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        King’s End, Minnesota

        Saturday, July 8

      

      

      My mother always said: Beware of the brilliant blue sky.

      But as I stand on the front porch, hand shielding my eyes, I detect nothing. The July air is heavy and sweet, full of summer and the promise of sweat, salt, and sunburn. Today is the first day I feel like myself again, or nearly so.

      I step inside and consider pulling my umbrella from the stand. She is a pale pink with a scattering of polka dots in all sizes, from dollar-size to tiny pinpricks. Also? She has ruffles. Yes, she looks like a frivolous thing. Oh, but don’t underestimate her.

      She is formidable.

      But she is also leaning against my mother’s umbrella, one of a deep rose red, an American Beauty of a color. Their straps are intertwined, a mother and daughter clutching hands. To my right, the front room is empty now, but my mind’s eye superimposes the hospital bed on the space. My ears anticipate the rhythmic, mechanical breath of the oxygen condenser.

      I blink, cast my gaze back to the brilliant blue day outside my house. It’s time I ventured downtown. I’m ready for that.

      Even if my umbrella isn’t.

      So, I leave her behind. She shudders with both relief and guilt. I tell her to hush as I close the door behind me.

      On the sidewalk, I pause, peer to the right, and let my gaze follow the asphalt until it vanishes into the gravel road that leads to the abandoned housing development. Mind you, I have been patrolling that part of King’s End. There’s no getting around that particular chore.

      All of the problems in King’s End begin and end in the development’s skeletal remains. Weekly, I repair any holes that appear in the chain-link fence that surrounds the half-developed acres of land and mend fissures that crisscross the ground. Farther down the road, the old farmhouse and crumbling silo stand. Occasionally, I patrol there as well, but I haven’t returned there since that day three months ago.

      In truth, I hope never to return.

      But that part of my job is solitary. No one but me ever ventures past where the sidewalk ends. The downtown, on the other hand? I’m certain to run into someone I know, will have to accept strained greetings and awkward condolences. I’m ready, I tell myself.

      I’m ready.

      King’s End is small enough that I can walk its streets and alleys in half a day. I’d bike, but the world passes by too quickly for me to do my job. Logging thousands of steps a day is the lot of an Enclave permanent post agent.

      It’s Saturday, so the pedestrian mall is teeming with tables, pop-up stalls, and a few people selling their wares with traveling trays, like cigarette girls of old. The smells of brewing coffee and freshly baked bread compete with the tangy scent of tomatoes and smoke from roasting bratwurst.

      I halt, the cobblestones solid beneath my feet. With a hand on my stomach, I gauge the growl. Flickers of actual hunger—the first in three months. After my patrol, I plan to load up a plate of food, starting with a vegan brat. I’m amazed at how such a small thing can feel so rebellious.

      The market is alive with chatter and chirpy music. I do a circuit, lifting my chin, not so much tasting the air as sensing what lingers beneath it. Yes, a couple of pockets of discontent, but they’re small, puny things. Hard to find, but I should root them out before they have the chance to bloom into something harder to contain.

      Before I can, someone calls my name.

      “Pansy!” A tall woman with a cascade of braids waves from her stall of eggs and honey and preserves. Beneath the table rests a Great Dane with its head on its paws. When I approach, Tiny—she was the runt of her litter—perks up, from ears to tail, so quickly that it almost topples the table.

      “Tiny!” The woman, Matilda, grabs the collar as Tiny’s claws scrabble against the cobblestone. “She misses you,” she says. “We all do.”

      “I’m sorry—” My throat clutches, my cheeks flame, and a hot flush of guilt washes through me. It really has been too long.

      She hushes me, much like I shushed my umbrella, and pulls me into a hug. “We understand, honey. It doesn’t matter your age. It’s hard to lose your mother.”

      I repress a sigh. If she only knew.

      Matilda cups my shoulders and gives me a once-over. “You’re looking good.”

      No, I’m not. I’m really not, but only the alarmingly honest will mention how awful you do look.

      “I have plenty of eggs here,” she says, as if the cure is food and lots of it. “And preserves, and, lucky you, you haven’t missed raspberry season.”

      But I’m catching the tail end of it because it’s been three months. All of spring and into summer. I feel as if I’ve missed more than a mere season.

      “Everything,” I say. “Eggs, raspberries, and preserves. I’ll pick them up on Tuesday.”

      On Saturdays, the locals cater to the out-of-town visitors, mainly from the Twin Cities and the suburbs, especially the chichi suburbs. It’s so lucrative that the town council put in a row of chargers for all the fancy electric vehicles. And, of course, everyone raises their prices accordingly. I don’t want Matilda to lose sales on my account.

      “How are you on herbs?” she asks, jotting down the items on a notepad. “Your mother always stocked up this time of year. The usual?”

      I nod. We always supplemented with herbs from the farmers market. This year, my own garden has wilted from neglect. I didn’t mean to ignore it, but then I didn’t expect the events of this past spring to hit me so hard.

      “Tuesday as well? I don’t want to keep you in case you need to—” She waves a hand at the pedestrian mall. “Do your thing.”

      Yes, my thing. It is what I do. Those pockets of discontent nag at the back of my mind, a bit more insistent, a bit craftier. That’s never good.

      Matilda drops her hand, a frown full of curiosity and appreciation crinkling her brow.

      “Who is that?” she asks. “Do you know him?”

      I turn to follow her gaze.

      A man strolls through the market, resplendent in an actual three-piece suit. The material has the barest hint of a pinstripe, and his shirt is blizzard-white against his dusky skin. On his head sits a hat that’s a cross between a fedora and a bowler but is somehow neither. Even though he’s dressed like some 1950s movie icon, those cheekbones could go viral on social media. His paisley tie is loose at his neck, his only concession to the July heat. On his arm, he carries a large, black umbrella.

      An umbrella? No. It can’t be. It’s Saturday, I reason. And while King’s End is a good hour’s drive southwest of the Twin Cities, we get all sorts here on the weekend, not just for the farmers market. The old-fashioned bridge across the Minnesota River, the parks, and the quaint downtown lure plenty of people. On a day like today, there are bound to be several proposals along the Rose Walk that borders the river.

      “He has an umbrella,” Matilda observes, voice sly.

      Well, yes, I noticed that.

      “People carry umbrellas.” I give a little shrug. Yes, people carry umbrellas. But not on these beautifully blue summer days. Not like I normally do.

      “He almost looks like an actor in a play,” Matilda adds. “Doesn’t he?”

      Something inside my chest loosens. That must be it. He’s too well-dressed, too, too much for King’s End. “He probably is an actor, or a model. I bet he’s here for a photo shoot.” Even from across the pedestrian mall, those razor-sharp cheekbones are still on full display.

      Matilda returns her attention to her stall and an approaching customer. “If you get the chance, stop by before you leave,” she says, then whispers, “Are you sure you don’t need your umbrella? You don’t want to get sunburnt.”

      “I’m fine.” Really? Sunburn isn’t one of my problems.

      But I’m wondering if this well-dressed man is.
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        * * *

      

      Between the crowds and an extended goodbye with Tiny, I lose sight of the man. I wipe dog kisses from my cheek and consider my next move. Find him? Or find those pockets of discontent before they can find me, or worse, an unsuspecting citizen of King’s End.

      I trek across the wide expanse of cobblestones, keeping my gaze on the milling crowd. A fluttering teases the corner of my eye. I glance up but don’t focus. Instead, I let my gaze drift. I raise my chin and gauge the shift in the air. The back of my throat burns with bile and bitterness. My heart gives a single warning thud. I sniff and wipe a trickle of blood from beneath my nose. This is a portent, and I have bigger problems than pockets of discontent and a well-dressed man.

      Near the bridge, a couple enters the Rose Walk. The town’s master gardener coaxes the flowers to bloom late into the season. It’s a fairytale space, perfect for romantic wanderings, wedding photos, and, of course, proposals.

      I get a glimpse—two, actually—of what might happen in the next five minutes.

      Squeals. Kisses. A resounding YES!

      Or?

      A sudden squall. A lost engagement ring. A breakup.

      I knew it. My mother is—or was—always right. And?

      I should’ve brought my umbrella.

      Not far from the bridge, those pockets of discontent have coalesced into something far more dangerous. I’m the only one who can see the gathering storm. It’s my task to dispatch it before it can strike.

      My job is both delicate and difficult, challenging, and yet not. You could say I was born to it, as all of us in the Enclave are. As my mother was, even though she gave up her globe-trotting ways and settled in King’s End as a permanent post agent decades ago.

      Our mission, those of us in the Enclave, is to keep the world safe from things most people can’t see. This is harder than you might imagine. You try pulling someone away from an invisible-to-them onslaught—without getting arrested.

