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        “The shock of disturbing events creates terror and trembling. Seek a higher truth and you will find success.”

      

      

      
        
        —The I Ching or Book of Changes

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

      
        Chapter 46

      

      
        Chapter 47

      

      
        Chapter 48

      

      
        Chapter 49

      

      
        Chapter 50

      

      
        Chapter 51

      

      
        Chapter 52

      

      
        Chapter 53

      

      
        Chapter 54

      

      
        Chapter 55

      

      
        Chapter 56

      

      
        Chapter 57

      

      
        Chapter 58

      

      
        Chapter 59

      

      
        Chapter 60

      

      
        Read the first chapter of book 2, Plague of Death

      

    

    
      
        Afterword

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Thursday Night:

      Latitude 44.8542° N,

      Longitude 93.2422° W, Earth World

      

      Michael Cross scanned the restless crowd but couldn’t find the demon.

      Families—humans of the Earth World—lined up, waiting for the Mall of America to begin its Midnight Madness sale.

      Filthy terrigens.

      They had camped in front of the mall for days. Crisp pop-up tents dotted the crowd like a virus, along with a clutter of beach chairs, blankets, and pillows. Most of them had food-and-drink-stocked coolers. Toys and trash littered the ground. Their need for more, the greed, oozed from the crowd.

      Yeah, this place would definitely attract a demon.

      Michael continued to survey the terrigens, wondering what had possessed him years ago to take a job requiring him to spend time in the Earth World hunting demons.

      I guess I had ideals back then. And earning a spot in the elite sector of the Lodian military impressed the ladies. His chest tightened as he remembered the exact moment when his life went bad.

      Michael’s rookie partner, Tilly Hopewell, caught up to him, interrupting his thoughts.

      Tilly stared at her palm. A dot flashed on her multi-track. “I’m picking it up over there.” She pointed through the crowd to an area dense with shadows.

      Clusters of adults bundled in bright spring jackets held cups of hot coffee on the chilly June night. They chatted with one another like old friends, oblivious to the danger lurking nearby.

      Michael snapped his hand over her multi-track. He had no need for terrigens to see something resembling the newest smartphone, which they’d ask about and want to buy. “Terrigens can’t see demons. But they can see us.” Does she think wearing hot, heavy pea coats to hide our uniforms is for fun?

      What he’d told Tilly wasn’t exactly true. Terrigens could see demons. They just didn't know it.

      Demons liked to appear in a form that enabled them to hide and move easily in the darkness. They usually camouflaged themselves to the point of invisibility, but occasionally terrigens glimpsed their movement as a wisp of smoke, the flicker of a shadow, or a blur. All of which the Earth World’s humans brushed off as a trick of the eye.

      Tilly looked away, abashed.

      “Rookies,” Michael mumbled with disgust. They came charging into the field fresh out of training, high on adrenaline, ready to be a demon hunter. They never seemed to grasp it takes years to become a competent Grigori. A protector.

      This last thought made his stomach clench. Reflexively, he ran his fingers along the scars on his jaw and neck.

      Tilly glanced at him, mistaking his movement for a command.

      Irritably, he moved forward, motioning for her to follow him.

      Demons were too cowardly to appear in their true form to terrigens, which gave the Grigori an advantage. Demons feared if they were seen, the Earth World humans would try to kill them, and the Grigori would target them for exhibiting aggressive behavior by showing their true selves.

      Demons were also lazy. It took a tremendous amount of energy and strength to hold their true form on the same higher vibrational frequencies as terrigens.

      And showing themselves proved not as effective as seeping. Michael shuddered. Demons found seeping easy.

      Michael and Tilly dodged as several kids careened by, laughing and playing. Lights from a massive storefront cast a forbidding glow over the crowd. That, along with the light of a near-full moon, created many hiding places in the shadowy gaps among the crowd.

      As Michael and Tilly edged across the line, the terrigens tensed and shifted their bodies, as if preparing to defend their spots. The terrigens calmed after realizing the interlopers had only crossed the line, not cut in, and again became entranced by the mindless vigil of the sale.

      Tilly wrinkled her nose as they inched their way down a delivery alley between the towering yellow brick of two mall walls. The air stunk like week-old garbage.

      And sulfur.

      “The demon is near,” Michael whispered.

      A faint rustling sound came from behind the trash bin ahead. His hand snapped into a halt position. He nodded to Tilly, who understood the unspoken command to use her multi-track to anchor the demon.

      Tilly hesitated and whispered, “It smells like sulfur, and the demon is holding itself at one of the highest terrigen frequencies. That’s odd, right?”

      “Stronger demons sometimes emit sulfur,” Michael replied. “And can hold at higher frequencies.”

      “Don’t they usually lower their vibration to try and slip away from us?” Tilly asked.

      “Usually,” Michael said. “Could be a Class II.”

      Tilly tensed.

      Grigori classified demons by their behavior. Class I demons were weak and cowardly. Class II demons were strong and aggressive. All demons were cunning and evil but had no interest in killing terrigens. They needed terrigens to produce negativity that generated new demons and to feed the ones already here, allowing them to become stronger, to become Class IIs.

      The Grigori aimed never to let Class I demons linger long enough to become Class IIs.

      “I gave you a command,” Michael growled. He hated training rookies. “Anchor the demon.”

      He scrutinized Tilly’s fresh, young face to see whether the demon’s whisper had influenced her. Demons used silent words to seep into the subconscious of any unsuspecting human’s mind, causing the person to succumb to “brain rot,” as Michael liked to call it.

      Brain rot corrupted the mind of the victim, prompting unsettling, negative thoughts that led to depression, intolerance, anxiety, and ideas of violence. Eventually, the thoughts became so disruptive people acted on them and performed atrocious deeds, committed violent or immoral acts, harmed others, or harmed themselves. This created an environment of fear, terror, and darkness—an environment where demons thrived.

      Grigori referred to this process as seeping and underwent training to be unaffected by it. Still, Michael wondered about his rookie.

      He pulled back his pea coat to grab his own multi-track when a wisp of smoke, swirling like a tiny tornado, emerged from the shadows.

      Tilly sprang to life and thumbed the switch on her multi-track to secure their own and the demon’s vibrational frequency and lock it in. Then she pressed a button that took both demon and hunters to a lower vibration and out of the terrigens’ sight.

      “Use the net,” Michael commanded.

      Tilly swiped her finger on the multi-track, and a web-like net shot forward, trapping the swirling demon.

      Stronger demons could change frequencies after being locked in, taking both themselves and the Grigori on a changing frequency ride. The net provided extra insurance the demon would be held at the Grigori’s desired frequency and not the other way around. This allowed the Grigori to hold the demon steady so they could kill it. Killing was protocol. Their job required them to keep the demon population under control.

      Sometimes, due to fear, demons “popped” back into their true form when confronted by a Grigori. If not, Grigori had been trained to force demons into their true form using the multi-track so they could get a visual description to put in their reports.

      But staring at Michael from under the net wasn’t a horrible creature.

      It was a little girl.

      She stood alone in the alley, trembling from fright. A ray of moonlight draped her, highlighting the girl’s white-blond hair, flawless porcelain skin, and pretty blue eyes.

      Horror tore through Michael and twisted his gut—the demon had replicated his daughter at age five, right down to Van’s favorite outfit at that time—red bowtie shoes and a white-ruffled, tailor-made dress.

      “I snagged a terrigen. I’m so sorry.” Tilly shook her multi-track and slapped it against her palm. “Is my MT broken?”

      The little girl sobbed. “Daddy! Let me out of the net,” it said, in a sickening echo of Van’s sweet voice. “Daddy, don’t you love me?”

      Michael’s shoulders tightened. His stare remained on the daughter-like demon as he grasped the hilt of his ritualized, mini-scythe.

      “Grigori Cross, sir, it’s one of the kids waiting for the sale,” Tilly said. “She’s mistaking you for her father. The demon slipped away. I screwed up.”

      Michael answered by unsheathing his scythe.

      Tilly’s eyes grew wide. “Remember our Grigori oath?”

      Michael understood her nervous tone. He had been back in the field only a short time, and with his sordid past… well, no wonder.

      “To protect the terrigens at all costs?” Tilly said, an octave louder.

      Michael grunted. That was only one of their oaths. And this was no terrigen. He had never seen a demon take human form, and he didn’t know what class they were dealing with, but it didn’t matter. It had to be killed.

      “It’s a demon.” Michael raised his scythe.

      “Demons can’t take human form.” Tilly darted over to the child.

      “Stand down!” He marched forward, ready to elbow Tilly out of the way and strike the demon.

      But, as Tilly tore off the netting, the demon-girl looked at Michael. Its stare flashed a phosphorescent violet sheen just like Van’s.

      Michael paused.

