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For those who followed me to the end of infinity.

Shout-outs to Sabaa Tahir and Marie Lu, the first champions of this series, years before this lifelong fantasy became a reality.






So long as you fight the darkness, you stand in the light.

—SABAA TAHIR,

A TORCH AGAINST THE NIGHT








THE WORLD OF GLEAMCRAFT


	
Gleamcrafters—practitioners with powers. Applicable to both celestials and specters.

	
Celestials—their true origins unknown, these people carry powers that have a connection to the stars and sky. Some powers are presented at birth, others surface later in life. The range of their abilities is wide. Celestials can be distinguished by the way their eyes glow like different corners of the universe as they use their gleam. Notable group: the Spell Walkers.

	
Specters—sixty years ago, alchemy was developed as a way to use the blood of creatures to give humans powers. People who receive their powers this way are known as specters, and the range of their abilities is limited to the blood of that creature’s breed. Specters can be distinguished by the way their eyes burn like eclipses as they use their gleam. Notable group: the Blood Casters.




DRAMATIS PERSONAE


THE REY FAMILY


	
Emil Rey—a reincarnated specter with phoenix blood who can cast gray and gold fire, self-heal his mortal wounds, sense feelings from other phoenixes, fly, and resurrect. Known as Fire-Wing and Infinity Son.

	
Brighton Rey—a specter who drank Reaper’s Blood for the powers of a phoenix, hydra, and ghost. Known as Infinity Savior and Infinity Reaper.

	
Carolina Rey—Emil and Brighton’s mother. No powers of her own.

	
Leonardo Rey (Deceased)—Emil and Brighton’s father. No powers of his own.






SPELL WALKERS AND ALLIES


	
Maribelle Lucero—a celestial-specter hybrid who can cast dark yellow fire, fly, self-heal her mortal wounds, retrocycle, and detect danger. Spell Walker heir.

	
Ness Arroyo—a specter with shifter blood who can change his appearance at will. Former Blood Caster. Recent ally to Spell Walkers.

	
Iris Simone-Chambers—a celestial with powerhouse strength and skin impervious to most gleam attacks. New leader of the Spell Walkers.

	
Atlas Haas (Deceased)—a celestial who could conjure winds.

	
Wesley Young—a celestial who runs at swift-speed.

	
Eva Nafisi—a celestial who can heal others but gets harmed in the process.

	
Prudencia Mendez—a celestial with the power of telekinesis.

	
Ruth Rodriquez—a celestial who can create clones of herself.

	
Bautista de León (Deceased)—a reincarnated specter with phoenix blood who could cast gray fire, self-heal his mortal wounds, resurrect, and remember details from his past life. Founder of the Spell Walkers.

	
Sera Córdova (Deceased)—an alchemist and celestial who had psychic visions. Founding member.







BLOOD CASTERS AND ALLIES


	
Luna Marnette—a supreme alchemist who created the Blood Casters. No powers of her own.

	
Dione Henri—a specter with hydra blood who can grow extra/regrow missing body parts and run in bursts of swift-speed.

	
Stanton (Deceased)—a specter with basilisk blood who had serpentine senses and venomous, acidic, petrifying, and paralytic abilities.

	
June—a specter with ghost blood who can phase through solid objects and possess people.






POLITICIANS


	
Senator Edward Iron—a presidential candidate who opposes gleamcraft. No powers of his own.

	
Barrett Bishop—a vice-presidential candidate and chief architect of the Bounds. No powers of his own.

	
Congresswoman Nicolette Sunstar—a celestial presidential candidate who can create burning hot dazzling lights.

	
Senator Shine Lu—a celestial vice-presidential candidate who can turn invisible.






HALO KNIGHTS AND PHOENIXES


	
Tala Castillo—a Halo Knight with no powers of her own.

	
Wyatt Warwick—a Halo Knight with no powers of his own.

	
Crest Calder—a Halo Knight with no powers of his own. Commander of the Bronze Wings.

	
Nox—an obsidian phoenix that excels at tracking. Wyatt’s companion.

	
Roxana—a light howler phoenix with stormlike powers. Tala’s companion.

	
Soleil—a breath spawn phoenix known for spontaneous combustion. Crest’s companion.






