me anything else."

      He laughed, an ugly sound. "You don't really expect me to believe that, do you?"

      "Why would they tell me where they're going. They've no reason to trust me."

      "And why is that?" He crossed his arms across his chest.

      "Just because I haven't..." I touched my fingertips to my lips.

      His eyes narrowed. He gave a quick disgusted snort. "You haven't what?"

      What did Asher know about me? If he didn't already know what I could and couldn't do, would that make him likely to want me dead or alive? I struggled to hold my head up, fought to maintain eye contact.

      Damn it. The strengthening spell was wearing off. A crash couldn't be far away.

      "You haven't yet flexed your magical muscles?" Asher's voice was laced with sarcasm. "Is this where you tell me how powerful you are, how much I need you? Blah blah blah." His expression hardened. "You have a knack for making enemies."

      My shoulders curved forward. Had he turned Glynn against me?

      He leaned back, at ease and in control. "I hear you're not much of a witch, but rather a capable necromancer." He stood. He didn't look surprised, more pleased if anything. "Buckley certainly kept that under his belt. You might come in useful after all."

      It wasn't Glynn. I let out a long sigh. Thoughts jumbled together in my brain. It must have been one of the soldiers who returned this morning. Or Del. My shoulders slumped again. It was Del. She'd seen me heal, and Glynn told her about me. She'd seen me travel to the Shadow Glades and back. Her accusation, ‘are you even human?’ bounced around my head. But she hadn't told him where Owen intended to go. Was she afraid for her son’s safety or perhaps so angry at Aidan's refusal to return home, she hadn't registered the place name?

      "Nothing to say?" Asher prodded my arm with the pencil.

      "You've lied about Owen and his people, made them out to be monsters. Why? Why are you hunting them? Why do you want to catch them alive?"

      "They are not much use to me dead. Properly dead. They'd just be rotting corpses. But they aren't, some of them are as close to living as it's possible to get, without being alive."

      "But they are alive. That's the point."

      "That's exactly the point. It will be so much easier to call the dead to me rather than go and find them." He paced to the wall and back with his nostrils flaring. "Yes, I've done my research on your skills. With your co-operation, we'll get through this testing and find better ways to save lives."

      "I know about your wife and daughter. I get why you want to make sure you have the means to heal people. But I will not command the living dead to come here so you can torture them."

      A nasty smile lifted his cheeks. "You will my dear, you will. Glynn will come in even more useful than I thought he might."

      He meant to use Glynn to force me to do what? The amulet I'd made for him was strong, but was it strong enough? Would anything be strong enough? Glynn was clever, and he didn't trust Asher, but he wouldn't be expecting his colonel to turn on him.

      "You will not harm Glynn." I faced him, my arms stiff at my sides.

      "Look at you. You can barely sit up straight." Asher smirked again. "I remind you, you are in no position to make any demands."

      He stepped to the door and rapped twice. Someone yanked it open and Asher marched down the hallway. The door closed, the bolt slid across, and once again I was left alone in the room.

      My slapped cheek still burnt, a gargantuan headache clouded my vision, my lip throbbed, and my throat ached for moisture.

      Got to find Glynn.

      The thought lobbed into my head and exploded like a grenade. I tried to stand. My head spun and I fell back onto the chair. Had to find Glynn. But why? He was sending the medic for me. It would be okay. Medic would take me back to Del's. Del. She told Asher a lot of stuff about me. The last of the strengthening spell evaporated in a whoosh. Among a jumble of thoughts, one stood out. Of all the places to crash, this was one of the worst.

      

      A woman in military uniform shook me awake and dragged me to my feet.

      It was still daylight, but late in the day. Purple light streamed through the narrow windows and created a lilac strip along one wall. They'd left me almost a whole day, locked in the small room where Asher questioned me.

      Hard to believe it was little more than twenty-four hours after Glynn collected me from the makeshift train stop. If they thought I'd fret myself into a state, they'd be disappointed to know I slept the whole time.

      Still groggy, I couldn't coordinate my legs to stand. The woman who’d woken me gripped my arm, dragged me back to my feet and shoved me through the doorway. She pushed me down a wide hall to a metal door, then along a narrow, darker corridor. Finally, she stopped at a small wooden door, unlocked it, and pushed me inside another small room.

      "Be good." She smirked and showed a mouthful of discolored teeth. "I'll bring you something to make you feel better."

      Water dripped slowly, a mesmerizing plonk, plonk. On the opposite wall, a square mirror reflected the top of my head. Below the mirror, a small sink stood. I stumbled across the room and turned the tap. Warm water trickled out—I cupped my hand beneath the drips and lapped at the liquid like a cat. The door slid shut and a key turned in the lock.

      Would anyone tell Glynn I was here? I bet whatever the guard meant to make me feel better, wouldn't be anything I wanted. A small bed was pushed into the corner, it's mattress sticky with brown stains. I crumpled at the cleanest edge of the mattress.

      A small square window in the upper corner of one wall let in a stretched rectangle of light. If I got out of here and tried to find Glynn, would someone shoot at me? With my back pressed into the corner, I searched for earth power to supplement my own. The room was built of steel and concrete, the floor so thick I couldn't feel the earth beneath us. But when I reached out with my senses, the power of the ley line wobbled to me. How could I use it to escape and find Glynn?

      If I could find Glynn and talk with him, I could make him understand that Owen and his people deserved to be left alone. They were people, alive, dead, and alive again. What did it matter? They were as human as anyone else. As important as the living people Glynn swore to serve. They held hopes and dreams. They worked hard to achieve their goals. Of course, it was frustrating to lose technology, agonizing to watch people die because once reliable medical patches no longer worked. But there had to be a different way, a better way.

      I pushed out further and followed the ley line to Echo Den. The power at the crossroads rippled and bubbled, potent fingers reached toward Saltpetre Way in one direction and Ravenswood in the other.

      All the way to Ravenswood.

      My gut clenched painfully. If Asher tortured Glynn in front of my eyes, he'd force me to command dead not only from around here but from everywhere the ley lines reached. I'd reach Evie, my dad, and even Rose still quietly sleeping in her grave.

      Footsteps sounded in the corridor, at least two people in heavy boots. I quickly pulled in my senses, and hugged my satchel around my chest. Would they try and take it off me? Could I stop them without hurting them badly? So weakened, could I stop them at all? Seconds to decide. I lifted the satchel over my head and pushed it under the bed. With my head still throbbing, I swung my feet to the floor and stood ready to face Asher or anyone else.

      It wasn't Asher.

      The female soldier returned with another man. Both their uniforms stretched tight across their chests. Patches of sweat darkened great swathes of gray patterned material under their arms and across their backs. The woman grabbed my arms and twisted them behind my back. I screamed at a sudden jolt of pain in my shoulder. She pushed me to my knees while the man loosened one arm and wrapped a narrow belt tight around my muscle. One held a needle of clear liquid high, the other tapped a dirty fingernail at my inner elbow.

      The metallic taste from the twitcher's shed hit the back of my mouth. I screamed again and bucked uselessly against the floor.

      It all happened so fast. The needle inserted into my arm. The burn that raced along my veins until it hit my heart. Everything stopped and turned to black.
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      My dry throat ached for moisture. It was painful to swallow, almost impossible to move. My eyelids seemed glued to my dried-up eyes. The stench of burning flesh wafted across my face. Words floated just beyond my hearing. Someone screamed. Or was it me?

      Someone repeated my name. I tried to raise my head, found it impossible to lift the weight and drifted back into a nightmare of jagged edges. The Shadow Glades held me tight against my will. Full of salty mist and lichen-covered rock, mocking statues, and dead trees like scaffolds. I was tied to a weeping angel, my arms twisted painfully behind my back. I had to get out, get back. But there was nothing to hold onto. Nothing I could grab to reconnect myself with the world of the living.

      My name drifted to my ears again, this time louder, more urgent. My pulse raced in response. I wriggled against the bonds, strained my eyes to try and force them open.

      "Take it easy, sweetheart." The words soothed my galloping heartbeat.

      I opened my eyes to a blurry vision of Glynn bound to a sink. Particles of dust drifted in the early morning haze. Something clinked against metal, and I recoiled from the sticky mattress beneath my body. Thank Haebeth, just a nightmare. I must have slept through the night. Whatever was going on in this world, at least I wasn't trapped in the Shadow Glades. Instead I was manacled to the metal bed with a handcuff.

      "What happened?" I tried to push my body upright. "What day is it?"

      Glynn let out a long breath. "It’s Friday. I was about to ask you the same thing."

      "They injected me with something. So thirsty. Metallic smell."

      "It couldn't have been twitch. You wouldn't have slept. You'd be bouncing off the walls."

      "Nothing says it would have the same effect on me." I slumped back onto the mattress, certain they’d injected me with the same drug I sensed in the twitcher’s warehouse.

      He was silent for a few seconds, his gaze unwavering on my face. "I meant, how did you get here. Why are you here?"

      "One of the living dead showed me the way." I tried to clear my throat, but it was too uncomfortable, too dry. "He seemed a decent man. I hope he got back to Owen safely. I came to find you. Must talk with you. Asher wouldn't get you."

      "Can you crawl across the room?" Glynn filled a small plastic cup with water from the sink and crawled across the floor. "Reach out your hand, we need to get you rehydrated."

      At full stretch, I grabbed the cup. Four cups of water later I crumpled onto my knees in the middle of the room. Glynn reached his fingertips to mine and I gripped his. Dust stuck to his hair. A trickle of blood dried at the corner of his mouth, and one eye had swollen almost shut.

      "You've got a black eye."

      "You should see the other guy. How do you feel?"

      "Angry." I stroked his hand with my fingertips. An ugly red wound marred his forearm. "A fresh burn. What happened?"

      Glynn pulled his arm back to his body. Images and sounds jumbled into my conscious thought. Asher. A lighter. The over-weight guard twisting Glynn's arm and holding it still while Asher held the lighter to it.

      Asher threatened to hurt Glynn to force me to do his bidding with the undead. He'd shown me he meant it. He hadn't even waited for me to wake from the stinking drug they'd injected into me.

      Glynn put on a brave face, but his eyes showed the strain of the last few hours.

      "That must hurt. You appear to be chained to the sink."

      Glynn leaned back against the wall. "Asher said you'd explain."

      No point trying to keep it from him, he needed to know so he could protect himself. If that was even possible with both of us bound. "He said he'd use you to force me to command the living dead here. Now I know why. He is torturing them, under the pretense of trying to uncover medical advances. Owen has a burn on his arm just like yours. Did you know anything about this?"

      Glynn's nostrils flared. "This is why I didn't want you here. You are too undisciplined, too likely to make things more complicated."

      "It got complicated a long time before I got here."

      "Don't interrupt. You have no idea what you've fallen into."

      "I'm finding out. Who and what is this doctor person practicing?"

      "I will deal with it." The tone of Glynn’s voice didn't change, but he glanced at the door.

      "Do you plan on dragging that thing around with you?" I pointed to the metal sink. "It looks well attached to the wall."

      "I've still got friends here."

      "Friends who can free you? Free us?"

      "Maybe. Probably. Asher disbanded the military police group, but all the guys that used to work together still trust one another. When you are in the army, you know your unit has your back against the enemy. When in the military police, your unit has your back against the rest of the army too."

      "I didn't know you were military police." I sat back on my heels.

      "Does it matter?"

      It was just another piece of information I didn't know about him. "Not at all. Do they know you’re locked up here?"

      "That's the probably bit." He gave me a half smile.

      I wanted to kiss all the scrapes on his gorgeous face. Then find the bastards who did it to him and knock their teeth out. As for Asher, he would pay. I yanked on the manacle that attached me to the metal bed frame. The bed moved a fraction of an inch. I lashed out with a kick and cursed it. That didn't help at all.

      "Save your energy for the getaway."

      "You have a plan?"

      He shrugged. "We get out, I take you home."

      "Have you spoken with Ed, Del, the others?"

      "Del is beside herself about Aidan, and she blames you."

      "I know she does. But Ed talked her into letting Aidan stay without interference from me. Del told Asher I'm a necromancer. You should’ve seen him smirking his way through question time."

      "Slow down." Glynn sat on his heels, the lines around his eyes tightened. "Del had no right to do that, she knows what he's like. Knows the sort of man he's become. Did he hurt you? I'll wipe that smirk off his face and shove it up his backside."

      "You can have him once I've finished with him."

      "Will there be anything left?" Glynn half grinned, half winced as the smile lifted his bruised eye. "Look, what happened in the tunnels. Asher got the wrong idea. You don't think I'd really led him to you, do you?"

      "I didn't think that for one moment."

      His Adam’s apple moved but he didn't speak.

      "Owen and his people deserve respect. They don't harm anyone." I crawled closer to him. "Let's share what we know. We can deal with this together."

      "You take risks that drive me insane." Glynn slumped against the wall. "I feel like I haven't slept in a hundred years."

      "You and me both."