      Tilly swiveled to block his attack, turning her back on the enemy.

      “It’s a terrigen gir⁠—”

      A dull, wet sucking sound cut Tilly off as the demon’s stick-like appendage pierced her torso. Its tip dripped with blood and chunks of tissue.

      The demon-girl retracted its spiked arm and placidly watched Michael with eyes now so dark and empty, they made his soul shiver.

      Michael held onto his scythe as he grabbed hold of the rookie.

      Tilly clasped his arms. Bits of blood dribbled down the sides of her mouth as she attempted to speak.

      She slid from his grasp, slumped to her knees, and crumpled to the ground.

      Michael didn’t blame the rookie for her mistake. Demons were more interested in humans’ suffering than in their death, and demons in their true form usually appeared the size of a small dog with a deranged combination of reptilian-goat features. Given enough time, Michael knew Class II demons could develop the potential to kill a human. But he had just witnessed an unclassified behavior.

      Holding the form of a human took a tremendous amount of strength for a demon, way beyond the ability of a Class II.

      Tilly’s training manual hadn’t covered demons taking human form, because Grigori commonly believed it wasn’t possible. But Michael had recently uncovered information in a hidden ancient scroll that a demon appearing in human form was not unprecedented. It had happened a thousand years ago, during the Great War between the Lodians and the Balish.

      Not everyone can be saved. Michael staggered backward, away from his rookie’s body.

      He couldn’t go back in time and change things. Life is for those who can be saved.

      His attention returned to the demon-girl. He wondered why it hadn’t yet attempted to kill him.

      Its eyes had returned to a beautiful warm blue; its spiked appendage transformed back into a child’s arm. It swiveled its ankle back and forth and smiled coyly at Michael, like Van had as a child whenever anyone confronted her for doing something wrong.

      Michael kept his stare on the Van-like doppelgänger as he unsnapped a salt bomb from his belt.

      He smashed it at the demon’s feet, hoping it would have a paralyzing effect, despite the demon’s strength.

      The demon squealed. It lunged and growled at him like a rabid animal, forcing him to dart and dodge.

      Terror filled Michael as he realized it was a rare Class III, one with the ability to raise its vibration high enough to reach the Living World. His world.

      He struggled to remain composed as the demon-girl paced and snarled, assessing his weaknesses before pouncing again.

      Michael unhooked the multi-track from his belt. “Screw protocol.” He pointed his MT at the demon-girl. Rather than attempting to net it again, he toggled a button and raised only the demon’s vibrational frequency—a dangerous, unauthorized way to kill a demon.

      The demon-girl let out an ear-shattering shriek of pain before it exploded into a fit of vaporous black rage.

      The smoky mass didn’t dissipate as he had expected. Instead, it took the form of a human-reptilian chimera.

      “Damn.” Michael stepped back and craned his neck to get a full view of this newest demon as it stretched its quasi-female body high and spread its reddish-brown wings wide.

      None of his Grigori killing tools would be any match for this.

      The creature snorted, lowered its angular head, and perused Michael as if wondering whether he was worth eating.

      Michael dropped his multi-track, gripped his mini-scythe, and met the creature’s eyes.

      The demon snorted, so close to Michael’s face its hot breath ruffled his hair.

      He braced, ready to fight to the death.

      Instead of attacking, the demon grinned at him like a friend, raised its glabrous body, and then seeped soundlessly into the earth.

      Michael loosened his grip on the scythe. He stood there, stunned by the understanding of what had just happened.

      He urgently needed to get back to the Balish palace to fulfill his secret plan.

      Class III demons appearing in the Earth World signaled the first stage of Dishora, a prophesied time when darkness would rise to oppose the light. It would start with another Great War between the Lodians and the Balish. Everyone would choose a side.

      With dread, Michael knew this day would come.

      Darkness always seeks to destroy the light.
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      Saturday Night:

      Providence Island,

      Earth World

      

      “Sorry your father never showed up for the placement ceremony today, Van.” Ken Rose shook his head in disappointment. The flickering light from the bonfire picked up the dusty blond highlights in his hair.

      Van shrugged. “Who cares?”

      It was near midnight and they’d both shown up at an after-party in the woods, far from the prying eyes of adults.

      “A sophomore’s never won an All-Grades Trophy like you did,” he said. “And for Capture the Flag. That’s the toughest event in the games.”

      “Whatever.” Van inhaled the heady scent of the pine forest. She leaned back against a giant oak, hands behind her, anticipating a romantic moment with her boyfriend.

      Ken nodded, satisfied with her answer. “Catch you later.” He bounded off to hang with his friends.

      The rough bark dug into Van’s delicate skin. She sprang forward, angry at messing up her new dress, all for nothing. She brushed off the dirt and bark as Ken and his buddies gathered around the “Reservation Boundary: Off Limits” sign at the edge of the clearing.

      I handpicked this outfit for tonight, she thought irritably. A long-sleeved, off-the-shoulder, form-fitting, blood-red mini dress with red tights and black thigh-high boots. The dress played up her smooth, shoulder-length white-blond hair and highlighted her fair complexion.

      Van thought the outfit made her look older than her fifteen years, and she hadn’t been sure her step-mother would let her wear it out of the manor. Genie had commented that Van was dressed “like a trollop,” but her step-mother said it with a closed-lip grin of approval and let her go. Genie understood Van’s appearance played an essential role in her top social standing at Canterbury Bells Charter School.

      After a few playful punches, Ken and his pals started throwing stones at the sign and daring one another to cross the boundary line. The latter act would get any one of them permanently banished from their small island off the coast of Massachusetts.

      The Native Island tribe owned and partly occupied Providence Island. Ages ago, the tribal Elders petitioned the U.S. government to declare the island a sovereign state with the ability to govern itself and won. Now, the Elders controlled and regulated everything on the island.

      There were two sides to the island: the townie side and the tribal reservation.

      Van and her father had been tribal residents from birth, and Genie by marriage, but they lived just outside the boundary line on the townie side, along with the non-tribal residents and the other Native Islanders who had children.

      Childless Native Islanders, including the Elders, occupied the reservation. Children and all non-tribal members needed permission by an Elder to enter their land.

      Ken and his friends knew this. The idiots.

      Now that Van thought about it, she didn’t care for the tone of Ken’s remark concerning her father. Everyone on the island knew Michael Cross worked long hours at an important job with the Elders in a division of Homeland Security called the Grigori. This special unit worked with the mainland’s government and often took her father away from home.

      Van didn’t understand her father’s work. No one outside the reservation did. She only knew what her father told her: the Grigori made up “an elite tactical unit of safety enforcement.” Her father had been reassigned to the field in the last year, which kept him away from home more than ever. As usual, his job had probably made him miss the Placement Ceremony.

      Van stood within the bonfire’s illumination.

      Ken caught her eye and smiled, his white teeth flashing through the dark night. “Loosen up and have some fun,” he yelled.

      Van caught herself frowning, something she tried to avoid; she didn’t want to get frown lines. She ran her fingers over her hair and smiled back at Ken. He had a good point. Tonight marked the beginning of Jaychund, a thirty-day celebration of the moon particular to the Native Islanders.

      The first night of Jaychund meant school had let out for summer. The games—sporting events accounting for the last part of final exams for kids in high school—were over. Earlier in the day, during the Placement Ceremony, students had received the trophies they’d earned during the games, and teachers assigned the undergrads their placement tracks for the next school year and awarded seniors their permanent career placements.

      The best part of the tradition happened at night, after the ceremonial formalities, when all the teenagers met secretly at Astrid’s Hollow to party around a bonfire. Tomorrow, the islanders would continue the celebration with a two-day festival.

      Van always looked forward to the island’s annual celebration of Jaychund. She found comfort in the ancient tribal traditions but felt awkward admitting this to her friends, who thought all celebrations organized by the Elders were lame.

      Suddenly, a group of freshmen buzzed around her.

      “Oh, Van, I love that dress,” one girl said. Named Jade, maybe? “Is that from Ropa Moda?”

      Van had a cool reputation to maintain and forced herself to be unenthusiastic over their arrival. Though she loved the attention.

      “It’s from off island,” Van said. “Genie buys all my clothes in downtown Boston.” She felt better after reminding them—or herself?—that she could afford to shop there. Well, her parents could, anyway.

      “Your hair looks amazing, Van,” another girl said. “Gotta love Miss Nutting and the Naked Ape, right?”

      Van eyed the girl up and down, sure she lived in Community Gardens, a place the islanders nicknamed Hide-a-Way and Genie considered a shantytown.

      “How long have you been going there?” Van asked, knowing perfectly well the girl couldn’t afford the Naked Ape. Then she felt an immediate pang of regret that worsened as she acknowledged the girl’s weak chin and split ends.