      Really, it’s even trickier than it sounds.

      What’s gathering near the King’s End Rose Walk is a tempest. It resembles a storm—at least to me—and tastes like static against my tongue. But what is it, exactly? Frankly, no one in the Enclave truly knows, despite all the hypotheses. A force leaks into our reality, something tangible, something fierce, something that doesn’t belong—and it knows it. The textbook definition is temporal disturbances. But even that isn’t certain.

      What is, though? In the moments before an attack, that something screams.

      The sound reverberates against my skin and scorches my eardrums, although I’m the only one who can hear it. This is no job for bare hands. With a panicked glance, I find The King’s Larder. The owner, Milo, has set the umbrella stand beneath the awning. I run, fingers outstretched. The biggest, baddest umbrella of the lot is canted to one side, as if volunteering. I grab it and sprint toward the couple.

      Halfway there, I stumble. My fingers tingle, and curiosity sparks in my mind. This is no store-bought umbrella. The last time I saw it? The jade handle was looped on the arm of that well-dressed man.

      Oh, no. He really is one of my problems. But not the most immediate. And while this behemoth isn’t my umbrella, it’s far more helpful than an ordinary one.

      “Nice to meet you,” I say.

      I get the sense of a nod in return, correct, polite, with a hint of something else, something I can’t name but want to call recognition.

      Together, we take up the run. Images in my mind flash: the awful ones of the breakup, the ring tumbling down the bank and into the river, someone falling and breaking an ankle. This adds fuel to my sprint across the green and toward the bridge.

      I wonder if the Screamers—we’re not supposed to call them that, but since they scream, it makes sense—have been saving this little encounter as a welcome back. That would be just like them.

      There’s no love lost between me and the Screamers of King’s End.

      My thigh muscles strain as I pick up speed, like I can outrun this forgone conclusion. Nothing’s certain until it is, so I press on. The umbrella in my hands wants this fight as much as I do. Really, it’s itching for it. Not in a disturbing manner, but more of a valiant, justice-for-all kind of way. I have no idea about its owner, but I’m starting to like his umbrella.

      We find the heart of the tempest not far from the foot of the bridge, on the edge of the green. It shimmers, distorts the air, visible to only me. Pedestrian traffic is lighter here. A good thing, since I tuck, roll, and stab the center of the tempest with that sharp and deadly umbrella point.

      The umbrella adds its own flourish, a shockwave that pulses through the air, thoroughly dispatching the discontent that’s been brewing.

      Another cry goes up, a screech, really. The Screamers disperse in a flurry of what looks like crows of many colors—obsidian and emerald, sapphire and ruby, all transparent and fleeting. Static clogs my throat. Sweat coats my brow. My T-shirt sticks to my back, and my favorite trashed jeans have acquired a new, somewhat impressive hole along with grass stains that will never fade.

      But in the distance, under the hue of pink roses, someone has taken a knee and pulled a velvet-covered box from their pocket. That resounding YES echoes. I catch the smiles of passersby and a smattering of applause.

      With a grateful exhale, I flop onto my back, umbrella at my side, and stare at the brilliant blue sky. I swipe my palm beneath my nose and catch the last trickle of blood.

      I’m on my back, basking in a job well done, when a shadow blocks the brilliant blue sky. I squint at a pair of pinstriped trousers, the creases so crisp, I cringe. The man towers over me, a glower gathering on his brow. He removes the hat, pushes a hand through his dark hair, and heaves a sigh as if he’s the one who just dispatched some nasty Screamers.

      “I believe, Agent Little,” he says, his tone resonating with disapproval, “that you have my umbrella.”

      Oh, no. He is from the Enclave. And he’s staring down at me like I’m some odious chore he’s yet to complete. The sky reappears behind him, less brilliant. Then again, maybe that’s just me.

      We weren’t in the same class at the Academy, that much is certain. True, the Enclave is small, but other than summers at the training academy, I’ve never ventured farther than Minneapolis. I know names but certainly not faces. While his is familiar, I can’t place the name.

      “I’m Agent Darnelle,” he says by way of introduction.

      Wait. The Henry Darnelle? The man who, mere weeks ago, braved the Sahara and single-handedly tamed a Screamer-fueled sandstorm? Why would the Enclave send a field agent of his caliber to a backwater like King’s End?

      “It’s time for your field agent examination.”

      Oh. That’s why.

      “And, incidentally.” His hand shoots out. “You still have my umbrella.”

      With whispered thanks, I pass him the monstrous thing. It fairly quivers with pleasure at a job well done. Agent Darnelle tilts his head and regards the umbrella before securing the strap and hanging it back on his arm.

      “I’ve been trying to contact your mentor,” he says.

      That’s going to be difficult.

      “She hasn’t been answering her phone.”

      And she won’t be. I let his words hang in the air, feeling both irritated and bereft. I want to savor this tiny triumph, root out any last bits of discontent, and banish the Screamers—at least, for another day—not deal with Henry Darnelle and the Enclave.

      “She’s gone,” I say once the silence between us becomes not just awkward but oppressive.

      Instead of sympathy, confusion plays across his features. He frowns in what looks like consternation. “So, she’s left you to complete the examination on your own?”

      Technically, that’s true, so I nod.

      “Really?”

      I nod again.

      His brow unfurls, and delight chases the confusion from his expression. “Well, that’s something. I find it’s so much better when mentors allow their apprentices to do that.”

      He doesn’t know. The Enclave doesn’t know. Relief blooms in my chest. They don’t know. Not yet. That can only be good.

      “I will have to confer with her at the end, of course, give her my full report.”

      I nod, yet again, without conceding anything. If I make it through my examination, I’ll deal with any repercussions then.

      Henry Darnelle rubs his hands together, almost in anticipation. “Here’s what I suggest. We’ll meet at your house tomorrow morning. In fact, I’ll bring breakfast. We’ll create a plan for your examination, one that lets you complete your daily duties. The intent is not to disrupt your routine.”

      Right. Because having someone scrutinize your every move is never disruptive, especially when that someone holds your future in his hands.

      “Tomorrow’s Sunday,” I say.

      He raises an eyebrow. In that single move, Henry Darnelle transforms from exceptional field agent into judgmental schoolmaster. Of course, there are no weekends or holidays for the Enclave. It’s not like the Screamers take time off.

      “Tomorrow’s fine.” I sigh. “What time?”

      “Seven work for you?”

      “In the morning?”

      “I am bringing breakfast.”

      A sarcastic and ill-advised reply lingers just behind my teeth. I can taste the consequences, and they are sour and fetid, indeed.

      “We’ll start then,” he adds as if that settles it.

      But he continues to hover, and his intent rolls off him. He saw me dispatch the Screamers. Now? He wants to see if I can stand. Without my knees buckling. Without staggering across the lawn, punch-drunk from my encounter. Without, of course, any help.

      My examination has already begun.

      I clamber to my feet, forcing a bright expression onto my face as if all I’ve been doing is napping in the sun. I even smile, although it’s hardly convincing. Together, we head toward the pedestrian mall.

      “The farmers market here is quite impressive,” he says, voice raised since there’s a good eight feet between us. “Wish my room had a kitchen.”

      “Where are you staying?” I shove politeness into my reply, but really, I want to know what part of town to avoid.

      “Riverside Bed and Breakfast.”

      “It’s a nice place.” And, thankfully, just down the block. Am I supposed to invite him to dinner? Maybe? But since he’s already invited himself for breakfast, I don’t see the point. The man is not my friend. He’s not even an acquaintance. He’s here to do a job.

      I can only hope that when he’s done, I’ll still have mine.
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        * * *

      

      At home, my legs give up and start their post-encounter wobble. I manage three steps before collapsing on the staircase, very much a ragdoll. Eyes closed, I let my head rest against the wall, let my breathing return to normal, and do not let my mind stray into the future—or, more accurately, my future. I’ve already flirted with the Sight once today.

      I don’t need a full-on attack.

      Besides, the future is unpredictable; the further away from the present, the more variables come into play. Sure, I might see what happens this week. But the effort isn’t worth it.

      The Sight never is.

      Instead, I pull myself up by the handrail and cast my gaze about the place. Does it look like my mother has stepped out for my examination? Or can a stranger read the grief in all the things left behind? Do I still wear that grief? Does this house?

      I suspect we’re co-conspirators in sorrow, the front room in particular. At the time, it was the only practical space for the rented hospital bed. The hospice nurse kept the morphine in a lock box in the kitchen, but all the other items for my mother’s comfort strayed into this room, including me, often on the couch.

      The medical companies have reclaimed everything, but the aftereffects linger. I still expect to see her diminished form in the hospital bed, hear the inhalation of the oxygen condenser and her own labored breath, smell the antiseptic and decay.