      If the twitch still contaminated my body, I didn't feel it. Perhaps the strengthening spell enhanced my body’s ability to withstand the drug. The sleep hadn't refreshed me, but the water eased my thirst and my headache.

      "They'll be back," Glynn said. "If they are trying to get you hooked on twitch, they'll need to give you another couple of doses in quick succession."

      "You seem to know a lot about this drug."

      "More than I ever wanted to know. When they come back, we'll make a break for it. Then you can take me to Owen."

      Whoa. That was quick. I thought I'd have to persuade Glynn to talk to Owen, but he obviously had his own agenda. No need to negotiate with Glynn to get him to talk with Owen, my job was making sure they discussed peace.

      "Not so fast. I didn’t get a chance to speak to Owen about taking you to where they are. I didn't know if I’d be able to persuade you." A sour taste coated the back of my throat. I tried to push the thought away, but it niggled stubbornly. One reason for Glynn’s sudden demand to be taken to Owen could be that he was working for Asher. "Besides, I don't even know where they are."

      Glynn gave me a blank look. He sighed and dropped his head to his chest. "I’m not Asher’s dachshund, sweetheart. If you don't know where they are, I believe you. But if you do, I want to talk with him. "

      "Why do you want to escape and go to Owen rather than escape and take Asher on?"

      "Asher commands the base here. I’ve a handful of men loyal to me. Ed is working a few angles, we got to speak shortly before Asher’s thugs grabbed me. " Glynn lifted his head, stretched out his hand. "This is between me and Owen, babe. And I promised Del I'd check on Aidan."

      Loyalty to Glynn and an urgent desire to keep my unspoken promise to Owen fought in my head. "I'll make a deal."

      "You aren't in a position to be making deals." He lifted one eyebrow.

      "Neither of us are yet, are we?" I rattled my manacle against the bed frame.

      "We'll get out." He lowered his chin, his eyes flicked shut. "You came here to help. So help me. Please."

      "I'll take us back to Owen's base and work out a way to ask him if I can reveal the location to you. In return I want to check out the hospital complex and find out what's been going on."

      Glynn nodded. "They've stuck us in one of the old guest rooms, right next to the hospital building. I wouldn't mind having a good look myself. Ed told me he'd found out about a program of testing. He hadn't thought twice about it until he met Owen, and Aidan chose to live with them."

      "All we have to do now is overpower whichever guards come in to try and forcibly inject me again? Sounds easy peasy."

      "At least one of them should be one of mine." Glynn tried to stand, but the chain that tied him to the sink was too short. He crawled back to the middle of the room, turned and stretched his hips as close as he could to me. "Left pocket, my Swiss army knife."

      I couldn't reach him. I focused my strength and yanked on the bed frame. It moved a couple of inches, enough to reach his pocket with my fingertips. I eased out the knife and passed it into his outstretched hand.

      A cold panic settled in my chest. "Where's my satchel?"

      "Under the bed. It was there when they dragged me in here. They would have rifled through it, don’t know if they put everything back."

      On my belly, I crawled back to the bed. My satchel scrunched in the corner, even at full stretch, I couldn't reach it.

      "Do you need it?"

      "I'm not leaving this base without my athame and my healing wand."

      Glynn checked his watch. "They'll be here soon. They will check on us at the changeover. Turnaround, try and get it with your feet."

      Still on my belly, I wriggled my legs under the bed, grumbling as I scraped my bum on the rough frame. With my toes, I grabbed the satchel, and connected with something solid inside the bag. I let out the breath I'd been holding and wriggled the satchel back out, inch by inch, wincing at every clunk. I didn't want to damage the wand.

      With my chained arm twisting uncomfortably, I squirmed my legs back out from under the bed and eased the satchel to where I could reach it with eager hands. "They've taken the gun you gave me, and my cash. But nothing else."

      Glynn grunted in response.

      They hadn't understood the importance of the other objects in my bag. My healing wand was still wrapped in its silk scarf, tears welled in my eyes as it rolled into my hands, undamaged.

      "Your amulet. Do you still have it?"

      "It’s right against my skin. Just like you wanted it to be." He pointed at his black eye. "But it hasn't done a much of a job of protecting me yet."

      "It's only a black eye, a few scratches, and an ugly burn. You're here. We’re together. Magic works in mysterious ways sometimes."

      "Sometimes?" Glynn laughed.

      "What's the plan?"

      "I'm guessing there will be two. If one of them isn’t one of my men, we're going to have to take one each." Glynn rotated the knife in his hand. "I'll grab whichever one is closest to me. You do your magic stuff and deal with the other one until I can free myself from this." He yanked on the chain in obvious frustration.

      The last time I'd been exhausted, it all happened so fast. The guards easily overpowered me. I hadn't even tried to push them away.

      "Concentrate on whichever man is closest to you, don't let them get another needle into your arm." He reached for my hand and squeezed my fingers again. "You can do it, babe. As soon as we grab the keys, we'll get out of here. We have surprise on our side."

      He spoke with an easy authority, with a confidence he surely could not be feeling. We were both chained, too far apart to work closely together, and he intended to try brute force, whereas my plan was what? The strengthening spell was long gone. I couldn’t let them inject me again. One thing I could do. I squeezed his fingertips back and grabbed my healing wand.

      "No, you don't." He scrunched back against the wall, pointed at me as if I was a rookie recruit. "You need all the strength you've got to grapple your target."

      His curled his arm to his chest. I couldn't reach it, so I grabbed his outstretched ankle and prayed the healing would go straight to the burn. I pushed my energy through the wand and into Glynn's body, healing the nerves to help reduce the pain, and his skin so the wound wouldn't get infected.

      "I said stop." Glynn grunted as my magic intertwined with ley energy to repair cells and mend skin.

      His eyes squeezed shut, his face creased into a grimace. Several moments passed like that. When his breathing slowed, and evened out, I released him, rewrapped the wand and stored it back in my satchel.

      "What were you muttering?"

      "A quick prayer that the healing would be fast and pain free."

      He shook his head. "Fast, yes. I told you not to waste your energy on me."

      "It wasn't wasted."

      "Do you believe in her. Really believe."

      "Haebeth embodies what we think spirituality looks like."

      "So that's a no?"

      I thought carefully about my words. "When the earth’s energy pours into me, I'm connected to every living thing. When I dig deep and draw in the energy of life and death around me, I know the power within every blade of grass. The essence of every corpse, whether a rotting insect, or an inhabitant of the nearest cemetery. This ley line is something else. It bubbles to me without constraint. It offers itself to me without requesting anything in return. I believe in a greater spiritual power, far greater than me. I've derived strength from her in my deepest despair."

      He grabbed my hand. "Don't let anyone make you do what you know is wrong. No matter who or what is threatened."

      "You've seen me deal with people who threaten me and mine."

      "I've seen you deal with various dead people. This time the enemy is very much alive."

      "Alive. Dead. Living dead. I care for all equally. I deal with all equally."

      Some distance away, a heavy door scraped open. Heavy boots strode along the corridor, thumping closer like a beating war drum. Glynn motioned for me to slump back on the bed. He scooted back to the sink and lolled against the wall. We needed them inside where the small room would work in our favor.

      I could push pain into another person's head. I'd done it before. More times than Glynn knew about. I glanced across at him. He'd already unsheathed the knife. The blade long, thin and wickedly sharp. A plan coalesced in my brain.
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      The footsteps stopped. A key fumbled in the lock. We had no more than a few seconds to perfect this escape.

      Glynn rested his head on his arm, faking sleep while he kneeled in readiness, like a coil ready to spring. I sat back on the bed, my satchel scrunched behind my back. My pulse pounded in my ears, adrenalin spiked and added to the power eddying in my gut. My athame was a tool for ritual, not a weapon. My healing wand could be used to cause harm, but not in a hurry. If my plan to push pain into the two guards at once failed, I had no back up.

      The door opened in slow motion, and two men sauntered into the room. They laughed together as if sharing a funny joke, the sound grating and loud. One of them carried a needle already full of clear liquid.

      The door closed behind them and Glynn gave me a small shake of the head. It looked like neither of these men was among the 'one of mine' that Glynn hoped would arrive. He grabbed one of the men's legs with his free hand and yanked the man to him. The second man threw the needle into the sink, jumped behind Glynn and wound his arm around Glynn's throat.

      This wasn't how it was supposed to go.

      The three men brawled on the floor in a mess of thrusting arms and legs.

      Pushing pain into two bodies at the same time, my breath caught in my chest. I’d never done it before. No time to practice or ponder what to do. Glynn couldn't fight off two burly men with one arm chained to a metal sink, not for long.

      No point in looking for earth power to supplement my own, the concrete and steel floor was so thick I couldn't feel the earth beneath us. I sought out the ley line and found it. The raw power rippled and bubbled toward me as if eager to do my bidding.

      My shoulder still throbbed, my body ached with fatigue, exhaustion purred just below the surface. I bundled the pain and fatigue into two tennis ball size blobs and hurled it at the two soldiers.

      One skidded across the floor and bounced off the wall onto his knees. The other jerked away from Glynn, smashed his head on the sink and stumbled back onto his bum. He stared at me. His eyes widened and he scrambled to his feet with a primitive growl. Glynn smashed his heel into the man's knee. He crumpled to the ground with a howl of pain.

      Damn. We were making enough noise to alert the whole base. I focused on my fatigue, asked the ley line to magnify it, swirled it into a lance and lobbed it at the man's chest. The other man turned for the door, probably to raise the alarm. I repeated the process and hurled another lance of fatigue at his back.

      Both men wobbled a few steps until they crumpled, unconscious on the floor.

      "What the hell. Are they dead?" Glynn gazed at me.

      "It’s not like I’m experienced at this, but they should just be totally exhausted."

      He nodded as if pleased with the result of my handiwork.

      "Come on. Give us a break." Glynn grabbed the foot of the man who'd tried to run and dragged him to where he could rifle through his pockets.

      "Yes." Glynn grinned and threw a bunch of keys to me. "Try the smallest key."

      It opened my handcuffs first try. I scooted across to Glynn. The keys all looked similar. On my third try, I found the correct one and Glynn yanked his arm free of the restraint.

      "We did it."

      "We certainly did." He snatched me into his arms and roved his hungry mouth across my face with kisses that stung my cheeks, forehead and mouth. His exultant laughter tickled my ear as he lifted my feet from the ground. Tears welled at the back of my eyes and I pressed my face into Glynn’s wrinkled uniform to hide them.

      "We make quite a team." He stood and pulled me upright, wrapped his hands around my head, and gently nibbled my lips. "The last place I want you to be is here."

      "I know." I looped my arms around his shoulders, balanced on my toes and held his body close to me. "But you need me to get to Owen."

      "You trust me to work something out with him, don't you?"

      "I trust you won't kill indiscriminately." I held him at arm’s length, held his gaze in my own. "I trust you don't believe in torture."

      "What if the end justifies the means." His gaze dropped to the floor.

      "No end ever justifies any means."

      "What schmuck told you that." He lowered his hands to my waist, kissed me again.

      I pulled my head free. "You."

      "I guess I’m the schmuck, then." He stroked his fingertip across my cheek. "After Owen, we’ve still got Asher to deal with."

      "You’re always telling me, one thing at a time. We’ve still got to get out of this place."

      "Yeah. As much as I want to hold you close." He pulled me to his chest. "Too dangerous hanging around here."

      He released me and locked the unconscious guards in the manacles that had held us. He gripped my hand in his, stepped into the corridor and locked the door behind us. "Let's find you a uniform, you'll stand out less."

      "That will take too long."

      "Nope." He paced the corridor like a silent panther, his steps quiet, his head turning from side to side, constantly listening. "A few seconds well spent."

      He nudged me into a small room full of lockers. Glynn rummaged in a cupboard. "You are tiny. Bound to be something here."

      "I'm not that tiny. Most of the soldiers I've seen are pretty big, anything in my size might be already gone."

      "Exactly. No one as small as you enlists, but someone would've ordered small sizes, so there's bound to be a stack of items in your size. Here you go."

      He handed me, neatly folded and brand-new, trousers, T-shirt, and jacket. Buttoned and belted, I looked like a gray and white sack. Army socks and boots dragged unnaturally heavy on my legs, but once the trousers were tucked in and the boots laced up, I looked every bit the rookie recruit. Glynn grabbed another gun, made sure it held a full magazine and holstered it on his thigh. He didn't offer me a weapon this time.

      He grabbed a cloth cap and shoved it in my pocket. "You'll need it when the sun comes out."

      Back in the corridor, it was quiet. We tiptoed to the exit door. Glynn pulled out the keys, but he didn't need them, the door slid open.

      "Stay close and low." He held his finger to his lips.

      Glynn hugged the walls, striding so quickly I ran to keep up. The hospital building, low and squat as if trying to hide in the corner, took up at least one quarter of the military compound. Its roof, completely covered with gleaming squares, glowed pink in the morning sun.

      The wide gap between the buildings showed right through to the other side of the empty compound.

      "Where is everyone?"