      “Did you hear the rumors?” a third girl asked, eager to please.

      Van felt so distracted by this girl’s mismatched nightmare of an outfit—Genie would never let me out of the house in that—she almost didn’t catch what the girl had said.

      However, the words registered, and Van perked up. Gossip was like currency on the small island. She raised one of her perfectly sculpted eyebrows.

      Thrilled at the show of interest, the girl babbled on. “The Elders are looking for some kids to help with a project off island.”

      “Away for the whole summer,” said another girl, who had an upturned nose.

      “Pernilla won every event in her own year and every All-Grades event, except Capture the Flag,” the girl from Hide-a-Way said. She grinned, acknowledging Van’s achievement, then continued. “Pernilla will get chosen for the project, for sure.”

      “I heard she was sick for months before the games,” the girl with the mismatched outfit said. “Almost wasn’t able to compete.”

      “She obviously got better.” Van didn’t appreciate how no one ever seemed impressed with her accomplishments. She had placed first in her year and had won the All-Grades Trophy for Capture the Flag as a sophomore—that was something too.

      “I overheard the Elders call Pernilla a ‘special case,’” the girl from Hide-a-Way said. “What do you think it means?”

      Van shrugged. “It’s the first time a junior has placed number one overall in the games.”

      Or it could be Pernilla always seemed different, being a strange ethnic mix of Native American and Native Islander. Her light blue eyes, courtesy of the Native Islanders, combined with the naturally tan skin of the mainland’s Native Americans and thick, wavy, light brown hair. All these features made her a striking contrast to her predominantly fair-skinned, blond, blue-eyed peers. She attracted all the boys, and she was Van’s biggest competition for their attention.

      “Who cares about Pernilla?” Jade gushed. “Oh, Van, you will so get chosen.”

      “The Elders love you,” said the girl with the nose, whooshing her hand in a gesture that said, “No worries.”

      The other girls bobbed their heads up and down like marionettes in a most irritating way.

      Van looked down her nose at Jade. “Not interested. I have other plans for summer.”

      They acted like Pernilla had earned a place on the project and Van hadn’t, but would get the placement anyway because of her family’s high status.

      Well, Pernilla could have the project. Van had no desire to leave the island. She had been off island as required for school field trips and had found the mainland crowded with angry, violent people. Ignorant too. They often referred to Providence Island as “that cult.”

      Just because the Elders restrict our use of the internet and TV, and the island doesn’t get smartphone reception, doesn’t mean we’re a cult.

      Van didn’t care for any of the newest technologies, anyway. She believed the gadgets took people away from nature and limited their human interaction.

      Besides, she looked forward to bumming around on the beach all summer with Ken and her best friend, Paley Ash. Van shivered with annoyance at the freshman even suggesting she work during break.

      Ken appeared, jarring Van from her thoughts. He’d evidently overheard their conversation.

      “You’ll get chosen for the project, Van, like it or not,” Ken said. “The Elders favor kids in the reservation program. Which means you.”

      Van belonged to a group of kids selected for extra classes that took place on the reservation, in addition to regular classes at Canterbury Bells. The kids in the special classes were superior athletes and the only students allowed to compete in the Jaychund games before entering high school. Pernilla excelled in athletics but, oddly, had never been placed in the reservation program.

      “Hey, guys,” said a superficially cheery voice.

      Arriving like a bad rash, Pernilla intruded into their circle, attached at the elbow to her best friend, Maren.

      “Flotsam,” Van greeted Pernilla, then nodded at Maren. “Jetsam.”

      “Van’s in the reservation program because she needs special attention,” Pernilla chided, “being a bit slow in the head and all.”

      “Excuse me?” Van raised her brow.

      “That’s why they never placed me in the program,” Pernilla said. “I was too smart.”

      “Take it easy, Pernilla,” Ken said, then turned to Van. “Let’s go.”

      “I was here first. I’m not going anywhere.” Van crossed her arms. “Tell her to leave.”

      “No way,” Pernilla snapped.

      Ken grasped Pernilla’s elbow. “Come on.” He pulled her away.

      Van heard him whisper, “Why are you bothering Van?” It seemed a bit too intimate a question for casual friends, causing her curiosity to pique as her stomach tumbled.

      Maren stood firm and glared at Van.

      Van scowled back. “I think it best you go take care of your friend.”

      Maren tossed her head and left to rejoin the party.

      “Don’t listen to Pernilla,” Jade said. “Special doesn’t mean remedial.”

      Van never thought it had until now.

      She remembered being a slow learner as a kid, but she’d struggled due to frequent illnesses. The special classes made her feel better, healthier. They helped her gain physical strength and enabled her to be as smart as everyone else.

      “Have you seen Paley?” Van asked, missing the company of her best friend since nursery school.

      “She’s probably out trolling for guys,” the girl with the nose said, smirking.

      The other girls giggled unkindly.

      “Paley is still your favorite charity case, huh?” Jade asked Van.

      Van could barely hear Jade above the rising human howls echoing throughout the woods. Tradition dictated the islanders howl at the moon at midnight during Jaychund.

      Once the noise quieted, Van said fiercely, “Paley got a job at the Naked Ape. Got special permission from the Elders. She’s a contributor, just like the rest of us.”

      Van’s schoolmates saw Paley, an orphan, as a drain on the island’s resources because she didn’t have a family to contribute to the island’s economy and therefore deserved nothing. But Van never felt that way about Paley.

      “Ah-woo!” Whump.

      Van became smothered by pudgy softness, hyacinth scent, and clouds of highlighted blond hair. She grinned and hugged her friend back. “Paley!”

      After they disentangled, Van looked over Paley’s outfit. “You look great!”

      Jade eyed Paley’s bolero jacket, silk shirt, ankle boots, and beautifully manicured hands. “Van’s right, you do look good. How come?”

      Paley’s shoulders slumped.

      The girl with the mismatched outfit asked, “Van picked it out and bought it for you, didn’t she?” She and her friends turned up their noses and wandered back to mingle at the party.

      “They’re just jealous.” Van’s heart bled for the pain these jerks caused Paley. She was glad to see them go.

      Paley shrugged and hung her head.

      “Let’s go find Ken,” Van suggested, hoping to break Paley’s sullen mood brought on by the disrespectful freshman. Van had last seen Ken pulling Pernilla away, followed by Maren. Now, Maren chatted with a few other girls from her own year and Pernilla wasn’t with her.

      Paley agreed, and they meandered into the thick of the party.

      In the woods alongside the clearing, they saw Pernilla making out with some guy, not even troubling to move out of the moonlight.

      The two figures separated; Van gasped.

      Ken, hearing her involuntary reaction, looked over with the expression of a thief caught in a searchlight.

      Van snorted in disgust and stormed away through the crowd, clipping anyone in her way.

      “Hey!” Ken shouted as he jogged to catch up with her. He grabbed Van by the arm and twisted her toward him. “I can explain!”

      “Ouch!” Van cried. “Let go of me!”

      Ken relaxed his grip, but held firm. “It was an accident.”

      “What happened? Did you fall on her face?” Van yanked her arm out of his grip.

      “I, uh⁠—”

      “Does anyone else know? Did anyone but us see you?”

      Ken’s lips formed a stern line. “You care more about what other people think, not that I kissed another girl?”

      “I—I’m mad at both,” Van said confused. “I don’t want anyone to know because it’s embarrassing.”

      Pernilla appeared next to Ken and butted in. “I want people to know.”

      “Nilla, please,” Ken said in a strained voice.

      “Nilla? Nilla?” Van wanted to puke. “You have a cute little nickname for her?”

      “No. No!” Pernilla stomped forward. Ken grabbed at her, but she jerked free and stuck her face in Van’s. “I’m sick of pussyfooting around her.”

      “Oh, you better get out of my face, girl,” Van warned.

      Paley watched the altercation, nervously shifting from foot to foot, her face pale even for someone with a booth-made tan.

      Ken stood like a lump, looking terrified.

      Pernilla’s face contorted. “No one likes you or that weird flash of violet you get in your eyes.” Her hands curled into claws. She raised them, settling into the familiar fighter’s stance. “Your family is rich. That’s your only skill. No one wants to be friends with you. Our parents make us be nice to you under orders by the Elders.”

      Maren edged her way behind Pernilla, her eyes wide. “Pernilla, let’s go.”

      Pernilla ignored Maren and continued to glower at Van. “You’re a pathetic waste of space. Being in special classes doesn’t even help you. You’re such a baby. Still slow and weak. Everyone but you grew out of that.”

      “Your reasoning’s flawed, just like your skin.” Van’s nostrils flared. “I get good grades. I’m placed on the reservation track.”

      “Even Paley has started to earn what she has,” Pernilla hissed. “But you—you get special treatment from the Elders because of your mother!”