OTHER NOTABLE CHARACTERS


	
Keon Máximo (Deceased)—an alchemist and specter with phoenix blood who could cast gold fire, self-heal his mortal wounds, and resurrect. He developed the alchemy to give normal people powers and became the first specter.

	
Darren Bowes—a celestial who can cast illusions.

	
Lore—a progressive influencer.

	
The Silver Star Slayer—a conservative YouTuber. Real name is Russell Robbins.












ONE LIFETIMES EMIL


My past lives will be the death of me.

No one was supposed to know about my resurrection power; that secret was supposed to die with me, but my brother straight outed that to over a million of his online followers to make me the villain and himself the hero. Brighton is a mess, but never in a billion lifetimes would I have bet he’d kick me out of a phoenix’s nest like this. I’m shaking while holding the phone, right as Brighton exits out of his Instagram live. The one he ended by telling everyone that he would stop the Infinity Son even if that means becoming the Infinity Reaper to do so.

My brother has threatened my life.

And he’s called for backup—an army.

Brighton has thrown an inferno of heat my way by revealing I’m the scion of the very first specter, Keon Máximo, as well as the founder of the Spell Walkers, Bautista de León. I’m going to be blamed for all their crimes even though I don’t remember living those lives.

No one is going to care.

Except my crew.

I’m outside in the New Ember Sanctuary’s courtyard with everyone—my mom, my best friend, the Spell Walkers, and both boys who get my heart going—and we haven’t gone back inside the castle since we last saw Brighton speeding off across the bridge and into the forest. Everyone is freaking out and talking over each other about Brighton’s live, but I can’t focus. I’m stuck thinking about every last person who’s dreaming about immortality now that they know resurrection is possible. Most heartbreakingly, how every single phoenix is now going to become targeted because they’re the only creatures whose blood can turn a mortal human into an immortal specter.

Brighton has marked all phoenixkind for death.

Deaths even they won’t be able to return from.

I flash back to the short life of Gravesend—the century phoenix who was both born and killed in my arms—and the memory of her being stabbed by the infinity-ender dagger haunts me. I’m swaying, like I might faint on the spot. I wanted to protect Gravesend, to give her the longest lives she deserved, and now her blood is running through my brother’s veins and making him all-powerful.

I failed to protect one phoenix before. It’ll be impossible to protect them all.

I look up to the night sky, where a cycle of phoenixes are flying under the stars, living their lives, unaware that everything is about to come crashing down. I can practically picture all the feathers that will be floating on rivers of blood.

All of this because Brighton got so damn pissed after I overpowered him in battle. There’s been a lot of throwback moments where I didn’t feel connected to Brighton, but nothing has felt more severing than watching him call a manhunt against his own brother. Maybe the problem is Brighton doesn’t see me as his brother ever since we discovered that I wasn’t his twin, like we’d spent our entire lives believing. Our father had found me out on the street, burning up like I had a fever, and he assumed I was just a baby abandoned under the sun. No one thought that I had been reborn in phoenix fire.

I wish I hadn’t resurrected.

I wish I wasn’t even alive.

I won’t be much longer if my brother gets his way.

Life as the Infinity Son is not a life I want to live anyway.

These dark thoughts are digging deeper and deeper into me; I got to fight my way out of this. That starts with getting some space away from everyone cursing out Brighton over his betrayal like he can hear them.

I look up at the Sanctuary, a gorgeous two-story stone castle that a city boy like me still isn’t used to. I want to summon my burning wings and fly up to the south-facing tower, which serves as a nest for baby phoenixes. On my first day here, I was taken up to that spot so I could chill out and catch my breath since I was so stressed. If I went up there now, there’s no way I would ever come back down. Not when I know what showdown awaits me if I do.

Halo Knights are staring at me from their windows and the bridges that connect the towers. They already weren’t about that Emil Rey life since they’re the protectors of phoenixkind and I’m not just a specter with the blood of a gray sun phoenix running through my own, but they’re now seeing me as the creator of specters everywhere. And now that I’ve turned these sacred grounds into a battlefield, I know they’re going to want me out of here more than ever. I can’t even get mad at them for that.