      "It's breakfast time. Best meal of the day. With a bit of luck, those two guards were the only ones on duty in this part of the compound."

      I crossed my fingers. We needed every bit of luck we could grab.

      

      A huge Red Cross decorated the swinging doors at the main entrance to the hospital building. Glynn brought us to a small, unmarked and locked door at the back of the building, where one of his keys fit. Glynn sidled through and paced quietly down the narrow corridor to a group of offices at the other side of the building.

      He rattled the door handle of the office labeled Dr. Prescott. It was locked, and none of the keys fit. Glynn stepped back and kicked at the lock until the wood splintered and the door pushed open.

      Glynn opened the doctor’s filing drawers and indicated for me to do the same. "Ed told me we found the special undead accidentally."

      "The living dead."

      Glynn nodded once. "They tested various drugs on twitchers, but found them unreliable, so Asher ordered the known twitcher hangouts destroyed. Ed led a squad sent to clean up a group. They chased them into the underground railway and got lost in the tunnels. They didn't find the addicts, but they did find some living dead who showed them the way out. When they reported this back to Asher, he sent more patrols to find them."

      "Nice way to say thanks."

      Glynn shrugged. "All they found were more twitchers, alive and undead. The last few raids ended up in MIAs. That’s when they called me back."

      I joined Glynn at the cabinets. "I think the twitcher undead who escaped military capture joined Owen’s group." Glynn didn’t need to know about the decaying man who tried to kill me at Echo Den. We worked better together when he wasn’t wasting time worrying about me. "What are we looking for?"

      "Anything that tells us what Prescott and Asher are doing."

      "What authority do you have to rifle through my files?" A tall slim man in a white lab coat flung himself through the doorway.

      Glynn leveled his gun at the man's head. "I'm running out of patience. Save me some time, and you a bunch of agro, and tell me what you are doing."

      "It's all in the reports I write for the Colonel." Dr. Prescott pushed thick black glasses against his nose. "He was most insistent, the reports are for his eyes only."

      Glynn clicked a stubby cylinder around the end of his weapon. "Try again."

      The doctor stared at Glynn's name badge. "Major Buckley, I'm sure we can discuss this reasonably."

      "Where is the lab where you do your work?" I stepped in front of the doctor.

      "I will not speak to an uncivil private who is out of her place." He snapped at me.

      Glynn yanked me away from the man. "I don't have time for reading reports. Give me a short summary."

      "It's early days." The doctor's Adam's apple bobbed in his reddening neck. "The only undead we've captured so far have been in a poor state and have not survived testing. But I'm hopeful. The Colonel is a brave man for trying to discover what's keeping the dead alive. We've lost so much medical knowledge." He lifted his hand as if in supplication to Glynn. "You know yourself, we are barely able to keep our men alive on the battlefield, let alone get them back here for effective treatment. The Colonel wants to find ways to keep our soldiers safe."

      "What can you learn from the undead, except how to be undead." I snapped back at the doctor. A light bulb went off in my head. "You're trying to work out how to raise dead soldiers aren't you? Raise them as sentient living dead to keep your army replenished?"

      A muscle in Dr. Prescott's face twitched. "You must be the young necromancer Asher mentioned to me earlier today. These experiments must be of great interest to you. Right up your alley, so to speak."

      "Is that it?" Glynn spat out the words.

      I thrust him aside. "The point is" —I stabbed my finger into the doctor's chest— "you can't raise the dead without their permission. You most certainly cannot raise the dead and then use them for your own ends."

      He smirked at me. "Do you really think you can stop us? Once the right people find out, funding will flow, and we will achieve our goals."

      "I will stop it." A hard knot fused in my belly. If Glynn didn't shoot this smirking sadist, I'd thrust a lance of pure anger into his cold heart.

      "I take it the right people have not yet been fully informed." Glynn sounded businesslike.

      The doctor paled, mumbled a few words and shook his head.

      "So, I only have to kill you and the colonel to keep this foul notion quiet."

      His pale skin turned gray under Glynn's steady stare.

      Glynn found some duct tape in a drawer. He taped the doctor's arms behind his back, pushed him into the seat behind the desk, and taped him to the chair.

      "I want to check the lab." I said another silent prayer that Bill made it to safety, but I couldn't leave without checking.

      Glynn taped the doctor's mouth. "God only knows what to do with him."

      We strode along the corridor, turned left at a T-junction, and paced to large double doors at its end. Glynn pushed his way through three sets of doors, each one a tighter fit than the last.

      "What does he test in here?" I asked.

      "As far as I knew, he's working on patches and survival rations. Looks like he dabbled in a bit more than that."

      After the third doors, we entered a huge, dark, windowless room. Glynn flicked the light switches on the wall, and yellow light gleamed off a polished cement floor and stainless steel tables.

      "It looks like an operating room, doesn't it?" I trailed a fingertip along a spotlessly clean stainless steel table.

      A low groan sounded from the far corner. I thrust a wheeled table aside to dart across the room.

      "Meagan, not so fast."

      I slowed to a fast walk, but kept moving. A single large man lay on a metal table against the wall. Please, not Bill. I ran to the table, Glynn close at my heels.

      Bill. I sagged against the table, the metal hard against my hips. Bill tried to lift his head but couldn't. His eyes rolled back in his head.

      I gripped his hand. "What happened? What did they do to you? Tell me how I can help?"

      "Poison." Bill slurred his words. "Too late for me. Save the others."

      I curled my arms around his shoulders, his head lolled, and he died in my arms.

      Tears sprang to my eyes, I scrubbed them away, leaned into Glynn’s chest. "I will kill the bastard myself if you don't."

      Glynn squeezed my shoulder. "I'm not going to let you kill anyone."

      "You wouldn't care if I killed a dead person."

      "You wouldn't be killing them, if they are already dead. Isn't he just going to rise again seeing as his head is still attached? "

      "Owen and his people are different. Healing Owen felt like healing you or Del. They’re like us, with a second chance at living. I don't think Bill will live again after this."

      Glynn's face hardened. He turned an unseeing gaze across the room.

      "I know you've got history with Owen. But—"

      A screech startled both of us.

      Glynn pushed me back against the wall. "Stay there."

      With raised gun, he paced to the source of the sound. The double doors swung open with a swoosh. A man, little more than skin and bone, dressed in a tattered T-shirt and ripped jeans, staggered toward us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 24

          

        

      

    

    
      The skeletal man lifted one of the smaller tables and flung it at Glynn. Instinctively I dropped to my knees and slid under the table holding Bill. Glynn fired, but he missed. The bullet hit a table and pinged against the opposite wall.

      The man screeched again and staggered behind a steel cabinet. He kept up a constant babble of incoherent sounds. I pushed out with my senses and recoiled back. He felt like the half-crazed living dead who’d tried to kill me at Echo Den. A twitcher, so Owen said. My stomach heaved as the suffocating intertwined odors of dirt, death and decay slammed into my memory.

      I slid across the nearest metal table. Pushed in front of Glynn. "He's a dead twitcher. He's even more messed up now than before he died."

      Glynn fired into the man's chest. The sound of the dull explosion bounced between steel surfaces and the dead twitcher crumpled to the floor.

      "Fire. We have to make sure he doesn't rise again as something less than human." I ran to the metal cabinets along the wall. "It's a lab. Must be alcohol somewhere."

      Glynn grabbed my hand and tugged. "We have to get out of here before breakfast is finished and the compound fills up with soldiers looking for something to do."

      "Help me. Look for alcohol. And a lab lighter."

      He grumbled, but rummaged in the cabinets I hadn't yet searched. We found what we needed. I drenched the corpse in alcohol and set it alight, then tossed more alcohol around the room.

      "What are you doing?" Glynn snatched the empty bottle from me.

      "Destroying this place."

      "It won't burn easily. You'd need to drop a bomb on it. Besides, it's not the place that’s wicked. Asher isn't trying to accomplish evil goals. I probably wouldn't have given these experiments a second thought before—"

      "Before you met me?"

      "We need the healing patches replenished, too many medical improvements to list." He held out his palms. "There's got to be a way to do both, without harming anyone." He swallowed hard as if including the living dead in the category of anyone was distasteful.

      The flames licked the ceiling, but they found nothing to burn and quickly descended to the body.

      Glynn grabbed my hand and pulled me to a side door. "You promised to take me to Owen. Let's go."

      I pulled back. "Let's hide Bill. Just in case."

      "Where? It's hardly safe for him here, is it?"

      "There must be somewhere."

      Glynn lifted Bill's body over his shoulders. "Old storeroom, on the way to the garage. Follow me. Remember to stay close and low."

      We ran along the fence to another set of squat buildings. Glynn deposited Bill's body in the first building, and motioned me to get down and stay quiet.

      We crept into the garage. Four jeeps lined one wall. Two soldiers worked on the engine of a fifth vehicle.

      "Stay here. Stay quiet." Glynn tiptoed between the jeeps, at the work desk he grabbed a wrench.

      He smashed the wrench on one man’s head, and punched the other on the chin. Both men wobbled for a few seconds and fell to the ground, barely conscious.

      Shaking his hand, Glynn strode to one of the cars, opened the passenger door for me and slid into the driver seat. "Back to the tunnels, right?"

      "I don't know any other way to get to the base, other than the one Del and I took."

      "It will be quicker in the jeep. And safer now the sun is rising." He reversed out of the garage, played with various controls in front of him and drove the car around the back of the garage, away from the manned main exit.

      "You hurt your hand."

      "It'll be okay, might sting for a bit."

      "I guess those soldiers weren't your people either."

      He shook his head as we arrived at a small, unlocked gate in the fence. I jumped from the car, opened the gate, and closed it after Glynn drove through.

      Instead of the small lanes I traipsed along with Bill, Glynn turned into a major road and we headed back to the city. How long did we have before someone raised the alarm? Would Asher guess our moves and send a patrol after us? If he did, he probably wouldn't include any of the people Glynn trusted. The odds stacked up against us, but what else could we do?

      

      At the station plaza, Glynn screeched to a stop. We clambered out of the jeep together. I tugged on Glynn's hand and dragged him to the top of the steps.

      At the railing, he pulled me back to him. "Be careful. You don't know what's down there."

      "They've all gone." I yanked his hand again. No need to tell him about the few who remained. The small group led by Simon and hoping to die in a final battle with Asher’s raiding party.

      "What about dead twitchers? Have you considered them?" He pushed ahead of me. His gun drawn and ready.

      Dead twitchers. Living dead twitchers. Children trying to survive among the filth and garbage. I jolted to a stop. "They may not all be lost. Owen might be able to help them, especially the children. He is a steadying influence."

      Glynn shook his head. "Not now. Focus on the next step. Let's get this done." He jumped down another two steps.

      "I know you're mad at Owen—"

      "I'm not mad at him. He did what he had to do."

      "Why did Asher think—"

      "His judgment has been off since I got here. Since well before according to Ed."

      I trailed after Glynn. Each step descending further into darkness. At the landing, I almost fell over him. He crouched, silent, listening. He pushed me behind him. Shuffling steps sounded from below us.

      "If it's a living dead, let me deal with them," I whispered.

      "I'm not stopping to ask questions."

      "Meagan?" My name wafted up from below, in a soft voice I recognized.

      "Simon?" I let out a small groan. "It's okay. I'm with Glynn."

      Glynn sighed. "Corporal Simon Woods?"

      "Yes, sir." Heavy footsteps plodded up the steps. Simon's white face loomed below us.

      "What happened?" I moved to step closer, but Glynn blocked my path.

      Simon shrugged. "It didn't work. I haven't got a scratch on me."

      "The others?"

      "Gone, as far as I can tell."

      "Are you kidding me? Ed reported your death." Glynn fixed a hard stare on Simon's face.

      "Yes, sir. But something went wrong. This isn't for me, so properly dead is the aim."

      "You can help us." I stood. "We have to go to Echo Den."

      Silence dragged on for seconds. Simon shuffled his feet. "Nothing's changed. I hate this. You said you'd help me."

      "I will, if it's what you want. Will you help us find Echo Den first? It’s important."

      "The cart is still at Westmead Station." Simon sagged against the railing, but when he spoke he sounded strong again. "It's out of charge, but we can pump it back—it's mostly downhill. Where's Bill?"

      "He was caught. He died." My throat thickened. If I could go back in time and change what happened, I'd have done it in a heartbeat. I hardly knew him, but he seemed like a decent guy. Another one lost to Owen and his people.

      Glynn rifled through his vest pockets and pulled out a small torch. "I doubt it will shine for long, but it's better than nothing."

      Simon led us to the cart Del and I sat in not yet a day and a half ago. Glynn took the opposite side of the cart to Simon and together, grunting, they worked the pump to push us ahead. On the downward stretch to Echo Den, we gathered speed until we bounced into the bay at the entrance to the cavern. We all clambered from the cart and Glynn swung the torchlight in a slow arc across the space. A few bits of paper blew across the floor in a slow draft. Empty packing crates lined one wall. Most of the furniture gone.

      "How do you propose we find them?" Glynn said.