      Pernilla startled Van by using the word mother, rather than step-mother. The Elders forbade the islanders to talk about Van’s birth mother, Aelia.

      “Leave my family out of this,” Van snarled. She bent down and snatched a stray branch off the ground.

      “Take it easy, Van,” Paley said.

      “Don’t tell me what to do.” Van’s knuckles turned white as she gripped the branch like a weapon and held a steady gaze on her nemesis.

      Pernilla took a few steps back, still crouched in a defensive stance. “You’re handed everything because of your family name. You never earned a thing. Not your placement. Not your grades⁠—”

      “I won an All-Grades Trophy in the games this year!”

      “The games are fixed.”

      “Nilla!” Ken spurted.

      Pernilla’s only saying that because she wants Ken. It doesn’t make it true. Van gave the branch a menacing twirl.

      “Hey, Van, put that down.” Ken’s eyes widened.

      Van ignored him and whirled the branch with savage satisfaction, taunting Pernilla. Knowing how to fight came from Van’s special classes. It was something she never thought she would use in real life.

      Everyone at the party crowded around Van and Pernilla. Not a peep came from the onlookers.

      Ken moved between them, his arms spread. “Pernilla,” he said in a serious tone, “you need to leave now.”

      “Oh, how cute. Your other trophy is trying to help,” Pernilla said. “You didn’t earn him, either.”

      All of Van’s classmates in her year, including Paley, came forward from the crowd of onlookers and surrounded Van, ready to aid in her defense.

      Pernilla hesitated, but didn’t stand down. She glared at Van, curling and uncurling her hands. Several of her friends, including Maren, gathered behind Pernilla in a show of solidarity.

      After a long moment of strained tension, Pernilla lunged forward.

      Woot! Woot! A siren from a Providence Island Security buggy tore through the night.

      The noise stopped the altercation, and the crowd scattered.

      Van dropped her stick as a spotlight lit the darkness of the woods like the morning sun. Oh, this isn’t good. Unauthorized party in a restricted area, potential fight—both were against the rules.

      A security guard leaped from the buggy and hollered, “Vanessa Cross! I need to see Vanessa Cross! Now!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Day 1: 12:45 a.m., Earth World

      

      Paley raised her hand to shade her eyes from the light and whispered to Van, “There’s no way security would’ve known about the fight unless they were monitoring us the whole time.”

      “Break it up,” blasted a gruff voice over the buggy’s loudspeaker, although the crowd had already started to disperse when the jeep-like vehicle erupted from the woods.

      Only Van, Paley, and Ken remained in the clearing.

      A stocky man jumped out of the buggy and approached Van.

      “Vanessa,” Chief Mumford said with a sigh of relief. “You okay?”

      “Yeah. Why wouldn’t I be?”

      All the people on the townie side knew one another, and Van had grown used to the adults being hyper-protective of her. She figured it was out of respect for her birth mother, who had been loved by all. The community considered Aelia’s death a tragic loss.

      The chief mumbled into his shoulder speaker microphone. “Confirmation, visual. Butterfly is unharmed.”

      He wrapped his arm around Van’s shoulders and let out a relieved chuckle as if his primary aim was making sure Van remained safe from harm, rather than dishing out disciplinary action.

      “Come on, I’m taking you home.” He shuffled her toward the buggy as two other vehicles screeched to a stop in the clearing and flicked on their rooftop spotlights. The chief yelled to the other security guards, “Sweep the area. Make sure no kids are lingering. We’ll deal with punitive measures tomorrow. There’s no place for these kids to hide on the island.” He turned toward Ken and motioned him to the buggy. “And you, Kenan. In. You too, Paley.”

      Paley settled into the front to ride shotgun. Van slid into the back seat. Ken slipped in next to her.

      Van glared at him and slid out the other side.

      Chief Mumford twisted around from the driver’s seat. “Vanessa! What’re you doing?”

      “Van, we need to talk.” Ken attempted to follow her out of the buggy.

      She snapped her palm at him. “Don’t.”

      Van walked around to the passenger side and opened Paley’s door. Her insides jittered as she gripped her friend’s arm and tugged her from the passenger seat.

      “We’re going to walk,” Van declared, knowing the adults on the island were soft on her and usually let her have her own way. At least, she hoped this was still the case.

      After her altercation with Pernilla, everything she had thought about herself and her place on the island had become jumbled. She needed the walk to sort out what had happened with Pernilla and was still furious with Ken.

      “We’ll go straight home. Promise.” Van jerked her head at Ken, who sat like a forlorn puppy in the back seat. “He needs a ride, though.”

      “Straight home, both of you,” the chief said. “No detours, or I’ll know about it.” Chief Mumford stepped out of the buggy and scanned the clearing, searching for stray partiers to take home.

      Van and Paley entered the path through the woods. The full moon cast some light but deepened the tree shadows, making it difficult to see. Thankfully, having grown up on the island, they knew the woods better than they knew each other.

      “It must be bad if you wanted to walk home.” Paley side glanced at Van. “For a reservation program athlete, you sure are lazy.”

      Paley was trying to cheer her, but Van was in no mood. She felt like burrowing deep into the earth and never coming out.

      “I wasn’t worried about you fighting Pernilla,” Paley said. “I know you can call on your imaginary friend for help.”

      “Jacynthia’s not imaginary.” Van huffed and strode ahead of Paley, wishing she had made this a solo trip. “Just ’cause you can’t see her,” Van muttered as she ducked under some low-hanging branches. “This better not mess my dress or my hair.”

      “I loved the twirly thing you did with that stick.” Paley dodged a branch and caught up to Van. “Didn’t look like rhythmic gymnastics to me.”

      “Twirling is used for combat too.”

      Paley’s round eyes turned toward Van. “I wish they taught regular kids that stuff.”

      Paley changed her eye color as often as the wind changed directions. Right now, even in the moonlight, her contact lenses glowed an unnatural bright green. Her gel fingernails gleamed, painted to match. Both courtesy of her job at the Naked Ape.

      “I’ll teach you.” Van’s Casadei boots had a low heel. Still, her feet were killing her. “I haven’t broken in these boots yet. I don’t think they were made for walking.”

      “I don’t think you were made for walking,” Paley teased.

      Van remained silent, lost in her own thoughts.

      Paley persisted. “Can you believe⁠—”

      “Is Pernilla right?” Van asked, interrupting. “No one gives me credit because they think the Elders fix my grades and rig the games? Which means I…” Van could barely bring herself to say it. “… never earned my placements.” This news would devastate both her step-mother and her father. Unless they already knew her high placements were a scam.

      Paley scrunched her face. “You can’t listen to Pernilla. Winning the games went to her head. She’s gone crazy with power.”

      “I have no desire for power.”

      Paley shrugged. “It’s easy to say you don’t want something when you have it.”

      The path in the woods ended, and they turned onto the well-lit, paved Honeybell Road.

      Van snorted. “If I had any power, I’d keep you here. You still plan on leaving the island when we graduate?”

      “Yep.” Paley skipped, emphasizing her joy. “I can’t wait to leave this rock.”

      It was two years away, but Van already felt an uncomfortable tug in her chest. “Stop talking like that. You’re the one who’s crazy. If you leave, the Elders won’t ever let you return.”

      “I don’t want to come back.” Paley’s light steps stopped. “Out there, I can discover what happened to my parents, where they came from, where I came from.” She glanced over her shoulder at Van. “You can’t possibly understand.”

      “You’re right.” Van faced Paley. “I love my little island. I’m so… connected to it. The sugar maples, the salty sea air, the ocean lapping against the shore…”

      Paley glanced left and right and whispered, “The Native Islanders worshipped your mother. They would have considered Aelia tribal royalty if the Elders used those kinds of titles.” Her normal volume returned. “It makes sense for you to feel that way. You’re a legacy.”

      And a burden. Van always knew she was different, but now Pernilla had exposed her as remedial, and Van realized she must be a constant humiliation to her family.

      She hadn’t even come into the world right. If Van hadn’t been born, her real mother would be alive, and her father wouldn’t have been forced to give up field duty to raise her. At least Aelia wasn’t alive to see her daughter become a colossal failure. Van wrapped her arms around herself as if bracing against a chill.

      Paley didn’t know how lucky she was not to be bogged down by family tradition. She had the freedom to do whatever she felt like doing. She could act as smart or as dumb as she wanted, as ladylike or as unrefined, as good or as bad. Nobody had any expectations of her.

      “How long are you going to be mad at Ken?” Paley asked.

      “Well, he is my permanent placement.” Van forced a chuckle. She and Paley had a running joke about Van being Ken’s wife as a career track.