      And I still wonder what happened the last time I saw my mother.
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        Seattle, Washington

        Friday, July 7 (one day prior)

      

      

      Ophelia knows when Henry steps through the front door. With his entrance, her brother brings a reprieve. The loop—the endless, endless loop—pauses. She can take a full breath, or as full a breath as anyone in a coma can take.

      She can’t see him. This Sight-induced coma won’t allow for that. But she can hear his footfalls on the sweeping staircase of this Queen Anne mansion. He continues along the hallway, toward her bedroom, his presence steady and sure in a house filled with sorrow and shame. Only when he visits does this space truly feel like home.

      Then he speaks, and everyone around her relaxes. Their mother’s frayed nerves mend. The healthcare aide releases a sigh. The nurse on duty—there’s always a nurse on duty, although there’s not much for them to do—wheels the IV stand to the head of the bed so Henry may sit.

      “How is she?” he asks, most likely after kissing their mother’s cheek, although Ophelia can’t see that, either. But she knows her brother.

      “Better,” their mother says, “now that you’re here.”

      “I’m hoping to be here a lot more.”

      This is good news. The best news. If Henry is here, he can’t be there. If Henry is here, maybe the loop—this endless, endless loop—will fade, not plague her so.

      They confer, quietly. Of anyone, only Henry is aware that Ophelia hears everything said in this room, around her bed, about her rather than to her. Granted, both the nurse and the aide let her know when they’re about to do something—a blood draw, a sponge bath, an adjustment to her position. But it’s routine, a habit they can’t break, with words devoid of meaning.

      Only Henry speaks with meaning.

      Chair legs scrape against the floor, and she hears the rustle of Henry sitting. He brings his travels with him—bad airport coffee, recycled air, stale sweat. Beneath that? A lingering hint of the desert and a trace of vanilla from his cologne.

      “Hey there,” he says and folds her hand in his. The skin is dry and rough, his palm calloused. The desert has left its mark. “Sorry to be gone for so long.”

      I understand.

      “I took a peek at your vitals.”

      Of course he did.

      “You are doing better.” A pause. “Mostly.”

      Because Henry doesn’t lie, at least not to her.

      “But it’s nothing that we can’t fix.”

      Because Henry’s an optimist, at least when it comes to her.

      I’m sick of hearing about myself.

      “I was in the Sahara,” he says. “Did they tell you? Egypt, Libya, made a stop in Morocco on my way home—quite the tour of duty.”

      Henry can’t read her mind, although, like now, it feels as if he can. But his patterns are predictable, and perhaps so are hers, from when they were children. They continue the conversation even if she can’t truly participate.

      They didn’t tell me. On purpose, no doubt. That didn’t stop them from talking about it within earshot.

      “Did you know that in a level five hot spot, desert Screamers can whip up a sandstorm?”

      And you, like a fool, walked right into it.

      “It was incredible. Nothing like it. It felt good to fight them. Honest, in a way. I needed to leave after the funeral. I was just so …”

      Angry.

      “And I…”

      Missed him so much.

      “And I simply couldn’t deal with…”

      All the assholes at headquarters.

      “He loved you so very much,” Henry says now, his voice splintering on the phrase. “I didn’t mention this earlier because everyone thought they could contest the will.”

      Of course they did.

      “But he left you a trust. I’m managing it for now, but it’s all yours. Not huge, but it’s sizable, and it’s certainly enough that you could…”

      Walk away from the Enclave? Break her betrothal? Assuming, of course, this loop—this endless, endless loop—doesn’t break it for her. Wouldn’t that be a bonus?

      “It raised some eyebrows, though.”

      I imagine it did.

      Harrison Darnelle was Henry’s father but not Ophelia’s. Her father has gone MIA, spending his time at Enclave headquarters, overseeing the High Council, wearing her predicament like a badge of honor. Her father has barely been home in months.

      And Henry’s is dead.

      From somewhere in the depths of the house, the doorbell chimes. No one in this room moves, not that they need to. They have, as her father would intone, people for that.

      Oh, how Ophelia would love to answer the door. As a child, she’d race through the house whenever the bell rang, making bets with Henry about who stood on the other side. She always won. It was how they knew she had the Sight.

      “Who can that be?” their mother says, her words full of annoyance tinged with something that sounds like fear. Miranda Connolly doesn’t have the Sight, but she can taste oncoming calamity. She says it sours the air.

      The air must be very sour, indeed.

      Then the voice. The last voice Ophelia heard before succumbing to this coma and the last one she wants to hear now. The voice is a herald of things to come, a reminder of all the futures she’s seen.

      Henry’s fingers slip from hers. The chair legs scrape again when he stands.

      “I’ll handle this,” he says.

      The loop—that endless, endless loop—presses against her mind, drawing her back into its embrace. How many times now? Once she realized the Sight wouldn’t relent, Ophelia stopped counting. Whatever power keeps her in this loop can’t be broken. The future has many variations, too many to memorize. Not that Ophelia doesn’t try.

      She always tries. It’s the one thing she can do.

      Even if, in the end, nothing changes. The sun is eclipsed by a Screamer onslaught, the sky fracturing with color before everything turns a dull, ice gray—as if the world truly will end with a whimper rather than a bang.

      But it starts with the ominous scrape of chair legs, with Henry standing, confronting the voice. Henry, protective son and big brother, who walks into sandstorms. Henry, who would do anything to save the world.

      Only Ophelia knows that he will die trying.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Henry
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        Seattle, Washington

        Friday, July 7 (one day prior)

      

      

      Henry waited until he cleared the bedroom door before releasing a frustrated sigh. If the newcomer heard? So be it. Henry didn’t have time for anyone other than Ophelia and their mother. He’d just returned from four months abroad, a fact everyone at Enclave headquarters knew. He needed to see his sister, who had been in a coma for ten months. Something else everyone at headquarters knew.

      Then again, no one at headquarters gave a damn.

      “My boy, it’s good to see you home.” Professor Reginald Botten was a man who wore his degrees and his position on the High Council with gravitas and gaiety, as if he were still a working field agent who’d stumbled into good fortune.

      According to rumors, there was no stumbling about it.

      “How are you? And your sister?” Botten strained to peer into Ophelia’s bedroom, but Henry was already inching him down the hallway and toward the landing of the main staircase.

      “Stable.”

      “Excellent news.”

      It wasn’t news at all. Ophelia had remained stable for the duration of this coma, one that was most likely Sight induced, given the brain activity. But, of course, no one knew for certain.

      “I’m sorry to interrupt this little family reunion, my boy, but I have need of you.”

      Yes, Botten was here for a reason, no doubt using the GPS in Henry’s umbrella to track him down. He’d switched it on after his flight, clearly a mistake. Henry opened his mouth to protest. All that emerged was another frustrated sigh.

      “I wouldn’t ask if it weren’t both a crucial and delicate situation, not something I could propose over the phone.”

      Oh? Not routine, then. Not grunt work. All things considered, he might be willing. He nodded once to let Botten know he was both listening and interested. In that moment, the connection he’d once had with this man rekindled.

      During his first summer at the Academy, he’d been so proud to earn the professor’s good opinion and make the Botten’s Best List—unheard of, really, for a first-year cadet. With chagrin, Henry recalled the hand on his shoulder, the confidential way Botten had declared, “You’re a special breed, my boy.”

      But that was long before a string of broken promises and before Henry’s father—a man slow to speak and to judge—had remarked, almost casually:

      “He is a man I do not admire.”

      Now, Henry was cautious. But he’d listen to what Botten had on offer.

      “Is there somewhere we might speak more privately?” Botten asked, a hand on Henry’s arm as if to lead him to that private space.

      Soft light bathed the stairwell landing, electric, of course. If you squinted, you could pretend to be in a bygone era of gas lamps and candles. The runner was a rich emerald green—his mother’s favorite color—and the wood gleamed. The air held the scent of cut roses and lemon furniture polish. Even in a crisis, his mother was meticulous about such things.

      Henry eased from Botten’s grip, tucked his hands behind his back, and simply said, “Here’s good.”

      Here was clearly not good, but Botten didn’t persist.

      “Very well. You recall, of course, the class you helped evaluate at the Academy?”

      Wait. What? Henry scoffed, exhaling a dismissive breath. He should’ve known. This was routine. This was grunt work. “There can’t be anyone left⁠—”

      “One apprentice agent, actually.”

      Seriously? Who waited the full five years to take their field agent examination? Granted, there were exceptions, and it was certainly allowed. Most agents wanted to pass their exam that first year and start field work. Henry shook his head. “I’ve done more than my fair share of evaluations. Find someone else.”

      “As I mentioned, this is a delicate situation.”

      “And you need me in particular?”