      "The town is on the train line." I walked along the wall feeling for light switches. "With a bit of luck, whatever they used to power their lights, something is left."

      "The track ends here." Glynn shone the torch along the wall.

      "Loops and levels wind below us and through the other side. Yes." I flicked switches and a gentle light broke through the darkness. I pointed to the opposite wall. "I didn't see them leave, but I'm sure I can find it."

      Simon nodded. "I know the other exit, I helped them load some stuff.

      "Lead on," Glynn said.

      "Not so fast. I need to ask Owen first." I stepped to the metal table they’d left behind in the middle of the cavern. Probably been too heavy to lift, or too securely attached to the ground.

      Glynn swore under his breath. "You promised."

      "It's not my secret to share. But I did promise, and I will ask him."

      Glynn glanced at his watch. "Do your voodoo stuff, tell him I'm here, but I won't wait all day."

      I opened my mouth to tell Glynn how little I appreciated his sarcasm, but stopped before I spoke. Arguing with Glynn wouldn’t achieve anything. "I don't do voodoo." Not that I knew of at least. I'd send feelers down the ley line. "I should be able to reach Liliwen as she's a spirit, and she'll ask him for me. I know she will."

      "Why not Owen directly?"

      "He's a living dead, not a spirit. It should be easier for me to reach Liliwen." Truthfully, I had no idea if I could reach Owen, or any other living dead. They didn't come to me like spirits did. I sensed their essence, but couldn't reach out to them.

      Glynn rotated his hand in a small circle. His silent way of saying get on with it.

      I found the ley line. Its energy ran in a direct line under Brimbank to Saltpetre Way in one direction, and Winterhurst in the other. If I pulsed out a jolt of my own energy, amplified by the ley, I could wake every spirit in each direction. With lips pressed together so hard it hurt, I hesitated. Another risk. We didn't have much time, and if I could get Glynn to trust Owen, he'd put an end to this vicious war against the living dead. I gripped the smooth metal of the central table, closed my eyes and called for Liliwen.

      The power bubbled and swirled like a pot of seething soup. Nothing happened at first. No danger of waking up hundreds of spirits, I couldn't even contact one. I tried again, called Liliwen's name out loud. Holding on took all my strength; she was too far away. I slumped over the table, the metal hard against my cheek.

      A breath of cool air drifted across the back of my neck. Evie. The sound of her voice strengthened my resolve. Her light touch reminded me why this was important. I called Liliwen again and reassured Evie I was well, told her not to worry. Even so far from Ravenswood, Evie's laughter rippled across my skin.

      Liliwen came to me in an image, her face creased into a question. A proper conversation wouldn't be possible. Her spirit didn't form in front of me like it did when I called spirits with the help of wormwood smoke. I projected my request for Owen and Glynn to meet and sort out a sustainable future. Her eyes opened wide, her disapproval smacked at me, but she nodded her agreement to ask Owen.

      "What's happening?" Glynn pressed against my back, his warm breath curled around my ears.

      "We wait. Owen wants this over too." I hope I hadn't misread him. "He will talk."

      Seconds dragged by and slowly turned into minutes. Fatigue spread from my head down my body until my knees buckled. Glynn pressed close to me. He pocketed his gun and gripped his hands around my elbows. I was vaguely aware of Simon's presence, shoulders slumped, defeated. I called Liliwen again, and felt her presence as if she'd raised her palm to silence me.

      "How long will this take?" Glynn stroked his hands from my elbows to my shoulders and rested them there. "You're exhausted. You shouldn't have tried healing this burn."

      "I'm fine."

      His touch lifted the hairs on my neck and I found myself leaning into his strong chest. We'd barely spent any time alone together since I got here. We'd stumbled from one catastrophe to another with hardly a word that mattered.

      "We didn’t get that early night in Del’s guest room, did we?" I nuzzled into his chest.

      He stroked his hands up my arm and touched his lips to my temple.

      With a loud sigh Liliwen reappeared.

      

      "He's not happy, but he said okay." Liliwen's words floated into my head. "Buckley and yourself. That's it, no one else."

      She didn't wait for a response from me. I twisted away from Glynn.

      "Simon." I choked back the desire to touch Glynn, to hold him close for a long time. We'd make this work. There would be time together later. "Where is the start of the line that leads to Saltpetre Way? Do we need to drag the cart to it?"

      Steps shuffled behind us. Glynn grabbed the torch and swung the beam of light back to the bay.

      "Yes, we need the cart," Simon said. "I'll show you the way."

      "You'll come with us, won't you?"

      "He will." Colonel Asher's voice echoed across the room. "Keep your hands where I can see them Buckley."
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      "How the hell." Glynn held his empty hands at waist height. A green light on the end of Asher's gun reflected an eerie light over his face.

      My legs buckled and the last of my strength drained from my limbs.

      "Put your weapon on the bench and move away." Asher gestured with the gun. "You two have been in cahoots all along I see."

      Glynn pulled me behind him and pushed his gun along the bench. "You followed us."

      "Obviously. You losing your touch Buckley? Did you really expect us not to watch you two? Your detour to Dr. Prescott. Nasty lumps on two men’s heads. And as for your witch friend, she is quite a find."

      Glynn stepped toward Asher. "Let her go."

      "No way. She'll do as she's told with you in chains Buckley. Trust me, my boys won't be as gentle next time."

      A green light flicked on either side of Asher. A uniformed man stood at each light, both with guns like his own. Glynn and I were unarmed. My heart sank to my stomach. Everything was about to be undone.

      Simon stiffened at the sound of the colonel's voice, but his steps didn’t waver. "Six of us won't fit."

      "Then find two of the damn things," Asher shouted.

      The soldiers emptied Glynn's pockets.

      I clutched my satchel to my body. "You already took the gun in my possession."

      The man snatched the bag from me and rifled through it. He removed my athame, sniggered at the blunt edge, and smacked the bag back into my chest.

      When Simon reached the cart, he lowered its small wheels to the ground. "There's two like this, each one needs two men to work the hand pump." Digging in his heels he thrust his weight against the end of the cart. It moved a couple of inches at most. Even with wheels, it would be hard to push all the way across the cavern.

      "Get behind these things, push them where they need to go." Asher pointed with the barrel of his gun. Let's all take a trip to this Saltpetre Way." Asher rolled his tongue around the town's name, as if knowing it gave him power over it.

      Hand in hand Glynn and I paced to the cart where Simon labored.

      "Not you, witch," Asher shouted. "You get over here with me. I'll put a bullet in her if you so much as falter Buckley. As for you, witch, try anything and I’ll put a bullet in your major so fast you won't finish your first abracadabra."

      Working together Glynn and Simon shoved the cart forward. Asher prodded me to follow, and stepped directly behind me. Every step, the end of the gun prodded my back.

      The two soldiers manhandled the second cart behind us, inch by gratingly painful inch. After what seemed like an eternity, Simon yelled stop. Asher moved ahead of us. He kept the gun pointed at me while he shone a small torch into the darkness.

      "The track is down two levels. We descend in the elevator." Simon struggled to catch his breath. "It will take two trips."

      He trudged to a huge metal cage and yanked the heavy grill doors open. He and Glynn maneuvered the cart into the cage while Asher watched.

      Asher signaled for me to squash in one corner while squeezing in the opposite corner himself.

      "Close and latch the grill," Simon said. "It won't move until it's latched."

      Asher turned a metal bar until it locked into place. At the back of the elevator, Simon and Glynn heaved on a thick chain. With slow jerking motions, we descended until we hit the ground level with a crunch of metal against metal.

      Asher unlocked the doors. He pulled the grill to one side. "Girl, get your half of the door open."

      I struggled with the metal door, but finally pushed it wide enough to get the cart through. Limbs trembling, I crashed onto my knees as Simon and Glynn pushed the cart through the metal gates.

      Glynn wrapped his arms around my waist and lifted me upright. "How much further?"

      "The start of the line is close." Simon's voice wavered as much as my legs.

      Asher flashed his gun's green light across the ground.

      "There it is." Simon darted to the back of the cart and shouldered it in the direction of the track.

      Glynn joined him and both men wriggled the cart to the start of the offshoot track.

      Asher prodded Simon in the stomach. "Get back up and bring my men down here with the other cart."

      Simon hesitated, then saluted. Please be out of habit. We needed Simon on our side. He disappeared into the darkness.

      "Keep your hands where I can see them." Asher pushed me to the ground at his feet. He kept the rifle pointed at Glynn. "Neither of you try anything. I might not kill both of you, but I guarantee I will kill one of you."

      On the ground, a fine dust coated my hands and filled my nose. If I could catch my breath, rest for a while, I could try and grab a gun. Then what? Against three with guns?

      The strengthening spell must be spoken aloud, but Asher would never let me get to the end. Even if I found a way to cast it, a second spell so close to the first would have unforeseen consequences, and the crash when it came would be sudden and ugly.

      The lift rumbled back down. The soldiers cursed as they manhandled the heavy handcart out of the lift to join us. Desperately, I searched my memory for options.

      "Meagan, with me in the first cart. Buckley and the other one, in the second cart." Asher pointed at the two soldiers. "You two split up, one in each cart. One of you is gonna have to do some work."

      It would take two to move each vehicle. He wouldn't put the gun down, so he expected me to pump the cart with one of the soldiers.

      Glynn must have realized at the same time. He marched to Asher and thumped him in the shoulder. "She can hardly stand. You can't expect her to work the hand pump."

      Asher clicked the trigger safety off and pointed the gun at my legs. "I want her alive. But she doesn't need all her body parts. Get back and shut your mouth."

      If I used every ounce of energy to physically move the cart, I’d have nothing left to turn the table on Asher and his two soldiers. How on earth was I going to get us out of this mess?

      Asher pushed me onto the first cart and climbed into the seat at the back. Simon latched the wheels into place so the cart rolled smoothly into the track lines.

      "Up ahead, it merges with two others." Simon still breathed heavily. "They run parallel for a way, then at the major intersection, they split into different directions."

      Asher clanged his gun against the metal. "Do your dead people thing girl, and do it damn quick."

      I remembered the map spread across the metal table in Echo Den, the train line followed the ley line all the way to Saltpetre Way. "I can find it."

      "Meagan." Simon tapped my left foot. "At the front here, a lever switches from one track to another." He shoved my foot hard left as if to make a point.

      "I've got it." I reached down and squeezed his shoulder. Neither Asher nor the other soldiers saw anything.

      "Get pumping, people." Asher sounded the happiest I'd heard him.

      Once we got a rhythm going, we moved quite quickly through a large and flat tunnel.

      Now that I knew how to recognize it, the ley line glimmered like one of the well-lit paths in the protected suburbs, and the track followed it in a straight line. At the intersection, the ley line and the train track to Saltpetre Way veered hard right together.

      We weren’t going there. I thrust the lever and moved us hard left. On the map, it curved around and up north. Away from where Asher wanted to be. No idea where it led, but it wasn’t anywhere near Saltpetre Way.

      The soldier opposite me grunted. The green light from Asher's gun highlighted beads of sweat streaming down his face, but he clutched the handle firmly. Shortly after the intersection, the tunnel narrowed and the ground inclined slowly but steadily upwards.

      "How long will this take?" Asher’s foot tapped a rapid beat.

      Up ahead a dim gray light grew larger. It looked like the sun hadn't burned through the clouds yet. Bring on the light. No matter how hot it was outside, I'd experienced enough suffocating tunnels to last me a lifetime. The steady climb had my muscles burning. Nothing but sheer willpower kept me going.

      Asher was the only one of us not gasping for breath and grunting with exertion. He sat at the back of the cart like Attila the Hun going into battle

      Simon gasped just as much as the rest of us, sweated the same. But he felt different in a way that mattered to him. Twice I’d promised to help him die, properly dead. If we survived, and I couldn’t persuade him otherwise. A sense of futility hollowed out my body. No matter what it cost me, he deserved for me to honor the commitment I made.

      The heat increased as we neared the tunnel exit, but at least the track leveled out. Both carts slowed as we caught our breath in daylight again. Simon wiped sweat from his eyes with the back of his hand. He caught me staring at him. He gave me a small wave, quickly disguised as a rub across his brow.

      Asher shouted at us to keep moving. I unfolded the cap Glynn shoved in my pocket and jammed it on my head. Asher smirked at me. I smirked back. I wasn't beaten yet, and if blood pumped through my veins, there was no way I'd let him torture Glynn, or Simon, or use me to command the dead in his vile experiments.

      Somehow, I had to kill him.
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      We’d left the tunnels far behind us. I lost track of time. The soldier opposite did all the work. Sweat rolled down my face and neck. The uniform stuck to my body. My arms trembled so much it was hard to control them. With my hands sticky with sweat and dirt, I fought to hold on. Thank Haebeth for the clouds. At least I only suffered with heat not the burning rays of the sun.

      Bundling my pain and exhaustion into weapons earlier was a masterstroke of luck born of necessity. My shoulder was stiff but not throbbing. My ankle no longer twanged. The cut in my head had healed. Poor Glynn was not so lucky, his head must’ve throbbed painfully, his fatigue must’ve ached as heavy as mine.