I turn, walking toward the open door with the brass knocker that’s shaped like an egg. I hear Ma calling my name, but I keep going until I’m out by the moonlit stream. I take deep breaths as I run my fingers through the water, but my peace is about to be super short-lived because there are footsteps approaching. I get up and find my favorite shape-shifter, Ness Arroyo, and my favorite Halo Knight, Wyatt Warwick. Two of my favorite humans ever if I’m being straight up. Ness is limping after his own fight with Brighton, but that doesn’t stop him from picking up speed to keep up with Wyatt. They both reach for my hand at the same time and exchange glares because they’re not exactly each other’s favorite humans. Probably because there’s a lot of confusing romantic feelings flying around. But no one gets ahold of me because I back away like I might burn them if they touch me, and the fear of not being able to protect everyone is the only feeling I can afford to pay attention to right now.

“Everything is ending,” I say, my voice cracking. “And I’m too powerless to do a damn thing about it.”

“You’re not powerless, firefly,” Ness says.

He knows better than most. We’re always finding ourselves in situations where we got to have each other’s backs, like tonight when I helped bust him out of the Bounds with my phoenix fire—and a lot of help—before the other prisoners could tear him apart with their own powers. Ness also said it’s as if we’re stuck in our own infinity cycle where we keep saving each other’s lives. That was before we kissed for the first time, something that surprised me because not only was he supposed to be dead, but because he’s so out-of-my-league beautiful it’s as if he’s using his morphing power to make himself so perfect.

But he doesn’t.

Everything in front of me is all Ness.

The amber eyes.

The dark curls.

The beautiful brown skin.

The lips that gave me the kiss of a lifetime.

But if I’m not careful, he’ll actually get killed because of me. I would never be able to forgive myself if someone who has survived multiple assassination attempts from his father died because he got too close to me.

“I have powers, but I don’t have the power to stop what’s coming,” I say.

“You’re not expected to stop it alone,” Wyatt says in his English accent. His broad shoulders are sinking, like he’s unable to stand tall because the weight of everything is pinning him down too. “Before we map out the best way to lay into your brother, we need to prepare an evacuation of the Sanctuary. Brighton’s unspeakable actions have now put every single phoenix at risk.”

Wyatt stares at me dead-on with his blue eyes, which first reminded me of Brighton’s flames and do so even more now. Except Wyatt would never hurt me. Unlike the other Halo Knights, Wyatt has never blamed me for being a walking violation of everything his movement stands for since he knows I didn’t choose this life of being a specter and would never because I love phoenixes with my whole damn heart. He even thinks I could become a Halo Knight after all the work I’ve done re-creating the Starstifler, a potion that can bind the powers of any specter. But maybe I’m stupid to trust someone I haven’t even known for a month when my own brother, who I grew up with, just tried forcing that very potion down my throat so he could kick my ass in battle.

There’s no wrapping my head around being at war with Brighton.

But I can protect some lives now.

“What do we got to do to get the phoenixes out of here?” I ask.

“Unclear. I’ll need to get in contact with my commander and the other higher-ups to alert them of the issue,” Wyatt says.

“You got this, then?” Ness asks. “We’ve got bigger problems.”

Wyatt’s pale cheeks are flushed red as he bites his tongue. “Such as?”

Ness rises to the challenge. “I don’t know if you’re aware, but we have an election going on in this country. One where my dangerous father is this close to securing the presidency thanks to his insidious lies and new shape-shifting powers that the public doesn’t know about. If he had no problem abducting his political rival and organizing a terrorist attack to have his own son killed, you think he won’t sentence every last one of us to death once he has the full force of the government in the palm of his hand?”

Wyatt’s jaw drop is very theatrical. “You know, I can’t say that anyone had me aware of the election happening between Senator Edward Iron and Congresswoman Nicolette Sunstar, who happens to be the first ever celestial candidate pursuing presidency in the United States of America. This is all absolute news to me, and I thank you for that education.” He takes a second to fluff his brown hair while peering over at Ness. “Perhaps my sarcasm got lost with my accent, but I’d like to make it very clear that I was being highly sarcastic just now.”

“I don’t have to be good at reading people to catch that,” Ness says with a steely gaze. He adds, “And I’m excellent at reading people.”

“I must cast a little doubt on that after the way you provoked Brighton.”

“Emil needed to see that Brighton wouldn’t let anyone get in his way. Not even his own brother. I’m sort of the poster boy for family betraying you.”