      Van and Ken had dated since the sixth grade. Van wouldn’t throw away their history together over his brief lapse in judgment with Pernilla. Besides, her step-mother would be furious if she and Ken broke up. It would reflect poorly on the family. But Van would make him pay by not speaking to him for a week.

      “Right.” Paley grinned. “Your dream of marrying Ken and having eight sniveling little brats running up and down the waterfront.”

      “And shopping all day, and beach hopping, and going to the salon…”

      Paley groaned and rolled her eyes. “Ugh. You’ll be as useless as Genie.”

      “Oh, real nice.” Van giggled, genuinely this time. Paley always improved her mood.

      They arrived at the intersection where the island’s six main roads met, unofficially called the crossroads. This undeveloped, treed-in area stood dead center in the narrowest part of the hourglass-shaped island.

      “See ya later.” Paley turned south onto Reservation Road, heading in the direction of the Gables Orphanage.

      “Yup, bye,” Van said. She veered north onto Sandy Cove Lane toward Mt. Hope Manor, a house she hadn’t earned and therefore didn’t deserve.
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      Day 1: 1:32 a.m., Earth World

      

      For such a promising start, Van’s night had gone downhill fast. She welcomed the solitude of the walk home, despite the painful blisters swelling on her heels.

      Things aren’t handed to me. I earned my grades and my trophy.

      Visions of Pernilla’s snarling face haunted her thoughts.

      Pernilla! Of all the nerve. Seducing Ken. Saying the Elders force people to be friends with me. She’s such a⁠—

      Van halted. She saw something scurrying up the road toward her.

      “What the⁠—?”

      A small furry animal stopped under the glow of a nearby streetlight and sat upright on its hind legs. Its round eyes locked onto Van’s. It had the face of a kitten, but with ears too long, like a rabbit’s, and white fur, though much whiter than any animal should be. It almost glowed.

      “Whatever.”

      It wasn’t the first time Van had seen a strange animal running loose on the island. Besides being a protected tribal reservation, it was also a national wildlife preserve. Rumors abounded of a scientific research facility on the reservation. The critter had probably escaped from that facility or from the preserve. Either way, island security would take care of it.

      She swept her hand. “Shoo!”

      As it scampered into the woods, Van glimpsed a coiled tail. She rubbed her eyes. “I’m going to need a pair of Paley’s contacts soon.”

      A soft rumble of vehicles in the distance grew louder and louder.

      Not security again. She’d had enough of people messing with her tonight.

      She ducked behind the nearest tree as three Grigori military buggies careened past her. Van hoped they’d continue on to Sweet Bay Drive, which led to the back of the reservation. Her stomach sank as the buggies instead bore down on Manor Road, which led to one place. Mt. Hope Manor.

      It’s not about me. I’m going straight home, just as I told Chief Mumford.

      It wasn’t unusual for Grigori to congregate at the manor at all hours of the night. While growing up, Van felt as if her father was more dedicated to his job than to his family.

      Moments later, Van reached her yard and strode past the creepy stone jaguar gargoyles guarding the entrance. She saw the black military buggies in the U-shaped driveway, their shadowy outlines emphasized by lights shining from every window on all four floors of the sprawling colonial manor house. Van glimpsed movement through the cathedral window of the first-floor sitting room.

      She had no desire to run into anyone, so she walked around to the back, slipped through the servant’s door, and entered the kitchen. Even here, every light had been turned on, making Van wish she had a pair of sunglasses. Once her eyes adjusted, she noticed items askew and out of place in Genie’s obsessively neat and orderly kitchen, as if it had been searched.

      Heated voices from the sitting room echoed down the hallway.

      Van’s stomach knotted. She figured Genie was ripping into her father for missing the Placement Ceremony today, and in front of other Grigori too. Van cringed. She didn't want to be the cause of her father’s trouble.

      Hoping to slink upstairs to her bedroom, she opened the door to the servant’s staircase off the kitchen and paused. Muffled voices, the sounds of moving furniture scraping the floor, and drawers opening and closing reverberated down from the second story.

      Van panicked. She whipped around, ran back through the kitchen, and out the servant’s door, then skidded to a stop on the dew-covered lawn.

      Wait a minute. Why is the manor being searched? They’d better not be rifling through my bedroom. Maybe I can find out what’s going on. Besides, this is an island. Where can I run to?

      She crept along the outer perimeter of the house until she reached the side yard, then crouched under an open window of the sitting room.

      “—few nights ago when his partner was killed in the field under his supervision, which is suspicious enough on its own,” a gruff male voice said. “Now, tonight, Grigori Cross has gone missing on the same night the Balish crown prince was assassinated. Coincidence? We don’t think so.”

      “Grigori Fynn, easy,” warned a familiar-sounding female voice. “The problem is, with Michael—Grigori Cross—unaccounted for, the Balish will use this as evidence the Lodians’ Grigori are responsible for the death of Prince Devon. You may feel safe hidden here on Providence Island, but the tension between our two tribes in the Living World is already strained. This situation will make it worse. Much worse.”

      Van could place this voice now. It was Uxa Huxatec—an Elder and her father’s boss.

      “You two were close enough to be on a first-name basis. Why don’t you know where he is?” The voice that answered Van would’ve recognized anywhere. She’d heard it constantly nagging her for the last fifteen years. It was her step-mother, Genie. “Last I knew, he missed the ceremony yesterday because he got called into work by you.”

      Uxa sighed. “He is my first assistant, Iphigenia. Nothing more.”

      My father is missing? This was news to Van. Who are the Balish? The Lodians? Where is the Living World? She figured they were using code words and became more interested. Gathering her courage, she peeked in the window.

      Uxa stood in the center of the sitting room, dressed in the customary attire of the reservation Elders: a tunic-styled, sky-blue uniform with silver edgings and exaggerated shoulders, with a matching cape. Van had met Uxa a handful of times and had always felt intimidated by the imposing black woman who wore her dark blond hair scraped back into a long, straight braid.

      Uxa’s sharp blue eyes focused on Genie, who sat on the Edwardian-style sofa with her arms crossed and a pout on her full pink lips.

      “Grigori Cross has a pattern of blatantly disregarding the rules,” accused Fynn, a young man with curly blond hair and a nose that looked like it had been broken at least once. “Like transporting to the Living World without authorization. While there, he travels outside the boundary of Salus Valde. Which, might I remind you, is an illegal act. And we believe he’s done it again tonight. His mysterious absence has put us in a precarious position with the Lodian Consilium—the oversight committee for the Grigori.”

      “Stop talking to me like I’m an idiot.” Genie leaped from the sofa. “You’re insinuating Michael snuck out of Lodian territory to go plot with someone in the Balish royal family who wants the throne? The Balish? Really? The tribe that wants to snuff the Lodians out of existence? I can’t believe you’re questioning my husband’s integrity again. Didn’t we go through this fifteen years ago?”

      “Cross weaseled out of a conviction back then, but not now.” Fynn narrowed his eyes. “He’s a disgrace to the Lodian people. A traitor!”

      Genie shrieked.

      “Grigori Fynn!” Uxa scolded the young officer. “Watch your words.”

      “How dare you! You stand in my house, saying my husband’s a traitor!” Genie’s voice rose, spurred by fury. “Fynn—you call yourself a Grigori? You’re nothing but a lost little boy. Uxa’s lapdog. I won’t take this disrespect from any of you. Get out! Ohhh!” Genie swept her arms into the air and fell back onto the sofa in a dramatic semi-faint.

      Uxa slid onto the sofa and took Genie’s hand in hers. “It is just—we are expecting trouble with the Balish royal family,” Uxa said in a placating tone. “They have called for a formal meeting later today.”

      “Devon’s twin sister, Princess Solana, is now the heir,” Fynn said, careful to use a neutral tone. “She’s only twenty-two and ambitious. She’ll be looking to prove her worth. It means we can expect trouble.”

      Van started and half-ducked as a brutish man stormed into the formal room and addressed Uxa by her official title, HG, or Head of the Grigori.

      “The yard is clear, and we’ve finished searching the manor’s upper floors,” he said.

      Van sighed in relief at her lucky timing, arriving in the yard after they had swept it.

      Three other men and four women followed the loutish man into the room.

      Van recognized their midnight-blue military uniforms—the same uniform her father wore to work, now that he was back in the field. The same uniform Van had said made him look like a member of a SWAT team. Now that she knew about her father’s trouble at work, the memory tugged at her heart.

      “And?” Uxa asked.

      “We found nothing.”

      “Happy now?” Genie crossed her arms.

      Van wondered whether Genie had caused this mess by misplacing something. Van had become skilled at finding things for a reason; she had to, with Genie being such a ditz.