      At some point, we’d arrive at the end of this line and Asher would realize we weren’t in Saltpetre Way.

      I still didn't have a plan. He'd be livid. Probably fly off the handle. He'd balk at killing me because I knew where Owen was. If he killed Glynn he'd have nothing to dangle over my head to force me to cooperate. But there was a lot he could do that stopped short of killing us.

      In the distance, a train station appeared. We started climbing again, this time steeply and curving steadily to the left.

      At the train station, I collapsed over the hand pump, exhausted. The metal poked me painfully in the ribs but I lay there, everything trembling while sweat stung my eyes and my head throbbed from dehydration.

      "Get on with it, witch." Asher prodded me with the end of his gun.

      "She needs water," Glynn called out.

      The second cart holding Glynn and Simon stopped directly behind us. I couldn't move except to crumple to the floor. Paralyzed with powerlessness, every breath took extreme concentration.

      Asher smashed his foot against the back of the cart. He cursed and stood, scanned the horizon. "We're heading back to the city. Where are you taking us? I promised you a bullet if you were a bad witch."

      "You need her." Glynn's voice was the calmest I'd ever heard it.

      "We've had this discussion," Asher said. "She doesn't need her leg. Doesn't need her arms either."

      "You need her to pump the cart. Let's rest, find some water."

      Asher pulled a pair of handcuffs from his vest. "Once she's told me the correct direction, I'll manhandle this thing."

      "If you hit a vein, she will bleed out. That's not what you want, is it?" Glynn spoke with authority and urgency.

      Glynn’s tone triggered a response in me. The slightest flutter stirred in my belly. Maybe we could take advantage of this stop. I pushed myself onto my knees, grabbed the pump handle, and tried to pull myself upright. Asher would shoot me if he thought he could hurt me without killing me. I didn't doubt it.

      "You know me better than that, Buckley. A bullet in her sexy butt will hurt like hell but it sure won't kill her." Asher aimed the gun at me again. "This is your last chance, witch. You can either stand up and pump the cart to where your undead friends are hiding, or I’ll shoot you now." He leaned toward me as if to emphasize the threat. "You will tell me how to get there while you scream in pain."

      What now? I could take us to the middle track. But how close was it to Saltpetre Way? I'd have to trust when we got there, and Asher realized I still hadn't taken him to the correct place, Glynn would stop him. I wobbled to my feet with coarse breaths shaking my chest and gripped onto the handle with reserves of strength I didn't know I possessed. I rubbed my stinging eyes. Asher still glowered at me, a vicious coldness in his stare.

      I started at a sudden movement behind us.

      Simon grappled with the soldier in his cart and knocked him off-balance. Leaping across the small gap he jumped next to me. I crashed into the soldier opposite. We all crumpled to the floor. Asher fired, and Simon's body jerked with a thud of bullet into flesh. Asher bared his teeth and roared. He swung his arm wildly, fired repeatedly into the station. My ears rang from the deafening noise. All I knew was the booming pain in my ears, Simon's cold body on top of me, and my sticky blood-coated hands.

      Simon wanted to die, but surely not like this.

      I wriggled Simon's body off me. He lay on a bottle of water. The world spun slowly around me. Dear Haebeth, he’d died to bring me water. I grabbed it and gulped it down before anyone could take it off me.

      Dear Simon. I cradled his head in my lap. Tears welled, and one dropped from my chin to his face.

      Asher casually reloaded a new magazine. Seventeen cartridges clicked into place with slow methodical precision. In the cart behind us, Glynn punched the soldier in the chest. They wrestled with one another until Glynn landed a punch on the man's head. Glynn grabbed the soldier’s gun as his body fell in a heap.

      Asher aimed at the second cart. Bullets pinged against its metal front. I wrapped my hands around my ears, but the noise still deafened me. I drooped over Simon’s body, too exhausted to pull in death power to help. We were too far from the ley line for it to help me. It must only have been seconds since Simon died, but time slowed to a crawl.

      Glynn grabbed the semi-conscious soldier, twisted his arms behind his back, and used him as a human shield as he leapt from the cart. Asher fired into the soldier's body as if he was at target practice. I tried to ignore the ringing in my ears, tried to pull in energy from the dead men. I knew I was hyperventilating, but I couldn’t stop myself.

      Glynn ducked around the cart, all the time firing back at Asher. Bits of rust zoomed into the air then drifted back down. Bullets embedded themselves in the wooden frame. A splinter hit me in the face and I tasted blood. The soldier opposite me wobbled to his feet and raised his gun to shoot. Glynn fired at him. The man grunted as a bullet smashed into his neck. His gun dropped to the floor with a clatter. My nostrils reeked with the smell of blood and death.

      Death energy swirled in my belly. It wouldn't last long. I had to use it as best I could. My muscles tightened in readiness, I pushed Simon's body out of the way. As I stood, Asher and Glynn pointed guns at one another as if they thought they were the stars at an Old West shoot out.

      This couldn’t be happening.

      My ears still buzzed, my heart pounded hard against my chest. Asher grinned like a maniac.

      They both fired at one another.

      Glynn tripped backward. He stumbled a few steps, crashed to his knees, and toppled over.

      He lay on his back, completely still on the gravel between the tracks.
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      I clutched my arms around myself as pressure built in my chest, until I gasped for breath. Someone screamed like a banshee. Not someone—it was me.

      I'd lost him, just like I feared I would.

      The agony of losing him ripped a hole in my heart.

      Asher laughed. He laughed so hard his eyes filled with tears.

      He glanced back at me and bellowed. "Just you and me, witch. Let’s make sure of it."

      He scrubbed the tears from his eyes and aimed the gun at Glynn again.

      No time for sobbing. No time for magic. Too weak to take advantage of the death energy swirling around me. I grabbed the handgun from the floor and clenched the muscles in my thighs to steady myself. I aimed at the center of Asher's back where I thought his heart would be, and pulled the trigger.

      The shot jerked me backward. The bullet entered the back of his head and blood, bits of brain and bone exploded out of the exit wound. Spatters of blood hit my face and chest. His head jerked forward, and his body drooped over the seat. The ringing in my ears reached a new crescendo of pain.

      When he first shoved a gun in my hand, Glynn made me imitate his stance. He told me, ‘if you take aim be prepared to kill’. He’d told me to expect recoil, and my ears ringing for hours. I wanted Asher dead to stop him from hurting Owen and his people, to stop him from hurting Glynn. Now, tears rolled down my cheeks. Shaking, I dropped the gun and sagged to my heels.

      Come on girl. I slapped my thighs.

      Glynn might be injured not dead. I still had my healing wand. If it took the last ounce of my strength, maybe I could save him.

      Glynn still lay motionless on the tracks. I leapt from the cart, ran to him, and ripped open his bloody shirt.

      The blood on his clothing wasn't his own—the bullet hadn't hit him.

      Tears welled. I blinked them back. His breaths came in shallow gulps.

      His breaths.

      He was unconscious, not dead. I sat back on my heels and explored his body with both hands. The bullet nicked his amulet. It must've ricocheted off. It didn't pierce him. Maybe the force of it pushed him backward and he banged his head and knocked himself out. I felt the back of his head, where a lump the size of an egg had already formed. My hand came away clean. He wasn't bleeding from the wound.

      I hadn't even told him I loved him.

      I kissed his forehead, then his mouth. No point in trying to hold back the tears now. Droplets trickled onto his cheeks and rolled into the corners of his mouth. Blubbering incoherently, I begged him to wake up.

      He half opened his eyes. He blinked a couple of times and pushed himself into a crouch. His mouth moved but I heard nothing over the thundering in my ears.

      "It's a train station." I touched my ear. "You banged your head. Everyone else is dead."

      He wrapped his arms around me in a tight hug. I slumped against his body, pressed so close I felt his heart hammering next to mine.

      Too soon, he released me. He kissed me quickly, pushed me behind him and stepped to the body of the soldier he'd used as shield. The man's torso was riddled with bullets, his eyes open and lifeless. Asher's body still hung over the back of the cart, the gaping wound on the top of his head still dripping blood. We walked to the cart hand in hand, and Glynn confirmed both Simon and the other soldier were dead. He pulled Asher’s body back onto the seat.

      "Who shot him? You or Simon?" Glynn spoke slowly, articulating each word close to my ear.

      "Me." A quiver started in my abdomen and shook up to my shoulders.

      Glynn hugged me again. "You saved my life. Don't feel bad about taking his."

      "I'm not sure I feel anything now." Except my teeth chattering, the movement rattled my jaw and shook my whole face.

      "You'll be okay." He gently kissed my forehead. "Will they all come back to life?"

      I shrugged. We’d moved away from the ley line, but not everyone at Echo Den died next to the ley.

      Glynn rubbed the back of his head and grimaced. "We need water. Should be a working fountain on the station platform."

      He holstered the gun, grabbed the water bottle Simon delivered to me and led me to the station. He gave me a leg-up to the platform and climbed up after me. I wanted to wake up and discover everything had been part of an intense, irrational nightmare, but my ears still rang with the sound of gunshots. Glynn led me to a seat under a shelter and left me to find a water fountain. I slumped my head into my hands and sobbed.

      He returned with water, and a wet handkerchief. He let me gulp most of the water from the bottle, and then used the handkerchief to gently wipe dried blood from my face.

      "Hold still while I pull a small splinter out. Might sting a bit babe, I'm sorry."

      I didn't feel a thing. My whole body was numb.

      Sitting next to me, he raked his arm around my waist. "First gunfight is always terrifying. You never really get used to it. Just learn to force your body into professional mode." He fingered the amulet.

      "It's damaged now." Talking was difficult. I pointed at the crystal, the pointed end shattered and cracked. "I'll make you a new one."

      "I don't want a new one." He kissed the top of my head. "This one saved my life."

      I pressed into his chest and held on tight. Tears bubbled behind my eyes again, the memory of almost losing him too real, too raw. I squeezed them back, we still had work to do. "I don't know if any of them will turn into living dead."

      "Asher has no brains left. It's hard to imagine him coming back."

      "I shot him. Did I already tell you?"

      He rubbed his hand along my arm. "Yes. You did what you had to do. I'm sorry."

      "You've nothing to be sorry for."

      "I should have got him. It would have spared you some pain."

      I hugged him harder. "I thought he'd killed you. I'm not sure if I shot him to protect myself, or because at that moment I hated him more than anything else in the world. What now?"

      "Rest and rehydrate for a few moments. " He kissed my forehead again. "Can we still get to Owen?"

      "At least it's downhill." Better to focus on the next steps rather than dwell on what just happened. "I know which track to take. What about the bodies?"

      "Even though Asher is unlikely to come back, I don't want to leave his body here."

      "We've moved away from the ley line, I agree though, let’s not leave any of the bodies here. Let’s take them to Saltpetre Way for burial or burning or living again if that's what the two soldiers want. Simon can't come back because he was already an undead, at least I don't think so."

      Glynn hugged my head to his chest. "Sit here for a few moments. I'll grab the guns and join the carts together."

      I needed to shake off the fog of indecision. First gunfight or not, with Prescott taped up in his office and Asher MIA as far as the base knew, we didn't have long to get this mess sorted out.

      I watched him working for a few moments, then joined him with the water bottle refilled. Three bodies already lay in the second cart, Glynn only had to manhandle the dead man used as target practice into place. We set off again, the two of us working the hand pump back to the tunnels and the intersection so we could take the correct track to Saltpetre Way and Owen.

      

      The sun still hid behind a thick layer of white clouds. Thank everything holy, while Brimbank stood on a small hill, Saltpetre Way nestled in the valley. I rested every fifteen minutes or so, while Glynn pumped the cart in a steady descent.

      "How far is this place?" Glynn stopped to wipe sweat from his eyes.

      "About forty miles?"

      "It can't be far then." Glynn glanced at his watch. "We've been pumping for almost three hours."

      "You've been pumping for that long." I stood and joined him at the lever. "You've let me rest for half of that time."

      "You needed it. You were exhausted. And in shock."

      "My ears haven’t stopped ringing." I could still see bits of brain and bone flying too, but I wasn't ready to talk about that. Bone wearying fatigue had replaced plain exhaustion long ago. But hope lived in my heart. This unnecessary war needed to end. Fingers crossed, they'd sort it out without me needing to intervene and bang their heads together.

      Brown farmland gave way to more frequent houses, but no signs of life. The houses looked abandoned, the fields and farm buildings around them unkempt. I kept glancing back at the second cart we towed, the bodies lay unmoving and quiet.

      "We are approaching a town." As I spoke we passed a mileage sign, SW 2. We beamed at one another.

      We pulled into a small station signposted Saltpetre Way. The station platform remained, though all the buildings but for a shed at the end of an offshoot track were burnt to the ground. We climbed onto the platform and gazed across the road to what remained of the hotel and church. The stone walls of both buildings held one another up like a set of dominoes.