      “Indeed, I do. The apprentice agent in question is unlikely to pass the examination.”

      Failure was rare, although every few years it did happen. These situations were always fraught with emotion and politics.

      “She also hails from an old family.”

      Make that highly fraught.

      “I’m sorry to say it’s time to retire that line,” Botten continued, not sounding the least bit sorry.

      “Old family?”

      “The Little line.”

      No, that couldn’t be right. In his last mission, Henry had relied heavily on Rose Little’s research on desert Screamers. Decades on, her white papers were still one of the best resources in the entire Enclave.

      “Rose Little is legendary,” Henry said.

      “Hm, yes.” Now it was Botten’s turn to scoff. “But she married a local. As luck, or perhaps genetics, would have it, the daughter did not inherit her mother’s ability. I’m afraid even a benign permanent post is beyond her capabilities.”

      “And you need me to do what, exactly?”

      “You’ll need to meet with Rose, explain the situation. I know her reputation is fiery, but at heart, Rose is a realist. As I said, a delicate situation, but one I know you can manage. Besides, I suspect hearing the news from you will smooth the way. She and your father were close.”

      Close. Which meant what? Botten didn’t elaborate, and Henry wasn’t about to ask. He raised an eyebrow instead. “Shouldn’t I administer the examination first?”

      “What? Yes, of course, my boy. Don’t expect the outcome to be anything but disappointing.”

      So, in this case, failure was a forgone conclusion. “Right.”

      “We’ll need you to stay on as the acting agent until a new permanent post one can be assigned.”

      No. Full stop. Absolutely not. It was one thing to fail an apprentice agent and then retire the entire family line. It was quite another to step into the role of a permanent post agent, even briefly. That sort of assignment was a harbinger; the most likely outcome was remaining a permanent post agent.

      “Someone else can handle that portion of things.”

      “That’s not an option.” Botten’s voice lost its joviality. The corners of his mouth turned down, his gaze steely and uncompromising. “Let me be frank. If you wish to stay in the field, you need to take this assignment, all of it.”

      Screw the quiet part. Henry wanted—needed—Botten to spell this out. “Or else?”

      “There are those on the High Council who believe you’re close to burning out, that your father’s death was too much, that you need a respite.”

      Henry wouldn’t be the first field agent forced to recuperate. This entire situation was ridiculous. Made-up games that the High Council liked to play. He had another decade in the field, at least. He wasn’t about to give that up.

      “Of course, if you prefer a reassignment to headquarters⁠—”

      “No. That’s fine. I’ll take the job.”

      “I thought as much.” Botten clapped him on the shoulder. “Your flight’s all arranged, gear ready for pickup, and you have access to all the records you’ll need, including your original evaluation from the Academy.”

      Botten headed down the stairs, his steps nimble, his mood light once again. At the midpoint, where the staircase curved and flowed into the entryway, he paused.

      “Expedite this with discretion, and I may see my way to expediting your current paperwork problem with the High Council.”

      Paperwork problem. That was an interesting euphemism for breaking a binding contract. Henry gave a terse nod.

      “Good luck, my boy.”

      In the empty corridors of the house, Henry swore he heard the echo of: You’ll need it.

      He turned his back on the retreating footfalls and the warning in Botten’s words. Before he could climb the stairs once again, his phone pinged. A reminder to check in for his flight flashed across the screen, one scheduled for tomorrow morning.

      Damn. It was all he could do not to toss his phone down the stairway. Instead, he pulled up the records on Apprentice Agent Pansy Little and considered what he’d written five years ago. Almost as quickly, he shut everything down, shoved his phone into his pocket, and headed for Ophelia’s room.

      The air felt thicker now, close and cloying. The nurse looked dour, but then they always did. He suspected the private agency her father hired specialized in dour-faced nurses, as if that would somehow complement the seriousness of the situation. The aide had anxious eyes but smiled at him. His mother, however, had frayed half a box of tissues in his absence.

      “They’re sending me out again.” No sense sugar-coating it. Even so, he flinched at his mother’s expression.

      “You just got back. When do you leave?”

      “Tomorrow morning.”

      “Where are they sending you?”

      “Somewhere in Minnesota.”

      His mother shook her head as if that was all it took to stop the Enclave from doing anything. “I don’t like it.”

      “You didn’t like the Sahara, either.” He raised his hands. “But here I am.”

      “This feels different.”

      “You said that about North Africa. I doubt I’ll encounter any sandstorms in Minnesota. Besides, I’m only performing an examination.”

      His mother nodded, hardly mollified, and reached for another handful of tissues. Henry headed for Ophelia.

      Sometimes, he could detect her presence, like earlier. Other times, she was remote, cut off from everything, the space around her bed emptier, colder. No doubt the others felt it, too. It would explain all the dour expressions.

      He tucked the blanket closer around her. Ophelia had been here earlier, and Henry hoped she could still detect his presence. He knelt by her side, took her hand once more.

      “I’ll be back,” he whispered. “I promise.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 4


          

          
            Pansy
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        King’s End, Minnesota

        Friday, April 28 (three months prior)

      

      

      My mother was forever making lists. Fun lists on pink paper, wish lists on green. Books to read in black ink on creamy stationery. Television shows to avoid on the backs of receipts. But there was one list that eclipsed them all, this one on yellow legal pad.

      This particular list remains attached to the refrigerator with a set of whimsical magnets from The King’s Larder. Over the years, my mother added to it, crossed items out, and rewrote it completely. This is how it stood the last time she was able to venture into the kitchen:

      
        
          	
        Never go into the housing development after dark.
      

      	
        Never go to the silo alone.
      

      	
        Never go to the covered bridge, period.
      

      	
        If the Enclave makes an offer, remember they always require something in return.
      

      	
        Trust no one from the Enclave.
      

      	
        When someone tells you they’re not betrothed, don’t believe them.
      

      	
        The Screamers don’t fight fair; you shouldn’t, either.
      

      

      

      Rules to live by, rules to be obeyed, rules that sometimes don’t make sense. The list is the first thing I see each morning when I step into the kitchen and the last thing before shutting down for the night. At some point, I stopped questioning, stopped asking why.

      That morning, three months ago, I headed to the kitchen first, giving the list a mock salute rather than detouring to the front room. Would that have changed anything? Could I at least have said goodbye? I don’t know. I can forgive myself the one.

      But not the other.

      That morning, strains of something light and buoyant came from the front room. Mozart, one of the concertos. No news. No television. This signaled a good day. My mother was content to watch the sunrise, listen to her music, and otherwise ignore the medical intrusion and the pain.

      Dawn flooded the kitchen with pinks and golds, painting the air with hope. While coffee brewed, I spooned loose tea into a strainer and let the tension in my chest unknot ever so slightly. If I squinted through the window over the sink, a pale green haloed the trees in the backyard. It had been a long, cold April, one filled with wintery mixes and sullen sleet. Today, the promise of spring felt real.

      Except the air tasted wrong. Not foul. Not toxic. Not stale like the gray-speckled snowbanks and icy mud that remained in the yard.

      Wrong as in not of this world. The sort of wrong that meant I should be on my guard.

      And that morning, I wasn’t. I ignored the pinpricks at the back of my mind and worked overtime to push the Sight away. After all, I knew I was losing my mother. I didn’t need—or want—to know when and how.

      I was pulling the half-and-half from the fridge for some coffee when the air shifted again. So strange, so wrong, I couldn’t ignore it. The container slipped from my fingers and smacked against the floor, cream splattering my shins. In the front room, the volume spiked, and the violins screamed. I thought we’d wake the entire neighborhood.

      I’d gotten as far as the kitchen threshold when the pocket door—on its own volition—slammed shut, nearly taking a few fingers. I yanked once, twice, before realizing that was fruitless. Then I spun and sprinted out the back door.

      Icy mud soaked my socks. I stumbled, arms pinwheeling, ankle twisting and singing out in pain. I peeled off one sock and then another, hopping and running. I rounded the house and halted.

      A man was on the sidewalk, his back to me. In his arms, he cradled a slight figure, as if that someone was the most precious thing of all. I only caught a glimpse. The blue fleece robe. The fuzzy slippers. The hair prematurely gray. The man glanced over his shoulder, his face obscured by a sweatshirt hood. He ran.

      So did I.

      We raced past the last few houses on the street. The paved asphalt melted into a slurry of gravel that led to the abandoned housing development. Fear gripped me, urged me faster. He couldn’t be taking her there, could he?

      He moved as if the burden in his arms weighed nothing. I was gaining on them, but cold made my legs ache, and my stride faltered. Every last stone and pebble stabbed the soles of my feet. I was pretty sure they were bleeding, but I didn’t stop to check. The air washed the perspiration from my brow as soon as it sprouted. In front of me, a preternatural glow encased the man and my mother as if it were a cocoon. Once, twice, I reached out, could just brush its edges.