      Yet Van couldn’t help but gaze at her step-mother in awe. The yellow-and-white-lace trim of Genie’s silk nightgown peeked out from under a white cotton bathrobe. The robe clung to her body, complimenting her toned figure, curvy in all the places men seemed to care about. Her natural silky white-blond hair, a trait valued by their community, appeared uncharacteristically disheveled, but added to her allure. Van figured her step-mother’s breathtaking beauty was the reason women on the island disliked Genie and the reason her father created a scandal by marrying Genie so soon after Van’s mother had died.

      A rustling noise next to Van startled her, and she hurled herself to the ground.

      She half-expected a head to pop out of the window and accuse her of spying. Instead, she heard a soft chirrup. She glanced over to see the small white animal she had encountered earlier. It sat on its hind legs, staring at her with large, soulful eyes.

      Van calmed her heart rate while still on all fours by breathing deeply.

      “Mrrwp?” asked the little thing.

      She raised an index finger to her lips, hoping the little animal would get the hint and be quiet. Van could’ve sworn she overheard Uxa say they planned to search Michael’s private rooms in the basement but couldn’t be sure, so she turned her attention back to the window.

      “Mweep rwp!” the animal chattered even louder.

      Van glowered at the little thing. “Shush.” Yet it had her attention and began turning in half-circles, glancing from Van to the far end of the house. She ignored it and looked back at the window.

      This increased the creature’s agitation. It twittered louder and bounced back and forth, swiveling to face Van, and then the far end of the house.

      Terrified its noises would draw attention to the window, Van crept close to the little animal to shoo it away. But when Van moved nearer, it stopped making noises and scurried forward. When Van stopped, so did the animal, and then it incessantly chirruped again.

      Intrigued, Van trailed the eager little critter around to the back of the house. It scampered past the servant’s entrance and stopped just before the far corner, where it sat on its haunches and pointed its whiskery nose to a spot on the exterior of the house.

      “Sorry, little guy,” Van said. “There’s nothing here.” To prove her point, she reached out and rested her palm on the white wooden shingles.

      Under her touch, an outline of a door appeared. Van, who had passed by this part of the house a million times, had never noticed the camouflaged door on the house’s exterior. “It must lead to my father’s private rooms in the basement,” she murmured. “I bet it’s locked.”

      She ran her hands over the spot where the doorknob should be and felt a rough edge. Then her eyes adjusted, and she saw a small, concealed disc with a horizontal bar. Using the tips of her fingers, she grasped the bar, turned the door handle, and pushed. To her surprise, it opened.

      Van hesitated, not sure she should go in. Her father prohibited anyone from entering his private rooms. She didn’t want to upset him.

      A streak of white fluff zipped inside.

      “Oh, great.” Now Van had to go inside to get this thing out of the house.

      She stepped through the doorway, used her hand to feel along the wall for the switch, and flicked on the lights.

      The door snapped shut behind her.

      Van gaped at the intricate stone carving covering the far wall. Embellished with ivy, bursting stars, and varying cycles of the moon. It depicted two men and two women in togas enjoying a celebration. Unfamiliar writing lined the carving’s edge.

      She scanned the windowless room. A mess of loose papers, maps, pens, odd paperweights, quills, and scrolls were scattered everywhere. A piece of scrap paper stuck out from the middle pile on the coffee table, bearing the same writing as the wall carving.

      Van tugged at the scrap. Something slipped out of the pile, pinging noisily as it bounced off the aged mosaic tile floor. She bent down and snatched it up. It was a gold coin imprinted with a fancy crest and the words Royal Balish Mint.

      Balish again! She tucked the coin into her mini dress’s pocket, along with the scrap of paper. Her father would never notice their absence, not with all this junk strewn everywhere. She glanced around the rest of the study.

      A worn, oversized, leather-bound book lay open on his no-nonsense solid oak desk. Van perused the yellowed parchment pages. It was a Native Island Legends storybook, opened to a page about a tribal warrior named the Anchoress.

      Van knew this silly story from childhood. The Creator of All Things had brought the warrior into being. The Anchoress passed down her magical powers to the first female in each generation. The heir remained dormant until called upon to help fight during Dishora, a time when evil would rise to destroy all light.

      This book contained realistic illustrations of horrible mud creatures rising from the earth Van had never seen before. One picture showed a slimy, fanged mud-demon clutching a female warrior with its claws while it breathed fire, burning its victim to death.

      Van slammed the book shut, sure it would give her nightmares.

      Turning, she noticed the wallpaper adorning three walls of the study. Its repetitive yellow coin pattern stood out against a sepia-toned background. The design reminded Van of her birth mother. Van knew little about Aelia, except she had collected coins.

      The wallpaper, along with the Balish coin, gave Van an overwhelming sense of guilt. She was trespassing and being in the study gave her the jitters. The faint scent of bleach made the room even creepier. She glanced around at the clutter.

      Whoever cleaned the room didn’t do a very good job. Or has it been searched?

      Uxa said they hadn’t searched the lower level of the manor yet. Maybe whoever had turned her father’s study upside-down had also accidentally left the outer door unlocked.

      Van moved toward the door and paused. The little animal. Her eyes darted around the study.

      She saw it rummaging in the fireplace, sending dust and ashes spiraling into the air.

      Van sneezed. “Stop it, you’re making a mess.”

      She bent to scoop up the ash-coated animal and noticed an object lying among the charred logs. She squinted.

      It was a diary-size, partly burned book.
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      Day 1: 2:15 a.m., Earth World

      

      Van placed the little animal to the side of the fireplace and plucked the charred book from the still-warm ashes. She flipped the ancient hand-bound text from front to back.

      Footsteps pounded in the hallway startling Van, making her almost drop the book.

      Uxa and her Grigori were coming to search the basement. They probably had gotten the key to her father’s study from Genie.

      Van clutched the book and rushed toward the door she had used to enter the room. She yanked it open, then hesitated.

      Where’s that little animal? It was nowhere in sight. She opened her mouth to call for it but didn’t know its name. Cat? Bunny?

      The knob rattled on the study’s inner door.

      Van was out of time.

      She dashed outside. The door snapped closed behind her. Afraid to be seen passing the windows of the other basement rooms, she wedged herself into the immaculate shrubbery lining the perimeter of the manor. She sat on the cold ground, no longer worried about dirtying her dress, and securely settled in to outwait Uxa and her Grigori, knowing they had already searched the yard.

      The window above cast enough light for her to see, and she examined the charred book. Hm. Van held it between her palms and closed her eyes.

      Sometimes, when Van touched emotionally charged objects, she could pick up thoughts of the owner or get impressions of events that had happened around the object.

      Van opened her eyes and huffed. She got nothing from the book. Frustrated by her lack of control over this ability she’d had since childhood, she used her wrist to brush ash off the singed cover. It revealed part of the book’s title: **ridicus Lib***lus.

      “Never heard of it,” Van muttered to herself, but she wasn’t alone.

      “Mip?” The little animal had returned, white and fluffy as ever.

      So relieved the cute little puff had made it out of the study, Van felt tempted to scoop it up and give it a big hug. She didn’t, though, because dangling out of its tiny mouth hung a ragged piece of material.

      The animal flicked its head, waving the piece of cloth at Van.

      She used the edge of her dress to protect her fingers and took the dirty fabric from the little thing’s mouth. She held it up to a beam of light. Jagged pieces of black material—most likely, a cotton-poly blend—surrounded a triangular black patch with a red-and-gold insignia. Above the patch, in red block letters, was the name “Rogziel.” It looked like it had been torn from a military uniform. Something dark and crusty rubbed off the patch onto her dress.

      “Ugh!” Dried blood! She tossed the repulsive patch aside and warily eyed the innocent-looking animal.

      “Brwwp meep eerp,” it replied.

      Is it… scolding me?

      The creature scurried from the hedge.

      Van didn’t care. It had been a long day, and her feet throbbed from walking in her new boots. She laid the book on the ground next to her, then rubbed her arms, warding off the night’s creeping chill. She sank down into a comfortable position and closed her eyes.

      

      Her father stood alone in his study, holding the ancient diary. Blood-soaked, he wore an unfamiliar black military uniform.

      He stumbled to the fireplace and mumbled, “Let us hope… no Lodian… ever lays a hand on this.”

      He tossed the book into the fire.

      

      Van woke with a start. One of her hands lay face-up on the charred text. The patch peeked out of the binding.

      “What the—?” She wiped drool off her mouth with the back of her hand. Protecting her fingers with her dress, she pulled the patch out of the binding and dropped it to the ground, grabbed the book, and slipped out of the hedges.

      Someone had turned off the light from the window above, making the shrubbery dark. All was quiet. Uxa and crew had long gone.

      Van entered the manor properly, through the front door, thinking she wouldn’t run into anyone. She glanced into the sitting room, startled to see Genie there.

      “H-Hi.” Van reflexively hid the text behind her back.