      "It looks like the place was firebombed." Glynn gazed at the devastation. "What do we do with these bodies?"

      I stretched out my senses and the ley line scampered to me. Like Echo Den, Saltpetre Way sat at a crossroads of ley lines. No point in worrying about it. If anyone knew about dead bodies rising to become the living dead, it was Owen and his people.

      Glynn glanced towards the second cart. "Can we leave them there?"

      I shrugged. "Asher can't rise. And you've got their guns."

      "Not much good to anyone. No ammo left." He grinned and gripped my hand. "Let's find Owen."

      I pulled him back. "We can't leave them in the sun to go all stinky."

      "Is that the technical term?" Glynn pointed at the sky. "Sun's not out."

      "I'm not leaving Simon to become part of a crispy pretzel of fried flesh once the sun burns the clouds away."

      Glynn pulled off his cap and shook the sweat from his head. "Let's check that shed. With a bit of luck, it will be empty."

      It wasn't empty. But we shoved and dragged a collection of old bicycles, broken umbrellas and battered bags to one side to make room for the bodies. We maneuvered the cart back along the track until we could detour to the offshoot, the line took us straight into the shed.

      "Good enough. I can't face lugging another dead body around today."

      "Help me move Simon." I gripped Glynn's arm.

      "He's in the shade."

      "But he's not comfortable." Simon lay with one arm caught behind his back, one leg twisted in an odd position, touching Asher's body.

      Glynn lifted his eyebrows. But he grabbed Simon under his armpits. "Where do you want him?"

      I lifted Simon's feet. "In the corner. If he wakes up, he will be seated comfortably."

      Glynn shoved him against the corner of the shed. Simon's head lolled onto his chest, blood stains drenched the front of his shirt.

      "What's the likelihood he's going to get himself undead a second time?"

      "Up until this week, I'd have said little chance. But I just felt another ley line crossroad."

      "Shit." Glynn's eyes tightened. "What about Asher?"

      "His head." I gulped, best not to think about the red explosion as my bullet made contact. "I shot him in the head." I shrugged again. "Should be no chance, but I don't know how this stuff works."

      "Jesus. I wish I had a cartridge. Just one would do."

      "If he’s going to rise, shooting him again will probably make no difference." I grabbed Glynn’s hand. "Let’s find Owen."

      

      We found Owen’s people in the hotel cellar. The sounds of furniture and machinery being dragged across stone and brick floors announced the arrival of newcomers to the neighborhood. Open double doors led from just below street level into a huge cavern teaming with activity.

      Glynn hammered on the open door and called out Owen's name.

      Liliwen drifted to us.

      "Can you see her?" I touched Glynn’s arm.

      "A white mist. Like Evie," Glynn said. "Tell her I want to see Owen."

      "I want to see you too, Buckley." Owen walked towards us. "Though I'm not happy Meagan brought you here."

      Glynn stepped in front of me, as if to protect me from Owen Maddox. "I've given my word to Meagan. Your location is secure with me. No one else knows." He held his palms up. "As you can see I'm unarmed."

      The two men circled one another like wild dogs. Hackles up, eyes narrowed, their bodies angled away from one another.

      "I didn't know about the testing. Nor the torture."

      "Would you have stopped it?" Owen paced with his arms tight against his sides.

      Glynn glanced at me. "I don't know. We are desperate for medical improvements. We're desperate just to get back what we knew."

      "Did you know they captured me?" Owen shot a hard glance at Glynn.

      "No. I don’t condone it." Glynn stopped pacing, he stood with his legs spread and relaxed as if ready to fight or flee. "You know what it's like. You know how quickly a shot kid bleeds out when there is nothing to speed up clotting and get the wound sealed. You know how quickly infection sets in, especially in this heat, and in the bitter cold."

      Owen stopped pacing. He jammed his hands on his hips. "My people bleed, they hurt, and they suffer, just like yours."

      "You've forgotten. You and yours are all dead."

      This was not going well. I tried to swirl my own power. Nothing happened, I was completely drained. Even surrounded by the living dead, my own power stayed hidden. I called the ley line to me, and massed its sparkling energy in my body. No doubt there would be a price to pay later. My body wanted to rest, not play games with the ley, bubbling like frothy yellow champagne

      "You died." Owen spoke quietly." I brought you back on the battlefield, so medics could take you away and heal you."

      "That's not the same. I was unconscious for what, seconds?"

      "You stopped breathing for four minutes and thirty-seven seconds."

      Glynn blanched. He stared at me unblinking, curled his fists to his sides and strode to the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 28

          

        

      

    

    
      "You're not undead. It is different." I chased after Glynn. "Owen is making a point. You and many others would have died if you hadn't been treated on the battlefield. You didn't, thanks to help from a mage such as Owen. Owen's people have been dead for longer, and they returned to life thanks to ley lines rather than an army mage. But, you and countless others are living thanks to an intervention. Why shouldn't the people living here, thanks to the intervention of the ley lines, get a second chance too?"

      "I owe him, is that what this is about?" Glynn's voice trembled. "He saved my life so now I owe him, what? What exactly do I owe him?"

      "He did his job. You did yours. It's not about owing anyone anything but respect."

      "I know this is important to you, but—"

      "No buts."

      Glynn rifled his hands through his hair.

      "I know this is important to you too." I touched his cheek. "Let's find an alternative to hurting anyone."

      They both glanced at me. Owen laughed. Glynn lifted his eyebrows. The truce was temporary, they started circling again.

      "Don't make me bang your heads together." The ley power coursing through my body almost lifted my feet from the ground. The two men focused only on one another. Neither paid me any heed so I raised my voice. "Do you think I wouldn't?"

      "She means business, Buckley. She commands me with magic. You with your heart."

      I widened my hands, brought them together with a sudden thrust and pushed both men to their knees facing one another. "Too many people have died. Bill, Simon, all the people who couldn't move here. All the twitchers, murdered and used so callously. The two soldiers with Asher, following orders. It's enough already."

      Owen pushed himself upright. Glynn crouched like a tiger, ready to spring.

      "Trust me. I can get madder." I folded my arms, glared at them.

      Glynn stood, offered his hand to Owen. "Truce?"

      Owen took Glynn's hand in his firm grip. "I don't know where this will lead, but let's talk."

      "Don’t make me do that again." I stifled a yawn. "Half these people are engineers, scientists, doctors. We can resolve this with logic and reasoning, plus compassion."

      "It's this ley line, isn't it? Keeping you alive, living even though dead," Glynn said.

      Owen nodded. "We assume so, magic is difficult to assess scientifically—"

      "Simon and the others." I gripped Owen's elbow. "With you two clashing like alpha wolves I forgot to ask you about the bodies we brought with us."

      "Bodies?" He snapped his attention to me.

      Glynn explained in a matter of seconds.

      Owen's lips curled at the mention of Asher's name. "I can't answer because I don't know. But we shouldn't leave them unsupervised."

      I bolted to the door. Glynn called out after me. I ran outside into painfully bright sunlight with two pairs of feet chasing after me.

      I jammed the army cap onto my head, the bloodstained side crisp and scratchy against my ear. It did little to change the heat, but it kept the sun’s rays from frying my face. Glynn, Owen and I arrived at the station together. We ran alongside the track to the shed, Glynn in front, Owen at his heels, me a few feet behind.

      Glynn leapt across the tracks and jumped into the shed. He darted back out with his fists clenched at his sides. "He's gone."

      Owen cursed. "We need to find the bastard. Is he armed?"

      "No, we ran out of ammo. What's he likely to do?"

      "You know him better than I do." Owen glared at Glynn.

      "I hardly knew him alive. He isn’t alive anymore."

      "Stop glowering at one another like teenagers." I ran past them into the shed.

      Two bodies lay on the cart where we left them, but no Asher and no Simon.

      "Where is Simon? Don't argue. Find Asher. I'll find Simon."

      Glynn grabbed my arm. "Get back to the cellars, Owen's people will protect you."

      I shook off his hand, kissed his mouth hard. "No, I'm finding Simon. Don't let Asher get away. Go."

      The lines around his eyes tightened, but he nodded briskly.

      "I'll head down there." Owen pointed to the left.

      "Call out as you identify each area clear." Glynn barked out his orders, ever the army officer, and darted right.

      With both gone, I searched the shed. The dust was rutted, as if something shuffled along dragging their feet, or perhaps crawling. Simon or Asher could have made the marks.

      Yeah, well. Nausea filled my mouth with a foul taste. I wasn't likely to easily forget the sight of bits of brain exploding into the air. I spat it out. I'd killed the bastard once. I could do it again.

      I followed the marks along the railway siding, until I found Simon leaning against a battered tree trunk. Dear Haebeth, please help him accept this as a sign his time here was not over. Dead branches provided little shade. I darted back to the shed, grabbed the biggest and least broken umbrella and ran back to Simon.

      "Hold this." I shoved the umbrella handle into his hand. "What are you doing? Cooking yourself in the sun?"

      He took the umbrella and gripped it with a groan.

      I arranged the broken spokes so they created enough shade to cover him and sat next to him in the dirt.

      "When you feel up to it, I'll help you to the cellar, the doctor—"

      "Am I gonna end up in pieces, and still be here?" He laughed a desperate sound.

      "You saved my life." I grabbed his hand. "You jumped in front of me, in front of a bullet. You delivered water and I was so desperate for it."

      "I know, I watched you sinking lower and lower."

      "I don’t want you to die again."

      He shrugged and winced. In the distance, Owen and Glynn took it in turns to shout out to one another, close by insects scrabbled in the rocky ground.

      "I'm not letting you die like this." Overhead a raven cawed. I twisted my feet under the shade.

      "You promised you'd help me." Simon’s voice wavered.

      "I know I did."

      "I know you don't want to."

      "No. I don't. You are a good person, Simon. Owen and these people need men like you."

      He shook his head.

      "They’ve lost Bill thanks to me. Does it hurt?" I lightly touched the wound in his chest.

      "Like hell. Where is Asher? I didn't see his body with the others."

      "We don't know." I chewed the inside of my bottom lip. "Owen and Glynn are looking for him."

      Simon gazed into my face. "He sure doesn’t like you."

      "Nope."

      "I'm sticking with you, kid. If Asher goes for you again, I might be able to take him on and end it for myself."

      I helped him to his feet. "I'm taking you back to the cellar to see Dr. Graham. No need for you to be in pain while you decide what to do next."

      I expected him to restate his desire to end it, but instead we trudged along the tracks in silence, Simon leaning heavily against me.

      Glynn and Owen still shouted in turns, they hadn't found Asher yet. I glanced from side to side. Simon was right, Asher sure didn't like me.

      

      A group of Owen’s people crossed the road pointing and gesticulating.

      Dr. Graham saw Simon and me, called for Daniel, and ran along the tracks to meet us. "You are a tough one." She clasped her hand on Simon's shoulder.

      He stumbled against her and she called for some others to assist him.

      "Will he be okay?"

      Dr. Graham shrugged. "Nothing's changed since the last time we spoke. Don't understand why some people are so damn hard to kill, and others rot and decay despite the best care. It's not a head wound, it looks like the bullet passed straight through rather than imploding inside him, and he's survived thus far." She shrugged again.

      Two men ran forward and grabbed Simon on either side. Dr. Graham gave instructions and between them they carried Simon away.

      In the shade of a low stone wall, I slumped to my knees to catch my breath. My neck prickled like it does when someone watches you. My muscles tensed ready for action as I glanced behind me. Aidan stood a short distance away, hands in his pockets, his mouth hanging open.

      I called him over. "It's okay, Glynn’s come to visit you and Owen. They are sorting out a little problem first."

      "What are they looking for?" Aidan dropped to the ground next to me and curled his legs in an easy pretzel around his body.

      "A man." I wasn't sure what to say. Aidan knew he joined a group of living dead and spirits, but how much did he understand about what was going on?

      "A dead man?"

      "Dead and bad. He tried to kill Glynn." Images of Glynn lying still on the track, Asher laughing, the bullet hitting him in the back of the head—I'd never get them out of my head. Unbidden, a primitive sob erupted from my throat.

      Aidan patted me on the shoulder, much like you would a dog. "There, there."

      He didn't know what to say, but bless him for trying to give me comfort. We sat together for a time, Aidan humming a gentle tune, a lullaby he probably remembered from Del.

      "We should get inside." I tapped his knee. "It will be safer."

      We were sitting out in the open, Asher was unarmed, but who knew what he could do.

      "I want to see Glynn and Owen catch the bad man."

      "We can watch from across the road."

      "How do you know the bad man isn’t already there?"

      My gut clenched. I didn’t. Simon reached half way along the tracks, and he was trying to die. Where were Glynn and Owen? I hadn’t heard them shout to one another since Dr. Graham took Simon.

      "It will be safer." I glanced from side to side, swiveled to take in our surroundings. Aidan and I were alone on the station.

      As I grabbed Aidan’s hand and pulled him to his feet, the hairs on the back of my neck prickled again.

      "It’s too late for safe." A voice gurgled behind us.