“And as truly unfortunate as your father’s treatment of you has been, perhaps your read on Brighton was missing the pages where he would turn on everyone if pushed away.”

Ness is quiet, like he’s thinking about the blood on his hands.

Before the power brawl, Ness tried convincing me to get Brighton to drink the Starstifler before he could grow out of control. I totally see where Ness was coming from, I do. He was raised by a manipulative man who molded him into a mouthpiece against celestials, painting them as nothing but dangerous individuals who had to be put in their place before they could rise above everyone else. Ness got smart, but it was too late. He doesn’t want to see me get played by my brother like that. He proved himself right when he shape-shifted into me to get Brighton to take the potion and got attacked in return. There’s some light bruising around his face from when Brighton was laying into him with super-fast punches—Brighton didn’t even know that wasn’t me until he looked up and saw me in the doorway. Ness took one for the team by showing me that my brother is willing to kick my ass if I get in his way, but the thing is, it’s hard to feel like a team because Ness went and did that behind my back.

“I wish you hadn’t done that,” I say.

He sighs. “You needed to learn this lesson sooner rather than later. Brighton is not at the height of his strength yet. You can still beat him.”

“Yeah, but I never wanted to get into a fight with him.”

“It was inevitable.”

“You say that like it’s written in the stars,” Wyatt says. “This isn’t destiny. You made this happen by pushing Brighton.”

Ness looks like he wants to clock Wyatt, but restrains himself. “Did I push Brighton to kill Stanton?”

I flash back to earlier tonight during the battle at the Bounds, where Brighton ripped out the heart of the Blood Caster with basilisk blood before setting it on fire. I get that Brighton had been terrorized and tortured by Stanton, but still… the way he showed no remorse. The way he smiled after taking a life. The life of a killer, but a life. However long I get before I die, that smile where my brother became a killer will haunt me. That should’ve been a one-off, but Brighton has already made it super clear that he will play judge, jury, and executioner if it means winning this war. I can’t make him see reason. It’s legit got me trying to see if I’m looking at this all wrong. It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve been pushed to be a better soldier since my methods aren’t as charged as everyone else’s.

“Brighton only killed Stanton to save us,” I say, hoping someone will back up this hollow lie.

“You know damn well that he doesn’t care about me,” Ness says, and he closes the space between us and rests his hands on my shoulders. “I don’t care that he only cares about protecting you. That’s fine. But you need to let it sink in that Brighton is Team Brighton above everyone else. Even you.”

“He’s only running his mouth when he talks about killing me.”

“Is he? Do you think the world will believe me when I tell them that my father is behind my mother’s murder? And how he organized the Blackout to pin my death on the Spell Walkers? They won’t, but it’s true.” His amber eyes are tearing up. “I got lucky and survived. I won’t let your final thought be how surprising it is that you’ve been killed at your brother’s hands.”

I shrug him off, as if that’ll help me shake away these thoughts of Brighton using any number of means to murder me. Would he lay into me with swift-punches that come at me so fast I might not be able to think? Incinerate me with his fire-bolts? Reach into my chest and rip out my heart, or better yet, stab me in the heart with an infinity-ender dagger so I can’t one day resurrect and rise to power to defeat him?

This is all nonsense.

Brighton’s ego was wounded when he hopped on Instagram. I bet once he settles down and catches his breath he’ll try and undo his call for war against me and the Spell Walkers.

“Brighton isn’t going to kill me,” I declare.

Ness shakes his head. “Emil, you can’t possibly be this stubborn or naive—”

“Perhaps you should go for a walk,” Wyatt suggests, stepping to Ness and pushing his chest. “Your father has inflicted unforgivable pain and grief on your life, but that doesn’t mean everyone’s family members are out for the blood of their own.”

Ness shoves Wyatt so hard that he falls onto his back. “Don’t ever touch me again,” he says coolly. The threat is deeper than Wyatt probably recognizes. As a former Blood Caster, Ness has been forced to kill other people for his own survival. I see how it eats away at him, how he wakes up and finds himself morphed like his victims because he’s so haunted that he can’t stop thinking about them. And if Wyatt keeps trying him, there might be another corpse added to his body count.

“Cut it out!” I shout.

This is so stupid, everyone is acting out in this sanctuary.