      Her step-mother sat on the sofa, motionless as a statue. “Go to your rooms,” Genie said, without looking at Van.

      “What about⁠—”

      Genie turned her incredible blue eyes toward Van. “Vanessa,” she said as if issuing a threat. “It is unladylike to ask questions. And look at you. You’re covered in filth, and that horrid hair. You’re a ghastly mess, not fit to be seen. Now, go to your rooms!”

      Van stomped up the main stairway, nostrils flaring. She stormed down the third-floor hallway and into her bedroom. Her stuffed animals, pillows, and books lay askew, but the Grigori did a good job of hiding they had searched her rooms. Still, the idea of strangers rummaging through her personal belongings didn’t sit well with Van.

      She slammed her bedroom door, not because anyone would hear it, but because it made her feel better. She chucked the text onto her white, hand-carved desk and headed toward the master bathroom.

      Van noticed a dark spot on an oversized pillow on her queen-size bed. She looked at it closely and gasped.

      The blood-stained patch! Again.

      The window next to her bed was ajar. It had to be that little animal. She scanned her bedroom and tensed at seeing a ball of white fluff atop her Beowulf textbook. For a second, she thought it was the critter, but it was only Twinkle Toes, the stuffed bunny her father had given her for her fifth birthday, the last birthday he had ever spent with her. The living ball of fluff was nowhere in sight.

      Apparently, the little animal wanted Van to keep the patch. She grabbed a tissue from her vanity and tucked the patch back into the binder lining of the text, along with the coin and the piece of scrap paper from her pocket. On the way to the bathroom, she tossed the “contaminated” pillow onto the floor. Luma, the greatest housekeeper in the world, would take care of it. Van could always count on her to stack the linen closet with fresh lavender-scented towels and to keep Van’s pink-and-white bathroom glistening-clean.

      Van turned on the shower, peeled off her boots, and shimmied out of her filthy mini dress. As hot water steamed the bathroom, she twisted her backside toward the mirror and grimaced at the fat, worm-like scar running down the lower right side of her back.

      Ken would never be attracted to her if he saw that ghastly thing. To make matters worse, whenever Van asked her father how she had gotten the scar, he would say, “It’s a birthmark.” Van knew this wasn’t the truth, but when she persisted, he got angry. As she got older, she stopped asking.

      After showering, Van blow-dried her hair and changed into a matching cotton tank-and-shorts pajama outfit. Outside, the sky remained black.

      Van grabbed Twinkle Toes and lay on her bed, hoping to fall asleep. Yet too much of what had happened during the night kept spinning in her head. She slid out of bed, sat down at her vanity, and picked up her enamel, boar-bristle hairbrush. She started brushing her hair ninety-nine times, as Genie had taught her.

      Humph. Genie. Why won’t my step-mother tell me anything? Where’s my father? Is he a traitor?

      What did all those code words mean—Living World, Lodians, Balish? Maybe the Balish, the word imprinted on the coin from her father’s study, were real people. Too bad the Elders restricted internet use, though she doubted code words used by the Grigori would pop up on any Google search.

      But, the answers might be in that charred text.

      Van put down her hairbrush at stroke eighty-eight and picked up the book. She plopped back onto her bed and flipped through the pages, some singed, others outright burned. She skimmed over the crudely drawn pictures and strange writing that, at first, seemed to be Latin. This would’ve been great because she could read Latin. Instead, the writing appeared to be some kind of Latin-based language, one Van had come across twice. Tonight, on the stone carving and on the scrap paper she had found in her father’s study.

      Her mother popped into her mind. Everything Van’s family possessed—the manor, money, status—came from her mother’s side. All of it belonged to Aelia. Not to Genie, not to her father, and not to Van. But because of Van, Aelia wasn't alive to enjoy any of it. Sometimes, Van wished she had never been born. She suspected her father felt the same way. He rarely paid attention to her and had spoken to Van about her mother only once, at age eleven, on the day he had taken her quahogging.

      Her father had rented a rowboat and paddled them to the nearest sandbar off Buzzard’s Bay, then dropped anchor. The sky looked bright and cheery, the water calm and inviting. Van breathed in deeply. From that day on, she would never forget how the salty scent of the blue-green ocean filled her with peace and contentment.

      “It’s low tide,” her father said.

      Van didn’t understand what that meant, but smiled anyway, thrilled to be spending time alone with him.

      Her father hopped out of the rowboat into the shallow water, and Van did the same. She thought it odd to see her father in swim trunks and not in his work uniform. But signs of his job remained on his body: the distinct markings of the Grigori—black tribal tattoos on the nape of his neck, bands around both upper arms—and long, thin scars along his jaw, neck, and chest.

      He handed her a tool that looked like a spade, except with three claw-like prongs. He showed her how to use it to scoop up sand, sift it in the water, and then check whether it contained a clam with a hard shell, called a quahog. They used a rusted metal ring to measure its size. If the quahog was too small, a “baby,” it fell through the ring, and they tossed it back. If the quahog didn’t go through the ring, into the bucket it went, to be eaten later.

      Sometimes they found a scallop. Large enough scallops went into the bucket. One time, Van’s father pulled up a spider crab, sending Van screaming back into the rowboat, nearly capsizing it.

      Deep creases had formed around the corners of her father’s eyes, so dark blue, Van could’ve sworn they were brown. He “saved” her from the scary creature by flinging it far away into the water.

      It was the only time she had ever seen her father smile.

      With morning fading into noon, they’d climbed back into the rowboat to head home, but her father didn’t start rowing. Instead, he stared at Van with a strange expression on his face.

      When Van caught his eye, he said, “You look just like her.”

      She knew who he meant.

      “I see her every time I look at your face… your eyes. You have the same eyes,” her father said in a shaky voice.

      Until that time, Van had no idea she looked like her mother. She held still, afraid if she breathed, her father would clam up tighter than the quahogs in their pail.

      His cropped, rich brown hair glimmered in the waning afternoon sun as he looked past Van. “She loved this island. Your mother did. Never wanted to leave.”

      Van’s mother had felt the same deep connection to the island she did. Even this tiny scrap of information helped close the huge desperate gap inside her, one that could only be filled by learning more about Aelia.

      Her father focused on some distant point on the horizon. His eyes glistened. “I loved her very much. Remember that… remember that.”

      Van almost cried for him. She wanted badly to apologize for killing his beloved wife, her mother. Even before this day on the water, Van had never questioned her father’s love for her mother. Not even after she was old enough to understand the rumors about him being a womanizer and how people wondered whether his relationship with Genie had started before his wife’s death.

      As far as Van was concerned, her father had been a widower with a newborn baby to raise. He needed help and thought it best for his child to be raised with a mother figure in her life. Enter Genie.

      “I wish I had something of your mother’s to give you. There’s… nothing left.”

      Van wanted to ask if this was because Genie felt jealous of anything that had to with Aelia but chickened out.

      Her father hesitated, as if wanting to say more, then reached out and grasped the oars.

      Hoping to keep him talking, Van worked up the courage to ask him about his scars. “Do they hurt?”

      He paused and again stared off into the distance. “Well, princess,” he sighed, “even old wounds still hurt sometimes.”

      “H-How did you get them?” Van desperately wanted to hug him, to take away his pain. But she didn’t dare touch him.

      “They’re the result of going someplace I wasn’t supposed to go,” he said briskly, then continued rowing.

      In hindsight, Van knew he hadn’t given an actual answer, only a veiled warning for her not to wander into dangerous, off-limits places.

      Bang! Bang! Bang!

      Van shot upright, torn from her memories.

      Paley rapped at her window, perched on the bough of the giant oak.

      Van slipped the text under the covers as Paley crawled in and dumped her worn backpack on the floor. Paley slept over whenever she wanted to escape the confines of the orphanage, which was often.

      She made herself at home, unselfconsciously changing into her bedtime T-shirt and shorts. “My bunkmates were making too much noise, still excited over Jaychund. I had to sneak out again, just to get some sleep.” She stared at Van. “Something wrong?”

      “No.” Van felt too confused about everything she’d learned over the last hour and wasn’t ready to share it yet. She shrugged. “I found out my father is in some kind of trouble at work.”

      Paley unrolled the sleeping bag Van kept in her bedroom. “Pfft. He’s always in trouble. People love to hate on him.”

      “For sure.” Van wanted to continue reading the book and hoped Paley wouldn’t feel like staying up and talking.

      “You get any flak about your brawl with Pernilla?” Paley asked as she fluffed the contaminated pillow Van had thrown on the floor.

      “Nope. But there’s always tomorrow.”

      Paley rolled her eyes in solidarity.

      “I wouldn’t use that pillow,” Van said. “It was on the floor.”

      “It’s fine.” Paley yawned. “Night.”

      “Night.”

      Within moments, Paley had fallen asleep.