      No need to spin around. I’d recognize Asher’s harsh timbre anywhere.
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      Aiden pushed in front of me, his hands splayed at his sides as if determined to make himself appear larger. He swallowed noisily. "Hello Colonel Asher."

      Asher swayed like a confused drunk. "Out of the way, boy. I hold no grudge against you."

      Maybe Asher wasn’t a complete monster, but he looked none too happy with me. I squeezed Aidan’s shoulder and stepped away from him. He shadowed my move and stood his ground. I called the swirling ley line to me. Asher leaned toward it as if he too felt its silky pull. Facing him like this, the top of his head looked flat, almost natural, as if plastered with sticky hair.

      "Why did you try and kill Glynn?" Aidan pointed an accusing finger at Asher. "He’s my friend."

      "The witch isn’t. Yet she hides behind you."

      "She’s my friend too." Aidan curled his arms back as if to hold me in his protective custody.

      As the ley power swirled in my belly, I settled my hand on Aidan’s shoulder. "I’ll deal with this."

      Asher laughed. "Like you’ve dealt with me so far?"

      Asher was dead. I should be able to command him, but he’d risen thanks to the ley lines. I’d failed to command the living dead twitcher at Echo den. A dull ache built at the back of my head. Too risky to try that here with Aidan refusing to leave my side.

      With Owen and his people, and the inhabitants of the cemetery across the road, death energy should have coursed through my body ready to burst forth when I needed it. Instead of building in my chest, it sloshed around my feet like wet sand at low tide. I was exposed, vulnerable, desperate to keep my face still, lest I displayed my self-doubts to Asher.

      Asher watched me and laughed again. "A nervous witch is a dangerous witch, so people say."

      "Any witch can be dangerous, Asher. Especially when someone is foolish enough to threaten people she cares about." My one advantage was that Asher understood the ley power even less than I did. I swirled its energy into a ball.

      Asher’s eyes narrowed, he uttered a raw cry and lunged at me. Fast and strong, he wrapped his arms around my knees and dragged me to the ground. In a flash, he laid me flat on my back. Grimacing, he pushed his knee into my chest.

      I couldn’t fill my lungs with air.

      Aidan bellowed and leapt onto Asher’s back. Still hollering, he grabbed Asher’s ears and yanked them back.

      Asher roared like a wild boar. Flailing his arms around his head, he bucked and tossed Aidan to one side. Aidan stumbled and lurched off the platform onto the tracks. 

      Gulping in huge breaths, I screamed Aidan’s name as I scrambled from Asher’s hold.

      I couldn’t hear anything but my own heart pounding. Everyone must have heard us. Surely, we wouldn’t be alone on the platform for much longer. My heart hammered uncomfortably. I’d never forgive myself if Aidan was seriously hurt, or worse. Twisting like a snake, I tried to see if anyone charged to help us.

      No-one. With one foot free, I aimed a kick at Asher’s chin.

      The kick landed with a satisfying crunch.

      It didn’t slow Asher down. He grabbed my ankle and yanked me back to him. Finally, I felt rather than heard footsteps pounding toward us.

      Aidan reappeared holding the umbrella. He lifted it, grunted, and whacked it across Asher’s back.

      Asher’s nostrils flared, he bared his teeth, yanked the umbrella from Aidan, and swung it at his legs. Aidan leapt out of the way, landed awkwardly, and stumbled again off the platform and onto the track. Asher had to release me to grab the umbrella and swing it with both hands. I scrambled away from him again and swirled the ley power into a tennis ball sized blob.

      Glynn raced along the platform toward us. He leapt into the air, set his shoulder and landed on top of Asher. 

      They struggled with one another. Both exhausted. Both enraged. Suddenly Asher squeezed his hands around Glynn’s throat.

      Aidan screeched. I hurled the ball of pure power into Asher’s back. He jerked away from Glynn, stumbled, and crashed to his knees.

      Owen couldn't have been far behind Glynn. He grabbed Asher's head and twisted his neck. Owen flung Asher’s limp body to one side. Glynn staggered backward, gasping for breath, his hands clawing at his throat. Someone ran to him with a bottle of water. I jumped over Asher's body, wrapped my arms around Glynn’s shoulders and sagged against his chest.

      "It’s okay babe. It’s over." Glynn held me close.

      I just wanted to be held in his arms and let the tension flow away, but we still had things to set right. Reluctantly I pulled away from his arms. "Aidan jumped in to protect me. He fell, twice. He must be hurt."

      "Dr. Graham is here, already looking after him." Glynn pulled me back to him, lifted my face to kiss my cheeks. "And Owen’s people are carrying Asher’s body away."

      "They know better than anyone how to finish him for good.

      "It’s over."

      I lifted onto my toes so our mouths could connect. He pushed my nose to one side and clamped his rough and chapped lips over mine.

      "I want to soak in an oil infused bath." I nuzzled into his chest.

      "I can help with the moisturizer." Glynn whispered.

      Owen kneeled next to the body, his forehead creased. It gave Glynn and me a few precious moments to just hold one another close.

      

      "He's not a living dead, closer to what people called a zombie in the old days." Owen turned over Asher's body. "We have no choice but to burn his body, the sooner the better."

      "Who shot him?" Aidan crouched to examine the hole in Asher’s skull.

      "Help us make a bonfire." Owen clasped Aidan's shoulder. "We'll include a pyre for Colonel Asher on top of the pile of rubbish we've cleaned out."

      Aidan's face lit up with a grin, as happy as any teenager at the thought of a bonfire. If he had any worries about the bonfire being used to cremate Asher's remains, he kept them well hidden. Still grinning, he left with a group of others.

      Glynn, Owen, and myself remained on the platform.

      Glynn caught his breath and straightened, hands on hips. "That's twice, Maddox."

      "I might not let you forget it, Buckley." Owen offered his hand to Glynn.

      Glynn took it and the men shook hands solemnly.

      "We will help with medical research, but won’t be interred and held like prisoners or tortured like lab rats," Owen said.

      "It's a fair position." Glynn glanced at me. "I'm not sure how we can make it work yet."

      "We will discuss it while we prepare the bonfire." Owen clapped his hand on Glynn's back. "I'm cooking out here. Let's get out of the sun."

      The three of us traipsed back into the cellars. Benches stood against the wall and Glynn slumped onto one. I knelt next to him.

      "Once you've agreed how to work together with Owen. You've still got to sort out the military, and Dr. Prescott."

      "No one will ever sort out the military, babe." He cupped my face in his hands. "As soon as a new commander is appointed, I'll make a report."

      "You won't be in trouble, will you?"

      "This man is rarely out of trouble." Owen joined us. "He'll deal with it."

      "We need to rest up a little before we try and pump our way back." Glynn pulled me onto his lap.

      "We can do better than that," Owen said. "We've got one working electric train. It's experimental, but the solar battery holds enough power to get it to one station before the Brimbank loop. I don't want it out during the day, but if you can wait until after dark we can send you back in comfort."

      "That is an offer to good to refuse," I said.

      Glynn nodded. He gave me a weak smile, his shoulders drooping, and he slouched against the wall. He clasped Owen’s hand again. "I promised I'd check on Aidan. Let's talk after that."

      "He is welcome here for as long as he'd like to stay. The train should be in working order soon, so he can get back to the city and visit home whenever he wants."

      Someone called Owen’s name. He excused himself and left us alone on the bench.

      Glynn looked as beat as I felt. What if getting the military side of things sorted out meant Glynn would have to stay in Brimbank? Would he want to stay there? Would they ask him to be the new colonel? He always joked about boring old Winterhurst, would he jump at the chance to leave it for good? I wanted to ask him, but didn’t want to hear his answers.

      Aidan ran to us, his face beaming. "Uncle Glynn, come and see the bonfire we’re making, it’s huge."

      "He needs a rest—"

      "I’m okay, sweetheart. I did promise to check on him." Glynn groaned to his feet.

      I traipsed after them as far as the huge sliding door. At the back of the hotel the ground sloped down to a river. Squealing with laughter, Aidan carried pieces of wood and bits of broken barrels out to a growing pile of rubbish in a clearing surrounded by stout olive trees.

      Glynn joined Aidan in stacking pieces on the bonfire. Nearby, under the trees, a small group of people prepared a pyre for Asher’s body.

      "This is one funeral bonfire I don’t want to miss." I muttered to myself, yawned and turned to find a seat in the cooler cellar again.

      "Nor shall you miss it." Owen grinned at me. "Come. Let me show you around."

      I let Owen take my arm and walk me across the space. The area was much larger than it looked at first. The cellars from the hotel and the church adjoined and made an area almost as large as the cavern at Echo Den.

      "This area needs to be dug out, but my office will be here." Owen poked me in the ribs. "I sense that you aren't paying attention, my dear."

      "I'm sorry. You’re right. Can I ask you some questions?"

      Owen led me to a seat against a brick wall. I sat in the filtered sunlight, grateful for the coolness and the support at my back.

      Owen sat next to me. "Fire away."

      "Explain why you are so perfect, when so many here are not."

      He threw his head back and laughed. "Perfect is not a word used to describe me very often."

      "I'm serious. I healed you. There's nothing wrong with you."

      He shook his head. "We really don't know. But I can tell you my story if you like."

      "Yes, please."

      "I died in the train loop while on duty with a squad. We’d been following a group of twitchers after a raid. I became separated from the group, and a twitcher stabbed me. It was a thin blade, into my abdomen and I bled to death on the tracks. I awoke disoriented. I knew I was dead, I thought maybe I’d come back as a ghost, but my body was heavy and present. Liliwen found me and led me to Echo Den."

      "This wasn't very long ago?"

      "About eighteen months."

      "Everyone was already at Echo Den, then you arrived and took over?"

      "I'm not the boss here. More the spokesperson of a collaborative group. Most of the scientists and engineers couldn't be bothered with leadership, so it fell to me."

      His natural charisma wouldn't have hurt either. I kept that thought to myself, it was embarrassing enough I told him he was perfect.

      "You died right on top of the ley lines."

      "Yes, and that's definitely a factor in the strength of your corporal body after death."

      "What else?" I pushed him, determined to find out what created a strong living dead.

      "Dying close to the ley line, minimal damage, no damage after death, a strong life force, unfinished business." He shrugged. "But we've also got people like Simon who suffered severe damage before and after death, and yet still live."

      I yawned. Apologized and yawned again. Owen led me to a private area away from the main cellar.

      He dragged over a military style cot and a thin mattress. "Sleep. You’ll feel better for it. I’ll wake you before we light the bonfire.

      My weak protest was interrupted by a deep yawn.

      "No argument. I promise I’ll wake you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 30

          

        

      

    

    
      I woke to the yellow glow of an oil lantern. As I stretched, a silky-winged moth brushed past my face. Sounds of laughter and crackling wood drifted to me.

      The bonfire. I jolted upright. Needed to make sure Asher stayed dead this time.

      Still yawning, I carried the lantern to the sliding door and crunched my way down the gravel path to the clearing where flames licked high in the sky. Smoke billowed and dissipated in a gentle breeze. I caught sight of Glynn and waved.

      He loped towards me, caught me in his arms, and spun me in a circle. "Feel better?"

      "Still want to sleep. But no-one woke me, and I didn’t want to miss this." I pouted. "Are you okay?"

      "Owen and I just agreed we better get you. You beat us to it." Glynn kissed my lips softly. "You haven’t missed the ceremonial turning of Asher into ashes. It’s a few minutes away. I caught a few hours' sleep too."

      Owen slipped a glass of dark colored liquid into my hand.

      "The best sherry." Glynn nudged me to a bench away from the heat of the fire and nuzzled into my ear. "It's not quite the Winterhurst Beltane dance, is it?"

      "I'm with you, that's all that matters." I settled against his firm body.

      Glynn looped his arm around my waist. "Here comes the body."

      "It is him, isn’t it? You checked?"

      "Owen and I both checked. Twice. It’s him. What’s left of him, at least."

      Four people carried Asher’s body on a raft-like structure. They pushed it into the fire. Flames erupted and the crowd burst into applause and laughter.

      "Doused him in alcohol to make sure." Glynn laughed, and raised his glass in a toast. He checked his watch in the firelight. "It's two minutes past midnight, Saturday morning."

      Saturday. The day I’d been so worried about. I’d wanted everything to be perfect. Dinner in pinky twilight on my bedroom balcony, the perfect dress that covered up all my bad bits and still had him ogling me, no eau-de-dead people, just Glynn and me.

      Here we were at midnight—me in filthy army fatigues, the smell of barbecued meat in the air, and with dead people dancing, chatting and laughing all around us.

      "I wanted today to be special." I slumped against his chest.

      Was it only four days ago I’d moaned to Evie? It felt like weeks ago. I’d been so sure something would come up and ruin my plans to celebrate our anniversary. Something had come up, grown wings, and soared. I’d never imagined how we’d careen from the temporary train station outside the city to this bonfire at Saltpetre Way.