      But I couldn’t catch them.

      They passed the entrance to the housing development, and I nearly wept with relief. But the man gained speed and, with it, uncanny power. The glow thickened. The sky turned a deep, midnight blue, filled with pinpricks of light—it was like staring into the Milky Way. A force reared up, like a wave, and crashed into me.

      I flew through the air, landing hard on my tailbone. The man spirited my mother away. Before they vanished into the windbreak that separated the housing development from a stretch of fallow fields, my mother shifted in the man’s arms.

      She spoke, or at least mouthed words. Despite the glow, the uncanny stars, and all the rest, her message was clear, as was the gentle smile, the one she bestowed only on me.

      It’s okay.

      Was it? I sat in the frigid mud, pondering that. I understood enough about my mother to know that this was final. But my heart disagreed, and it was my heart that had me on my feet, racing past the windbreak, the fallow fields, and toward the silo.

      I ignored the farmhouse—with its peeling yellow paint and caved-in front porch—and headed straight for the crumbling silo. I’d only ventured inside it once on my own—a very long time ago, before I knew any better.

      Today, I didn’t care.

      In the mud was a single set of footprints, obvious tracks that had trekked both to and from the silo. I yanked open the door, and it shuddered and screeched, almost angry. Inside, nothing marred the dusty floor except a couple of plastic bags and a Swiss Army knife. No stardust. No glow.

      Nothing but an afterimage remained. A man. A woman. An embrace.

      They were gone.

      My mother was gone.

      And I was truly undone.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      At home, the music played on. Not one of the concertos, but Mozart’s Requiem. And yes, that was the sort of gallows humor my mother sometimes favored. The oxygen condenser breathed its steady, mechanical breath. A strange, primal anger washed through me. All I wanted was to shut everything down. I slammed my hand against the stereo and yanked the condenser’s cord from the wall. My body recoiled.

      Silence was much, much worse.

      But in that silence, a piece of paper caught my attention. A page torn from a yellow legal pad, attached to my mother’s pillow, deliberately, with a safety pin.

      
        
        To my darling girl:

      

      

      
        
          	
        For as long as possible, do not report my “death” to the Enclave. I owe them nothing, and they’ll find out soon enough.
      

      	
        Have a funeral anyway.
      

      	
        If Adele hasn’t arrived, call her. (I suspect she’ll arrive.)
      

      	
        In the back corner of the pantry is everything you need.
      

      	
        In the coming months, you’ll also need to break some rules.
      

      	
        Trust that you’ll know which ones.
      

      	
        Always know that you are loved.
      

      	
        Lastly, memories are precious; keep them close.
      

      

      

      The yellow legal pad meant she was serious. These rules brooked no argument, not that she was here to argue with. They sounded just like her, both explicit and cryptic. Except for that last one. That didn’t sound like her at all, minus the semicolon.

      Her handwriting was painstakingly correct. The cost of this list—in time, in effort, in pain—must have been enormous. Had she composed it over hours? Days, perhaps? I unpinned it from the pillowcase, careful not to tear the paper.

      This was how Adele found me. Standing in the middle of the room, feet bleeding, surrounded by silence, with the last thing my mother had written clutched in my hand.
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            Pansy
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        King’s End, Minnesota

        Saturday, July 8

      

      

      My mother, as usual, was right. I did find what I needed in the pantry. The will, trust paperwork, and account information all secured in a fireproof lock box. Next to that was an urn, filled with what looked like sand. (At least, I hoped it was sand.) And yes, we held a funeral, one Adele helped me plan. As a nurse, she was able to finesse the death certificate, and deal with both the medical examiner’s office and the funeral home. It was days before I realized my mother and Adele had planned everything in advance.

      I haven’t reported any of this to the Enclave. I haven’t even told my best friends from the Academy that my mother is gone. What would I say? That a stranger carried her off and that, together, they vanished? How do you explain such a thing?

      Mind you, we do lose agents, mainly field agents, but a permanent post job can be dangerous, too. Those fissures that let the Screamers invade our world? While they pop up anywhere in the world, generally at the worst times, there are those the Enclave needs to tend. King’s End is rated a level one hot spot. If I don’t mend the fissures, especially those in the housing development, on a regular basis, they might hop over levels two, three, and four, and become a level five hot spot.

      And one of those can suck an agent—or even a task force—into its depths. Once that happens, there’s no coming back. At least, that’s what they told us at the Academy. It’s also why we have six years of summer training there, at the Academy. It’s the reason for the umbrellas; they make excellent offensive and defensive weapons. I can spear Screamers with the tip or send out a pulse to repel them. I can hunker down beneath the canopy and catch my breath.

      One thing that never happens? Strangers emerging from a fissure, picking up a retired field agent, and simply vanishing into the void. For weeks, I did a deep dive into our lore, into the stories that are more like fairy tales than fact, looking for something, anything, that might explain my mother’s disappearance.

      There have been attempts to harness the power that comes through these fissures. Make no mistake. It is powerful. There have been strangers—travelers, they’re called—who fall through to our side. Although these stories, too, read like fairy tales. But nothing about actual abductions.

      Now, I stand in the kitchen and ease the lists from beneath their magnets. It might hurt less if I did it quickly, like ripping off a bandage. But I can’t. Removing the lists feels like a betrayal, like sacrilege. I swallow back this sour task. No choice. I must hide them—along with my mother’s umbrella—before tomorrow’s breakfast meeting with Agent Darnelle.

      With gentle fingertips, I hold the lists, wondering, pondering, questioning.

      In the coming months, you’ll need to break some rules.

      Okay. Fine. I can do that.

      Trust that you’ll know which ones.

      This, on the other hand? I’m not so sure. Not trusting Agent Darnelle makes perfect sense. But I need to know what to expect this coming week. I think I know who I can ask, too.

      I put on the tea kettle. While the water boils, I rummage in the pantry. From there, I pull out the tinctures and extracts my mother concocted every autumn. Nothing feels sore, and it’s doubtful the Screamers broke any skin. Still, after an encounter, my mother and I always brewed and then drank a pot of specially enhanced tea.

      I take the tea, my laptop, and my phone and head upstairs to my bedroom. Once there, I message my two best friends, Mortimer Connolly and Jack Ling, in our group chat.

      
        
          
            
              
        Henry Darnelle is here for my field agent examination. [image: grimacing face]

      

      

      

      

      

      Jack tags my text with an exclamation point. A moment later, Mortimer sends a request for a video call. I accept, and Mort comes into view. His thick blond hair is swept back from his forehead like he’s just emerged from a shower. His skin is ruddy, either from steam or sunburn. In the dim light, it’s hard to tell.

      “Let me add Jack,” he says.

      “Where are you?”

      Head down, he doesn’t answer. Mort’s assignments take him all over the world. He could be in any hotel on any continent. Behind him, I catch a glimpse of a king-sized bed draped with an elegant crimson and gold quilt and piled with at least ten pillows. Velvety curtains frame a door to the balcony. Pinpricks of light sparkle, inviting you to step outside. A vase of fresh-cut flowers graces the nightstand.

      Only Mortimer. The room is opulent in the extreme. This is hardly Enclave standard fare.

      “So, you’re where?” I try again. “Versailles?” Really, the space is giving off let them eat cake vibes.

      Mort laughs. “Close enough. You could do laps in the hot tub. If only Jack were here.”

      “Well, I’m not, buddy.”

      The screen splits, and Jack appears, black-haired, willow-thin, and tall, serious in his dark, horn-rimmed glasses. Jack Ling was my only friend at the Academy that first year, both of us the odd ones out. We clung to each other—initially out of necessity, then because we preferred it that way. We were our own tiny alliance until Mort stepped in. You could say he brought us both into the fold. But sometimes, even now, I suspect he was only interested in Jack.

      And Jack wouldn’t go anywhere without me.

      “Hey,” Mort says, and it’s a soft, seductive thing.

      “Hey, yourself.” There’s an edge to Jack’s voice, and I can taste the tension between them. Mort and Jack have been on-again and off-again since they fell in love, right here in King’s End, over a long Thanksgiving weekend when we were all seventeen.

      If they were in the room with me, I might be able to discern which way they were headed. Has Mort done something—yet again—to upset Jack? Mort has a way of trampling other people’s feelings, but he also has the sort of charm that makes you forgive him. It’s a combination for constant heartbreak.

      “Why the hell haven’t you had your examination?” Mort says now. “It’s been five effing years since we graduated.”

      Instead of answering, I reach for my teacup and take a sip.

      “Did you get hit today?” Jack pulls off his glasses, wipes them on his shirt, and then replaces them. He leans closer to the camera. “Are you okay?”