      Van went back to skimming the text. She flipped through the pages, trying to make out any of the words. Finally, she gave up.

      Yawning, she leaned over to shut off her nightstand light, saw the time on her clock, and gasped. She had spent an hour mesmerized by a text she couldn’t read. Van flicked off the light, snuggled under her sheets, and squeezed Twinkle Toes to her chest…

      She drifted into dreams filled with toga-wearing people she felt she should know, who spoke a language she didn’t understand.
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      Day 1: 6:37 a.m., Earth World

      

      Van jerked awake as Genie’s muffled, angry voice drifted in from the hallway, followed by indistinct voices responding to her step-mother’s drama. Van tensed. No one else occupied the third floor, which meant they were headed for her bedroom.

      Paley popped up from a sound sleep and gaped at Van with eyes full of terror. For all her casual flouting of the rules, Paley knew if a Grigori discovered her away from the orphanage without permission, she might lose her hard-won employment at the Naked Ape. Genie and Van’s father were okay with Paley sleeping at the manor, as long as no one complained. After being caught at the bonfire last night, Van and Paley didn’t want to push their luck.

      Blankets and pillows flew.

      Van leaped out of bed to help hide Paley, who sprang up, grabbed her backpack, and scrambled for cover in Van’s oversized closet.

      Van tossed the sleeping bag in behind Paley and had settled back into bed when she noticed the burned book on her nightstand. She grabbed the text, dashed across the room, and tucked it into the neat pile of clean clothes Luma had left on her bureau.

      She dove back into bed and tried her hardest to look nonchalant as the door to her room burst open.

      “Oh, good. You’re awake.” Genie marched into Van’s room.

      Her step-mother had changed into a sharply pressed knee-high dress, styled her hair in a chignon, and expertly applied her natural-looking makeup. She looked like her usual self again.

      “Put on your bathrobe. There are some Grigori here to talk to you. I directed them to your sitting room.”

      Genie sounded irritated, so Van obeyed. She slid out of bed, grabbed her pink-and-white bathrobe from a hook on her bathroom door, and followed her step-mother into the adjacent room.

      “Sorry to barge in like this, Vanessa,” Uxa said.

      “They’re not sorry.” Genie’s high cheekbones flushed pink.

      “Would you prefer to talk downstairs?” Uxa asked Van.

      Van’s L-shaped walk-through bedroom closet extended into the sitting room. Paley could hear their conversation through the slats in the closet door. Van shook her head. She wanted Paley to listen to what Uxa had to say, so she wouldn’t have to repeat the conversation later.

      Fynn shifted his weight from foot to foot. His eyes darted around the room. When he caught Van staring at him, he turned away as if trying to hide the fact he was searching for something.

      Van got the shivers. She had an inkling he and Uxa suspected Van had found her father’s text after the Grigori had swept the manor last night. She rested easy, knowing she’d securely tucked the book inside a pile of clothes in her bedroom.

      Van sat on the edge of a red velvet chaise lounge. “What do you want?” Her words had come out more harshly than she’d intended, but they sounded better than, “Get the hell out of my rooms.”

      “Vanessa, do you remember me?” Uxa asked. “I work with your father.”

      “HG Huxatec, my father’s boss.” Van pulled her bathrobe tighter. “I’ve seen you when I’m on the reservation. You stop in our classes sometimes to talk to the teachers.”

      Uxa seemed pleased. “No need for formalities. You can call me Uxa. This is Tussel Fynn, an associate of mine from the reservation⁠—”

      “They came to take you away!” Genie shrieked.

      Van’s stomach lurched. “W-Why? Did I do something wrong?”

      Uxa was an enforcer of rules. A strict woman, obviously here to deliver news of Van’s punishment for last night’s fight.

      “No, no, not at all.” Uxa held her unwavering gaze on Van. “You may have heard the rumors. We are forming a team of children to work on a project this summer.”

      Van sighed in relief, then got angry.

      You barged into my bedroom at 7 a.m. to tell me this? Why?

      She suppressed her harsh words and kept her cool. She knew acting out would affect her placement and reflect poorly on her family.

      “Yeah. I’ve heard about that.” Van couldn’t hide the disappointment in her tone. She knew where this conversation was going. Instead of enjoying the beach, she envisioned her summer filing papers in some boring satellite office on the mainland of Massachusetts.

      “Special children,” Fynn said. “For a special project.”

      His attempt at a smile made Van suspicious, rather than reassured.

      “An internship, if you will. It’s a great honor,” he continued. “You’re the only one chosen from the island.”

      “Vanessa’s not special.” Genie harrumphed. “She’s slow. That’s why she’s in remedial classes. She’s not summer project material.”

      Van flushed and looked down, twiddling with the robe’s cotton sash. Genie had known all along Van hadn’t earned her placements, the Elders had fixed them in her favor.

      “Your placement tests showed you have certain abilities,” Uxa said. “Abilities no one else has.”

      “You got the results mixed up.” After what Pernilla, and now Genie, had said, Van wasn’t sure she had any abilities at all.

      “No, no. There is no mistake.” Uxa waved her hand dismissively. “We need you, and we need for you leave right away. You will spend the summer away from home.”

      Van’s anxiety flared. “I don’t want to leave the island.” Or my clothes or my bedroom or Paley or even Ken.

      “She’s not going anywhere!” Genie stomped her exquisite foot on the floor.

      For once, Van appreciated her step-mother’s interference.

      “It is a short while,” Uxa said. “Only thirty days.”

      “Twenty-nine, not counting today,” Fynn cut in.

      “She doesn’t want to go! She’ll be useless,” Genie screeched. “She could never survive away from her hairdresser for that long.”

      It astounded Van how much noise could come out of someone so petite.

      “This is not optional,” Fynn said to Genie. “The results of Van’s placement tests assigned her to this, er… project. She’s required to abide by the island’s rules.”

      As abrasive as he was, Fynn was right. Van had no desire to be permanently banished to the mainland. She sighed. “Only twenty-nine days?”

      Uxa nodded.

      “No,” Genie said. “Not unless you tell me exactly what she’ll be doing over there. My husband is missing, maybe even dead. Now you want to take my daughter? Isn’t anything enough for you people?”

      Van welcomed Genie’s concern, but became disturbed by her step-mother’s mention of her father possibly being dead.

      “Over where?” Van asked. “The mainland?”

      “I’m sorry, Iphigenia,” Uxa said to Genie. “All I can tell you is Vanessa will be working with the Grigori. The rest of her mission is classified.”

      Van’s back stiffened. “Mission?”

      Genie persisted. “Does this have something to do with Michael’s disappearance?”

      Strained silence followed.

      “Can you at least give me any news about my husband?”

      Uxa threw Fynn a look.

      “Come with me,” he said to Genie. “I’ll give you the most up-to-date information we have.” He clasped Genie by the elbow and led her from the sitting room.

      For the first time in Van’s life, she hated to see Genie go. Left alone with Uxa, she realized what she would miss by being placed on the project. The beach, the boardwalk, the parties. Her eyes welled up, thinking of the unfairness of it all.

      Van swallowed hard, then asked, “Does this have something to do with my father?” Her voice came out squeaky from the tightness in her chest. “Why did you call it a mission?”

      “I will give you all the details once you arrive at the reservation. For now, you must pack.”

      Van used the back of her hand to wipe her eyes before they spilled over and embarrassed her. “Can Paley come with me?”

      “Sorry, no. She did not place for it.”

      “Is Pernilla going?” Van asked, practically spitting her nemesis’s name.

      “It does not matter that Pernilla placed number one overall in the games.” Uxa shifted, as if trying to get comfortable. “This is a special situation. We did not assign her to this project.”

      Van let out a sigh of relief. The project would be easier to tolerate without Pernilla there.

      “Vanessa… did you see your father last night?”

      Van remained outwardly calm as her internal alarm blared. She shook her head no.

      “Did you find… did he… leave you anything yesterday?”

      The charred text. Uxa was asking about the book. Again, Van shook her head. “Nuh-uh.”

      Technically, Van didn’t see her father last night, and he didn’t give her anything. She’d found a text in his fireplace, a book he’d apparently tried to destroy. Genie once told Van white lies were okay if it meant protecting the family, and Van started to think her father might need protecting.

      Uxa gave a curt nod. “Get packed and be ready by six o’clock tonight. Fynn will pick you up here and bring you to the reservation. I have a meeting to attend, along with many things to do before briefing your team tonight, so I must be going.”

      Uxa walked across the room. She grasped the doorknob, then paused and glanced back toward Van with a solemn expression. “The wheel of fate has turned upon you, Vanessa. You have been called forth to do a great deed. You are standing on the threshold of a legacy.”

      Van gulped as Uxa left, closing the door behind her.
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