      "Today is special." He wrapped his arms around me and hugged me tight. "We are both alive. We’re together. Happy anniversary, sweetheart."

      "You remembered." I pulled away from him. Smacked his arm.

      "You dropped enough hints in the last couple of weeks."

      "What hints? I didn't, did I?"

      He laughed and kissed my mouth, tenderly at first, then hungrily until I pulled away to catch my breath.

      "I remembered anyway." He pulled me back to him. "How could I forget the day we met? At the cemetery snowflakes fell onto your glossy hair and melted on your rosy cheeks. You stood there so oblivious to yourself. Do you remember? We talked across an empty grave surrounded by shards of wood, clods of earth and broken stone. But all I saw was you."

      I’d told Evie I thought he was as romantic as a hammer. Thank Haebeth, my blushes of shame were hidden by the heat of the fire.

      "I love you," I whispered into his chest.

      Glynn didn't move. Owen’s people still squealed around the fire. Small creatures scurried about in the night, the fire popped and crackled.

      The words were out. I couldn't take them back now, even if I wanted to, and I didn't want to. "I know I drive you mad. I try and fit in, but it never works, I always end up feeling a bit like a splatter of black paint that doesn't belong on a pastel drawing. I know I'm a bit different..."

      "Babe, you are way past a bit different."

      "I know I'm a freak. I'm undisciplined—"

      "You can say that again."

      "I don't think things through—"

      "Or you overthink them."

      "You've got so much life you've lived, and I haven't been part of any it." I punched his arm again. "You could stop agreeing with me."

      "Did you know that your nose wrinkles when you get cross."

      "You told me already. I'll add it to the list—"

      He gripped my shoulders, touched the tip of my nose with his lips. "I love the way your nose wrinkles. You know what else I love about you?"

      I pressed myself against his chest, eager for him to love more than just my nose wrinkling.

      "You're brave, loyal, principled, compassionate." He stroked his hands from my shoulders to elbows. "I don't know if I'm the right one to love you the way you deserve. But I’m glad you are willing to give me a go. Glad really doesn’t cover it, but I’m not a poet. I don’t know how long I’ll have to stay in Brimbank."

      I pulled away from him and paced to the edge of the fire. What if he chose to stay in Brimbank? I could still go on, I knew that. I'd rather have Glynn in my life—I squeezed my eyes against the burning pain—but I'd be okay.

      He pulled me back to the bench, cuddled me in his lap.

      I couldn't keep a quiver from my voice. "I don't think I can stay in Brimbank. I'm missing Ravenswood already."

      "I’ve no intention of staying here a day longer than I need to."

      "You’re not tired of boring old Winterhurst?"

      "Yes. But if this cute redhead lives nearby." He kissed my head. "I'll be hanging around."

      "It’s not red—"

      He smothered my sentence with a tentative kiss and took a small box from deep inside one of his pockets. "I've been carrying this around with me for a couple of weeks. God only knows how the guards missed it when they roughed me up."

      His demeanor changed, the playfulness replaced by a sensitive yearning. "This is all I have from my life before the orphanage."

      I squeezed my arm around his waist.

      "It was my grandmother’s. It's not worth much, but I'd like you to have it." He pushed the box into my hand.

      I opened it, removed cotton wool, and found the sweetest little brooch. A green stone flecked with tiny fragments of red, wrapped in detailed gold filigree worked into the shape of a snail. I felt a smile stretch across my face.

      He rubbed the back of his neck, fidgeted with his shirt buttons.

      "It's beautiful." I kissed his mouth.

      "I'm sorry it's a snail." He gave me a quick high-pitched laugh. "My grandpa bought it for her, because she always stepped over snails, and she picked them up and moved them to safety when they were in the middle of the path."

      "I do that too."

      "I know."

      I snuggled into Glynn's neck. "It's beautiful, and I will treasure it forever."

      "I love you too, babe," he whispered.

      I pulled away from him and lifted my eyebrows. "Are you still sending me home on the first train back to New Maidstone?

      He threw his head back and laughed. "As if I ever could. You’d have found a way around, over or through me."

      He had that right. We stayed wrapped in one another’s arms until Owen came to tell us the train was ready to take us back to the city of Brimbank.

      Aidan gave me a stiff hug and pushed a folded page into my hand. "I wrote to Mom like you said. Tell her I’m doing okay here."

      "I’ll tell her you are doing great, and learning lots." If she ever spoke to me again that was.

      "Assuming I don’t get chucked in prison, stay with me a few days in my rooms on the base? " Glynn wrapped his arm around my shoulders as we walked behind Owen.

      "If you do get chucked in prison, I’ll have the ley lines suck everything except you into a vortex of crumbled brick and cement. "

      "Is that yes? " Glynn stopped walking to face me. "Can you do that?"

      "Yes, and I’d give it my best shot."

      He laughed softly. "Did I mention I love you?"

      I kissed him again. "I’ll never tire of hearing those words. Say it again."
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      Rupert Hanley scanned his room for the third time. He'd already learned to his detriment that squirming against the bonds just tightened them. He'd designed the wrist restraints too well, no amount of wriggling let him grab the leather bands or use his hands as tools.

      Blast it. He ground his teeth. The automatic release feature needed more work.

      He would not be found helpless like this.

      If he could reach his feet to the desk, he might manage to grab a ruler in his toes and switch off the damn mechanism. His laugh became a grimace. Years of daily gymnastics might pay off today.

      With closed eyes, he focused and stilled his upper body. He pushed his wrists down against the thick bands, extended his legs in front of him, and rotated left. On the fourth try he grabbed the rigid metal ruler between his big toes, aimed at the lever and swung at it.

      "Nice moves."

      Rupert dropped the ruler. He twisted to avoid jamming his toes into the cogs and instead smashed his knees against the riveted metal.

      He spun to face the source of the polished voice. "How in the blazes did you get in?" He forgot for a moment the restraints held him tight. "Leave at once."

      A young man approached, goggles resting against his forehead like a second set of eyes. A colonial rifle hung casually across his torso.

      "I heard someone cry out." He pointed toward the window. "It's open, so I entered. Was it you?"

      "If it was a Latin curse, yes." Rupert puffed out his chest.

      This strange-looking man could be a thief. Not that he dressed like one. He'd tucked lightweight gas-pipe trousers into laced mid-calf boots. A studded belt around his waist might have passed for a lady's corset. Young, by the look of his soft-skinned face. Maybe a fop? No, not with an oily rag shoved carelessly in his top pocket.

      What did it matter? Rupert growled through gritted teeth. Unless he reached the lever, there wasn't much he could do about it. "We are on the sixth floor, how the devil did you climb up?"

      The man smiled. "I flew." He raked his gaze across the contraption grasping Rupert. "Do you need a hand?"

      Flew? The man was delusional. And he needed a decent tailor. "No. I'm fine."

      "How does it work?" The man circled Rupert. He jolted to a stop. "Someone has flogged your back. Neat though, skin looks evenly bruised. Not broken."

      Rupert shuddered at the touch of a smooth fingertip down his spine. "If you are staying, at least switch off the confounded machine. Brass lever on the right."

      His visitor stepped in front of him to reach the lever. The whirring stopped. With the counterbalance suddenly uneven, the arms wobbled and Rupert pitched forward. Straight into his uninvited visitor. The man stumbled and ended up on his backside on the floor. The safety device clicked on, the wrist restraints unlatched, and Rupert slammed on top of the man.

      Except it wasn't a man.

      In the few seconds it took to gather his wits and lift himself on his arms, Rupert's brain registered the fast beating heart beneath him, and two firm, round breasts pushing hard into his chest. Up close, her soft, hair-free skin and long eyelashes were obvious. How on earth had he thought her male?

      An apology tumbled from his lips. Still muttering, he scrambled back on his heels and widened the space between them.

      Her mouth curved into a generous smile and she laughed. She stretched out her hand. "I believe, after that introduction, first names are called for. I'm Priscilla."

      He squeezed her fingers between his own. "Rupert Hanley. Miss…"

      She laughed again, but turned her mouth to a pout. "Miss Priscilla Pegg. But I will be disappointed if you keep calling me Miss anything."

      Pegg? His brain whirred back into action. The Commander of the Watch was Sir William Pegg. She couldn't be related. Could she?

      She curled her legs into a neat arrangement and leaned her head to one side. "Are you related to the Chief Scientist by any chance?"

      "Professor Hanley is my guardian. Are you—"

      "Yes, I'm Commander Pegg's daughter."

      At first, he'd thought her young. But her tone held a note of sadness, an unexpected maturity. She wore her long, chestnut hair in a braid wrapped loosely behind the goggles. He raked his gaze from the top of her glossy head to her clinched in waist and back again. Had he read somewhere she would turn twenty-four this year? Something was amiss here. Wasn't Commander Pegg's only daughter recently widowed?

      She stared back at him through clear, green eyes. "What's wrong?"

      "Nothing."

      "Then why is your mouth hanging open?"

      "You have a sister, perhaps?"

      She let out a low sigh. "No. I've returned to my maiden name as I spent so little time married."

      "My condolences, Madame—"

      "Are not required, I assure you. I was married for four months and in mourning for eighteen. It's time to live again." She jutted her chin at him with a determined air. "I haven't seen you at any of the balls this season. Are you married?"

      "I am not." What an impertinent and unusual female. He stood and helped her to her feet. "I rarely leave the tower. My work…" He circled his arm around his room.

      "What is this contraption?" She patted the machine she'd just switched off.

      "A device to deliver punishment to inmates at Bogdon. Punishment that delivers a lesson but also leaves them able to work."

      "Bogdon." She pulled her hand back to her body as if the machine pulsed out heat. "The prison devoted to mental and political prisoners? I've never visited. Nor read much about it. Bogdon exists, and keeps everyone safe, so father would say."

      "Your father is right. You should think no more about it."

      "You tested this machine on yourself?" She raised her eyebrows.

      He dropped his gaze but couldn't stop staring at her lips. Lips a soft and pale pink he'd never imagined existed. Not that he had much experience with females, apart from the handful working in the laboratory. They wore their hair tucked into bonnets, strong lighting drained their color, and shapeless lab coats disguised their shape.

      He coughed to clear his throat and refocus. "For earlier models, I used several of the worst offenders. But future improvements are so fine and detailed, I must be close to the modeling. The balance between sufficient pain and physical harm is delicate."

      She wrinkled her face, whether with distaste or disapproval was hard to tell. She had no business disapproving anything. Her own father not only approved the work, but also filled the prison.

      He folded his arms across his chest. "You said you flew here. Why? How?"

      She shrugged her slim shoulders. "I've never seen Ivory Tower up close before. I borrowed a new Aspitain airship from the Watch Hangar."

      "They are experimental craft." His body tensed as he recalled the details of the project. "I know the Aspitain engines are common but the ultra-lightweight frames and skins are almost untested." The exciting work used Aspite, a newly discovered mineral found to be light, strong, and an effective fire retardant. Not only were the new airships experimental, but also grounded due to safety concerns. "Your father condones this?"

      "Of course not. He's aware of the experimental nature of the material. But you must agree, it's marvelous for airship building." She shrugged again. "Besides, I need something small and fast. I'm not convinced Watch Officers have time to find out who is taking children from our streets."

      Rupert avoided reading newspapers. He wrinkled his brow. "Child abductions?"

      The timepiece on her belt piped a short tune.

      "Bother. Dinnertime. I must return home." She darted to the window and pulled her goggles over her eyes. "Nice to meet you, Mr. Rupert Hanley."

      He dashed across the room after her. She jumped nimbly from his balcony to the roof of the neighboring building and raced along the parapet. At its end, she clambered into a small dinghy that dangled precariously from a cigar-shaped balloon bobbing at the roof corner. The balloon hung almost invisible in the evening sky. The rigging that attached the dinghy likewise blended into the grayness. It was a clever design, for stealthily watching from above. But what happened if she landed and bumped into whoever was taking children?

      And why in blazes was someone abducting them? He wrapped himself in his dressing gown, a frown forming on his face. It was none of his concern. Nor was it his business what a strange and impudent young woman—one disguised like a man at that—got up to.

      Not his concern, but he still gazed from the window long after the small craft disappeared.

      On the other side of the city, the Watchtower sat atop an iron skeleton lighthouse that towered above the squat Watch compound. It was visible on a bright, sunny day, but hidden by dirty fog that blew across town most evenings.

      He checked his own timepiece. On schedule, two beams broke through the mist. From his own tower, a beam of steady white, from the Watchtower a pulsing yellow. Every five minutes, from dusk to dawn, the air traffic control beacons on the top of both towers beamed out their warning to all flying craft venturing out after dark.

      He shook his head, pulled the shutters together and refocused on his room. His work was all that mattered. The professor's retirement loomed and he didn't believe in nepotism. The only way Rupert would persuade him he was fit for the position of Chief Scientist, was to focus and deliver results.

      The last thing he needed was a female interfering in his life. Especially not a presumptuous widow.

      He let out a soft sigh. Not even one as intriguing as Miss Priscilla Pegg.
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