      “Fine. Just a skirmish.”

      “It’s never just a skirmish in King’s End,” Mort mutters.

      Behind Jack, I notice the dull gray panels of a cubicle farm. “What are you doing at work? It’s Saturday.”

      He gives me a look and then rolls his eyes. Yes, I know. The Enclave never takes weekends. Still. He works at headquarters, and they get more time off than field agents do.

      “Speaking of Henry Darnelle,” Jack says. “He’s the reason I’m at work. He brought a crap-ton of data back from the Sahara. We’re still shifting through it.”

      Another thing our umbrellas do: collect information. They’re loaded with sensors and a GPS. Every time we repair a fissure or fight off some Screamers, we send data to the Enclave’s headquarters for analysts like Jack to study.

      “That’s your problem, buddy,” Mort says, his tone making me think they are headed for off-again territory. “Not Pansy’s.”

      “Do I have a problem?” I ask, not only to change the subject, but I need to know. Is Henry Darnelle coming in all hard-ass? Or is it just a front, and he’s actually a big softy who’ll check all the boxes and be on his way. I’m hoping for the latter.

      “You might. He’s strictly by the book. Never met a rule he didn’t want to follow.” Mort makes a face, lips twisting in disgust. And yes, Mort’s never met a rule he didn’t want to break. “Plus, Darnelle has an umbrella shoved so far up his⁠—”

      “You’re going to have to finesse this one,” Jack interrupts.

      I sigh and reach for more tea. “Great.”

      “But Rose is there, right?” Mort asks.

      Teacup halfway to my lips, I freeze. I hold absolutely still. I’m not sure I even breathe for a few moments. Then I drop my gaze as if I’m letting the steam bathe my face. But the truth is, I can’t look either of my friends in the eye.

      “Just have her give him that disappointed-mom stare,” Mort adds. “You know, with that little head shake as the chaser. Always works on me.”

      Granted, Mort has gathered far more of those than I ever have.

      “So, what am I going to have to do?” I’m desperate, again, to change the subject, and I’m hoping they’ll let me.

      “Standard Academy stuff,” Jack says. “Obstacle courses, fissure repair, couple of Screamer battles, only all on your home turf. Really, sweet pea, you could have passed it your first year out.”

      “Like you guys did.”

      Jack shrugs. Yes, he passed, and so did Mort, the moment the post-graduation moratorium was over. “I know Rose hates the Enclave, but you’d think she’d want this out of the way, so it wasn’t hanging over your head these past five years.”

      “She had her reasons.”

      What I don’t say is this: For the last five years, since I graduated from the Academy, I’ve been the acting field agent in King’s End. I came home that summer after graduation to find my mother broken and King’s End under an all-out Screamer onslaught. Both Jack and Mortimer have been so busy traveling, building their careers within the Enclave, that neither has returned to King’s End in that time.

      A strange, hollow feeling shoots through me at the thought. The last time all three of us were together was a twenty-first birthday celebration in Minneapolis a few years back. A long weekend when my mother felt strong enough to patrol, and Adele promised to call if there was an emergency.

      I blink, my eyes damp. For a moment, I consider disconnecting the call. Instead, I ask, “Is there a test for the Sight?” I’m hoping I left that nonsense behind when I left the Academy.

      On the screen, Jack glances toward Mort, who then lifts his gaze toward the ornate ceiling.

      “A few years back, Professor Botten changed the examination to weave in more tests,” Mort says. He exhales as if the next words hurt him. “He said we were missing agents with that sort of potential. So, it isn’t just one test, it’s all of them.”

      I swear, softly. Both Jack and Mort know about my ability. The Enclave does not.

      That first summer, before I left for the Academy, my mother sat me down over a pot of tea. She explained how the Enclave tests for the Sight and how the skill is both rare and highly prized. How agents with the Sight live short, terrible lives.

      “They’ll make promises,” she said. “Don’t believe them. Never believe the Enclave. All they will do is hone you into a weapon. When you are of no use, they will abandon you.” She refilled my teacup, her expression sharpening even as her eyes grew tender. “What you must do, my sweetest of flowers, is appear unremarkable. That is your armor.”

      I’ve done everything to go unnoticed, right up to not scheduling the official field agent examination for as long as allowed. It’s not ideal for career advancement. But, so what? I’m not going anywhere but King’s End. However, this is the final year. Even if I could log into the system as my mother and request an extension, it wouldn’t work. I would have to give up my post in King’s End; I would have to turn in my umbrella. And that’s something I simply can’t do.

      “It’s how they caught Sandeep,” Jack says now.

      “Sandeep has the Sight?” I ask. Sandeep Patel was on our team at the Academy. If he had the Sight, he hid it well.

      “Yeah,” Mort adds, “earthquakes. He’s pretty good at it, too, so he’s heading up a geological team in Italy, lucky bastard.”

      Says the man currently plucking buttery escargot from shells with a tiny fork. I meet Jack’s gaze and we both roll our eyes.

      “You know,” Jack says, and now his voice has gone all conspiratorial. “We could take a look at what Darnelle said about you five years ago.”

      “We can?” I ask.

      “Well,” Jack amends, “I can. I have access as part of my work.”

      “You are diabolical,” Mort says. “I approve.”

      “Seriously?” I still can’t believe this. “They let you?”

      “No way around it. We have to know who’s bringing in the data. Each agent is different, how they fight, their umbrella, years of experience, even how they view other agents. There are too many variables to analyze things blindly.”

      That makes sense. I guess? Either that, or it’s a huge intrusion of privacy. Not that the Enclave has ever been big on privacy.

      “What are you waiting for?” Mort prompts.

      Jack turns his attention to his laptop, a light tapping of the keyboard filling the speakers. “Found it,” he says a moment later.

      Both Mort and I lean forward. Mort’s hair flops into his eyes, and he shoves it back with an impatient hand. I clutch the teacup so hard, it might shatter between my fingers.

      Jack clears his throat and takes on an imperious sort of tone. “‘Cadet Pansy Little is an adequate, if unremarkable, trainee. She could become a productive permanent post agent with additional instruction from the right mentor.’”

      For an instant, none of us says anything. Then? We all burst out laughing.

      Mort wipes tears from his eyes, his voice full of mirth. “You’ve got this, Pansy-Girl. You’ve totally got this. I told you Darnelle was completely by the book. Play by the rules, fulfill his expectations, and you’ll be fine.”

      That’s harder than it sounds, but if both Jack and Mort think I can do it, then maybe I can. We talk for a few more minutes, and when the call ends, the silence that rushes in takes me aback. My heart pounds, and there’s a tender spot in my chest that aches with both loneliness and regret. Maybe I should have confessed that I’m here alone, that my mother is gone. But when she wrote:

      Trust no one from the Enclave.

      She meant no one. And while it isn’t there, scrawled in black ink on a yellow legal pad, I know this.

      That rule includes my two best friends.
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      The coffeemaker gurgles a protest as if being pressed into service so early is not something it usually does. Lately, at least, that’s been true.

      But it’s six thirty in the morning, and I’m certain Agent Darnelle is the sort to arrive the second it’s seven o’clock. I’ve already done an hour’s worth of yoga, but I need to be caffeinated before he shows up on my front porch.

      While the coffee brews, I consider what I’ll need to take with me today. My umbrella, of course, and the backpack I carry whenever I venture into the housing development. It’s actually the same backpack I used all through training at the Academy. The olive-drab canvas has never quite lost its musty smell from weeks of roughing it in the damp summers of Washington state.

      The scent is almost like a balm, a reminder of when things weren’t quite so complicated, when I dreamed of maybe—maybe—taking on the world as an actual field agent rather than a permanent post one.

      I tuck a water bottle into the backpack’s side pocket, add wire cutters, pliers, and a spool of wire for repairing the chain-link fence around the housing development, and a few of my mother’s tinctures in case I get hit on site.

      While I pack, I ponder the question rolling around in my mind. Do I really want to take Henry Darnelle to the housing development? Do I have a choice? Of all the areas around King’s End, it has the most Screamer activity and contains all the major fissures. It would look strange if I didn’t take him there.

      It’s now 6:55, and I resist the urge to flash ten minutes into my future. I touch fingertips to my forehead and let out a long, cleansing breath. I push the nattering, the whispered suggestions, the temptation to the back of my mind. I hold still until those branching lines of the future fade into mere hunches that I can ignore.

      When I open my eyes, the coffeemaker’s clock switches to 7:00.

      The doorbell chimes.

      Yes. Of course it does. No doubt Field Agent Extraordinaire Henry Darnelle is always on time.

      On my front porch, he’s there, resplendent as ever in suit, tie, and ridiculous hat. On one arm is that behemoth of an umbrella; on the other is a reusable sack. He must have stopped by The King’s Larder, because the aroma of still-warm bagels joins the scent of the fresh coffee from the kitchen. The combination makes me weak-kneed with hunger and possibly gratitude.

      I wasn’t expecting him to make good on his offer. That he has? I don’t know if I’ve misjudged him or if this is merely a technique to soften me up. But if so, what on earth for?

      The kill.

      It’s the one whispered thought that pushes through all the barriers I’ve thrown up against the Sight. Does Henry Darnelle not expect me to pass this examination? Me, unremarkable Pansy Little? I suppose that might be a reasonable assumption, given my performance at the Academy.

      True, we’ve only just met, but the whispered thought doesn’t sound like him. I may be an odious chore, but I’m not more than that, not to him anyway. Before I can open up that line of inquiry, probe the Sight ever-so-carefully, he nods, a bit terse.

      “Agent Little.”

      Flustered, I step back, ushering him inside. “The kitchen’s this way, and you can leave your umbrella in the stand if you like.”

      He does, because this is not so much a suggestion as a rule. Our umbrellas are weapons, after all. While they’re designed for Screamers, they can work on other things as well, including other field agents.

      I throw a glance over my shoulder as we head down the hall. My own umbrella has perked up considerably. She tilts ever so slightly toward the newcomer, fluttering her ruffles the way a person might bat their eyelashes. Wait. Is she flirting?

      “Stop,” I say under my breath. The command doesn’t do any good. Besides, Agent Darnelle’s umbrella is leaning closer, seemingly entranced by all that fluttering, so I give up and head into the kitchen.

      At the moment, I have much bigger problems.

      Bagels and cream cheese unpacked, coffee poured, Agent Darnelle tugs out his phone. He ponders the screen for what is designed to be several unnerving minutes. I use the time to inhale a couple of bagels and affect an air of un-remarkability.

      At last, he glances at me. With care, he takes a precise bite of his bagel, chews thoughtfully, and then sips some coffee.

      “This is quite good.” He sounds genuinely surprised.

      “It’s the only thing I can make.” Or rather, it’s the only thing I can make—besides tea—that other people might want to consume.

      He nods as if I haven’t spoken at all. Then he clears his throat, a polite cough, more for show than anything else.

      “Well, Agent Little, I’m not sure I should inform you of this, but you are the last of your class to take the field agent examination.”

      Of course I am.

      “It’s highly unusual to wait so long.”

      This I know.

      “I’ve been busy,” I say, because he’s expecting some sort of reply. Honestly, I think he’s expecting tears or, at the very least, a trembling lower lip. I don’t have it in me to give him either of those things. All I want is to pass this examination and for him to be gone.

      “Doing what?”

      I blink, not understanding the question at first. Oh, does he really want to know what I’ve been doing these past five years? Like I haven’t been the acting field agent here? I refuse to tell him about earning my associate’s degree from King’s End Community College. My mother was beside herself with pride, and the graduation ceremony was the last social function she ever attended.

      “Just”—I glance around, hoping to pluck inspiration from somewhere in the kitchen—“busy.”

      “Indeed.”

      That single word seals my fate—or could if I let it.

      “I’d like to show you around King’s End,” I say, rallying. “Show you what it is I do.”

      “What you do?”

      Damn it. “My mother is retired, after all.”

      “So I gathered. He consults the phone’s screen again. “That, too, is unusual, for an agent in charge to retire before a fully certified replacement is secured.”

      “We’re an unusual family.”

      This is not going well. When Agent Darnelle stands, tucks his phone away, and says, “I think I’ve heard everything I need to for now,” I’m certain of it.

      But he turns to me, and while there is no smile on his face, there is a challenging light in his eyes.

      “Let’s head on out, Agent Little. I’m looking forward to seeing more of King’s End.”
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      We are half a block from my house when I notice his shoes. He’s a determined walker, managing to swing the umbrella and adjust his cuffs all without breaking stride. Those shoes, though. They are black and leather—and possibly hand-tooled. If we were strolling through Nordstrom’s, they’d be perfect. For the trek out to the housing development?

      “Will your feet be all right in those?” I point with the tip of my umbrella. “We’re going to hit gravel here pretty soon.” I direct my umbrella forward to where the asphalt ends and the unpaved road begins.

      “I walked here from the bed and breakfast. I’ll be fine.” His voice has a clipped quality, a schoolmaster disappointed in his student. The message is clear: Worry about yourself, Agent Little.

      Fortunately, it’s early, and not many people are out. Still, one of my neighbors jogs past and nearly trips for staring. If anyone is peeking through their curtains, they’re going to want details. Pansy Little and a handsome, well-dressed stranger? Off on a romantic morning stroll? Yes, this is going to be hard to explain. If we don’t hurry, it’ll be all over the Hey Neighbor app before noon.

      We leave the concrete sidewalk and the neighborhood behind. Without hesitation, I strike out onto the dirt road that leads to the source of all my troubles here in King’s End. Agent Darnelle balks at the sidewalk’s edge, his eyes darting from his shoes to the dust I’ve already kicked up. Then, without protest or complaint, he follows me.

      “They were supposed to pave this road,” I say over my shoulder. “But the construction company never got around to it.” Then again, they were supposed to do lots of things. Just one of the many broken promises of this place.

      We arrive at the entrance of the abandoned housing development. The stone façade is half-complete, and the wrought-iron gate doesn’t work. I’ve managed to drag it a few feet, but the metal screeches and then halts. Not that it matters. No one ever comes back this way.

      Agent Darnelle pauses, shields his eyes against the morning sun, and squints at the billboard that looms over the gate. The sign casts a long shadow across the dirt road. Step into its shade, and the temperature drops by several degrees. It’s uncanny. Even in the sun, the chill touches my skin, and I rub my arms.

      “Camelot Lots,” he says.

      The name is spelled out in a typeface that was trendy for a month and now simply looks sad. Beneath that, in fancy, old-timey script, is the phrase: Because King’s End needs more castles!

      “Doesn’t exactly roll off the tongue,” he adds.

      “That’s the least of its problems.”

      “So I gathered.”

      I start up again, but he remains in place. This is not an unusual reaction, not when confronting Camelot Lots. Most everyone with a bit of sense gives in to the urge, turns around, and heads in the other direction.

      Hand still shielding his eyes, he peers through the gate. “I feel as though I’ve seen this place before.”

      “You’ve been to King’s End?”

      “Never.”

      “Then I don’t know how⁠—”

      “Neither do I.” He gives me a look, a quick up and down, and then says, “Shall we?”

      His tone is mild, but beneath it lies that challenge. Prove yourself, Apprentice Agent.

      I scan the area, almost hoping for an ambush today. That would prove any number of things, maybe even get Agent Darnelle to leave early. Who needs a manufactured obstacle course after thwarting a full-fledged Screamer attack?

      Near the entrance, the few completed houses bask in the sunrise. The lawns are spare, but in the morning light, the brown patches aren’t quite as obvious. This is the best time of day here, and I make a point of patrolling as early as possible. Hope is strongest then, and despair a mere aftertaste. If you squint, you could almost pretend to have stumbled upon a sleepy suburb not yet up for the day.

      If you don’t look too closely, that is. The few birds that nest here do so in empty windowsills, all the panes devoid of glass. And except for the model homes near the entrance, most houses are skeletons of themselves, with missing doors, missing walls, missing life.

      “Do you patrol here often, Agent Little?”

      “Nearly every day.”

      All that crisscrosses the dusty path in front of us are tiny mice tracks and larger ones, perhaps of a fox chasing after dinner. Yes, Agent Darnelle excels at looking closely, I’m sure. Evidence suggests I haven’t been here in years, never mind the other day.

      I tap the dust in front of me with the toe of my shoe. “It just does that.”

      “Does what?”

      “Sweeps my footprints away when I leave.”

      He raises a skeptical eyebrow but otherwise doesn’t comment.

      My first task is the chain-link fence that surrounds the development. Overnight, holes appear, as if something has clawed its way out—or in. The fact that I can’t tell has always unnerved me, and my mother never said. But I follow another of her iron-clad rules:

      Mending the fence is my first priority.

      While I’m still on alert, something tells me this will be a routine, unchallenging sort of patrol. The air doesn’t taste like an ambush, so I head for a large hole, one that’s directly behind the showcase home. At one time, this particular house hosted tours, and couples and families streamed in and out. It’s the nicest house in the entire development, staged with furniture and high-end interior design. And yet? Something about it feels malevolent—again, hope tinged with despair.

      Perhaps that’s because around back, near a basement egress window, there’s a fissure. Or normally, there’s one. Today, I can’t even detect a seam or my handiwork in repairing it. Typical.

      At the fence, I attach my umbrella to the quick-release strap and sling that over my shoulder, cross-body. Then I pull a set of pliers and some wire from my backpack and set to work.

      Agent Darnelle touches the fence. His fingertips light upon the silver links and send a tremor through the metal.

      “Do the repairs help?”

      “They don’t hurt.”

      My mother always said if the fence goes, we all go. That’s not something you confess to the man who holds your job in his hands. Neither is this: Every April, my mother mixed up a concoction on the kitchen stove, one of herbs and oils and one specific—and most crucial—ingredient.

      Her blood.

      She then would paint random spots on the fence with the mixture. This April, I did the same, except with my blood instead of hers. At the rate I’ve been repairing holes, I doubt it did any good.

      We make our way through the development. I need to repair that gap by the cemetery, but I really don’t want to. The tear in the chain link is large and angry, almost like it’s taunting me, the hole nothing but a row of jagged, silver teeth. Worse, Agent Darnelle’s skepticism shadows me like a third presence. He’s not impressed.

      I stop our trek and glance around, letting my gaze soften, letting the barricades I’ve built in my mind ease.

      Nothing.

      Agent Darnelle pulls out his phone. He taps away, a schoolmaster frown gathering on his brow. “I was led to believe that this area contains the main fissures in King’s End.”

      “It does.”

      “Are you certain?”

      It takes all my willpower not to roll my eyes and spit out a sarcastic reply of: Well, I live here, don’t I? Wouldn’t I know? Then again, the Screamers aren’t simply silent today; they’re absent altogether. I wouldn’t believe me.

      “I see that there hasn’t been an official site survey since 1991. Perhaps things have changed since then. You should put in a request for a survey team, assuming…” He trails off as if something has caught his attention, but his unspoken words make my heart pound with trepidation.

      Yes, assuming I pass my examination. Assuming I’ll be the permanent post agent here. Assuming I even want someone—or rather, someone else—from the Enclave poking around in King’s End. Which, by the way, I don’t.

      “Agent Little, I think I’ve seen enough here for today. It’s time we headed back, run you through some paces. I scouted out the green where I found you yesterday⁠—”

      “I need to finish here first.”

      Again with the skeptical eyebrow. “I really think you’re⁠—”

      I know what he’s going to say; the air is filled with his displeasure. “I’m not avoiding my examination.”

      “Aren’t you?” He casts a look around, holds out a hand like he’s searching for raindrops.

      That last hole remains, the one I must repair, even at the risk of failing my examination.

      “Please?” I point toward the far end of the development. “Let me fix that?”

      Maybe it’s my voice. Maybe it’s because it’s suddenly devoid of its sarcasm. Or maybe it’s the hole in the fence. Because it looks like a gaping maw with jagged teeth. Agent Darnelle stares at it and, after a moment, nods.

      I take the path behind the last row of houses, not caring if he follows. These particular buildings really do resemble skeletons. On windy days, the frames creak and moan, the sound pitiful, as if they mourn for the families that will never live in them. Today, in the still air and bright sun, they strike me as even sadder. Agent Darnelle cranes his neck, surveys the space, and then halts as if he feels it, too.

      “It’s so empty,” he says.

      “Yes. I know.”

      “There’s no graffiti.”

      “None.”

      “Are you safe here on your own, Agent Little?” A hint of concern touches his voice. He readjusts his hold on his umbrella. “There aren’t any⁠—?”

      “Squatters? Gangs?” I shake my head. “No. Only me.”

      “I see.”

      Whether he does or not, I can’t say, but that hole isn’t mending itself, so I get to work. When his hands join mine, holding the two sides in place, my heart skitters. I’ve forgotten how much easier this particular job is with an extra set of hands. Something presses at the back of my mind, urging me to confess this.

      Before I can—foolishly—open my mouth to do so, something in the cemetery flutters in my peripheral vision. The air fills with sorrow. It’s so thick that it sours the back of my throat. I grip the fence tight, and the chain link digs into the flesh of my fingers.

      A funeral.

      Oh, no. That’s why the housing development is so quiet today.
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      From my backpack, I grab the wire cutters. I snip away at all our previous work and then some, enlarging the hole in the fence.

      “What—?” Agent Darnelle begins. Then he peers through the hole I’ve just made.

      He swears softly, then shuts his eyes. For the barest of moments, anguish flashes across his features.

      I cut until I can slip through the space. Halfway through, I realize Agent Darnelle is much larger than I am, and there’s no way he can follow. I backtrack, metal claws snagging my T-shirt, and pick up the cutters again. I’ve barely made a snip when his hands grab two sides of the hole and yank them apart.

      “Enough space?” I ask.

      “It’ll do.”

      I crawl through first and scrabble against the loose dirt along the fence’s edge. Before I can fully ready my umbrella, an oomph sounds behind me, and I turn.

      There, Agent Darnelle is stuck, his suit coat all tangled in the sharp, exposed edges of the hole. It’s almost like the fence is trying to hold him back. He squirms out of his coat, grabs his umbrella, and runs, those ridiculously expensive shoes somehow finding purchase on the lush grass.

      We race uphill, only slowing our steps near the top, where the mourners are gathered. Umbrella in hand, I scan the crowd for familiar faces, but other than a few residents of King’s End, most are strangers. It’s a small group, possibly a private ceremony, which might explain why it’s so early in the day.

      A man stands with two children, their faces downcast as the casket is lowered into the waiting grave. A wife. A mother. A family shattered. I stop the Sight there, but not before my heart seizes, and a thickness collects in the back of my throat. Still, I have enough presence of mind to glance upward into the trees.

      I touch Agent Darnelle’s umbrella with the tip of mine and then point skyward. His jaw goes slack before firming into a taut line. No one else can see the Screamers, but in a few minutes, we’ll all feel them.

      “Are there always so many?” His gaze is calculating as he scans the branches.

      Normally? No. Lately? Say, in the last three months? Absolutely. I manage a non-committal shrug.

      His hand comes to rest on my elbow, and he leans close, his whisper brushing my ear. “I’ll take the far side.”

      Agent Darnelle might be here to fire me, but he moves with a stealth that’s admirable. He skirts the ceremony without disturbing a single mourner. No one glances up. No one sends a frown his way. I kneel next to a headstone and ready my umbrella.

      Once he’s directly across from me, he holds up three fingers. I count the seconds in my head.

      One … two … three.

      At the same moment, our umbrellas unfurl. We both send out a pulse that shakes the air before slamming into the Screamers. And they do scream. The sound—which only Agent Darnelle and I can hear—is like a shockwave rolling through the cemetery, up and over the grave markers and trees. One of the mourners, a resident of King’s End, peers over her shoulder. Her gaze touches mine, and she nods, her expression softening in approval.

      But luck is with us. We caught the Screamers unaware. So intent were they to consume the strong emotions wafting up from the gravesite that they missed our presence entirely. They try, of course. This is something you must give them credit for. They always try.

      Because an event such as this? Pure Screamer fuel. I wonder what it is that attracts them, what it is they need. How can something the Enclave calls temporal disturbances be so attuned to human emotions? How, if not for our intervention, they’d leave the residue of chaos and despair in their wake.

      No, I’ve never walked into a desert and fought a Screamer sandstorm. I’m unlikely to save the world any time soon. But I can do this.

      I can protect a marriage proposal and a funeral and, by doing so, protect the residents of King’s End. If happy moments are important, then so, too, are the sad ones. A proper mourning. A heart so heavy you don’t think it can hold anything else, and the quiet, chaos-free opportunity to feel. Screamers can deny people all of this. It’s my job to see that they don’t.

      Or, at least for now, it is.

      The mass of Screamers splits in two and erupts into splinters that resemble those crows. The black and red ones stream off toward Agent Darnelle. On silent feet, he chases them away from the mourners. The blue and green ones head back toward the housing development. I pursue them as far as the chain-link fence. They split their mass, shooting around Agent Darnelle’s coat rather than through it. I don’t bother following them into the housing development. They are chastised. For now.

      After the service, I shadow the father and the two children, my umbrella unfurled, protecting their walk back to the waiting cars. I pretend to investigate historical grave markers, but I’m really sending out a subtle pulse with my umbrella, letting the Screamers know it would be a bad idea to return.

      The mourners drive off, kicking up grit from the gravel parking lot. I remain there, dust settling on my skin, drying my lips, stinging my eyes. After a while, the shade of a second umbrella joins mine.

      “I always check the obituaries,” I say, although Agent Darnelle hasn’t asked or even sent a chiding, schoolmaster eyebrow my way.

      I have alerts set up, not just on the internet, but the Hey Neighbor app as well. Screamers don’t always invade funerals, but in King’s End, there’s always a good chance they will. While Sunday funerals are rare, they do happen here. King’s End is accommodating that way.
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