“I’m afraid I must defend myself,” Wyatt says as he gets up, wiping his palms. “Now, Ness, I make no claims of being the best fighter, but you should be warned that I hold my own in quarrels just fine.”

“Just shut up and throw a punch,” Ness says, his fists ready.

Wyatt charges Ness with a wide swing like a phoenix’s wings in battle, and just as Ness is about to jump into an uppercut, they both go flying into the air as if swept up by gale-force winds. I turn to find Prudencia standing outside the Sanctuary’s front doors, her eyes glowing like skipping stars as she telekinetically suspends Ness and Wyatt.

“Are you children for real?” Prudencia asks.

“Put me down,” Ness says.

“I quite like it up here,” Wyatt says. “Feels like flying.”

“You’re being restrained until someone tells me what the hell is going on,” Prudencia says as she comes closer to me. Ness and Wyatt talk over each other, and if Prudencia wanted to fling them into the river that runs along the forest so they can cool off, I honestly wouldn’t be mad. “Shut up!” And they do, almost as if she’s used her power to suck the air out of them so they can’t speak. “Emil, what happened?”

My head hangs low. I can’t even meet my best friend’s gaze. “They’re fighting over what Brighton will or won’t do.”

She stares up at Wyatt and Ness. “You guys don’t know Brighton like Emil does.”

“Or like you do,” I say.

Prudencia looks haunted as she stares into the distance.

Ever since Brighton and I met Prudencia in our freshman year of high school, they’ve been living this will-they, won’t-they life. I’ve been rooting for them to get their act together because I’ve always thought Prudencia could keep Brighton in check, and I loved the idea of welcoming Prudencia into our family even more than we already have, especially since she was living with a pretty terrible aunt after her parents were killed. The timing was just never right for the Brighton-Prudencia love story until a few days after Brighton drank the Reaper’s Blood, which gave him this deluxe set of powers sourced from a phoenix, hydra, and two ghosts. But before Brighton became the Infinity Reaper, he was dying. The doctor said he had weeks, maybe months to live. Nothing like death to make someone change their life. Brighton and Prudencia got close, and it was a dope shot of happiness with all the other heartbreaking things we had going on at the time, like when our mother had been taken captive by the Blood Casters, or when I was grieving Ness because I thought he was dead.

Then everything went wrong.

I should’ve known it was too good to be true—that Brighton wasn’t going to love someone more than he loves himself. But Prudencia made it clear that this wasn’t some plot twist that caught her off guard. Right when Brighton and I were beginning to battle, Prudencia used her power against him. Brighton was pissed she didn’t take his side and she let him know that his side wasn’t worth taking. He tried bad-mouthing her, but Prudencia was unfazed, as if she had built some telekinetic shield around herself to ward away anything that could hurt her. But I can tell she’s as heartbroken and betrayed by Brighton as a lover as I am by Brighton as a brother.

Prudencia gracefully lowers Ness and Wyatt to the ground. “I won’t be gentle next time.”

Ness crosses his arms. “If I can’t change your mind about Brighton, I’ll stay out of your family affairs and go deal with my own.”

He walks away, heading back into the Sanctuary even after I call his name.

“That simplifies things,” Wyatt says.

“Look, you won, okay? You pissed him off.”

“I wasn’t seeking to piss him off. I was simply—”

“You’re pissing me off too right now,” I snap because I came out here for peace and haven’t gotten it.

Wyatt is just as stunned that I’ve come at him like this as I am. “I’ll give you a moment.” He turns on his heel and returns to the Sanctuary’s grounds.

Prudencia comes over and gives me a hug right as I feel like I’m about to collapse. It’s like she’s holding me up, as we’ve had to do for each other a lot in the four years we’ve been friends. I’m really missing that life I got to live before I was the Infinity Son or Fire-Wing or whatever people want to nickname me that makes me look more like some superhero than an eighteen-year-old kid who never wanted to fight in this war. I want to go back to the times when I was there for Prudencia when she was going through her breakup with this celestial Dominic instead of the heartbreak that comes with my brother’s betrayal. Or even how Prudencia was there for me when I was grieving my dad instead of wondering how we’re going to deal with my brother wanting me dead.

“Am I being a total idiot about Brighton?” I ask.

“If you are, then I am too,” Prudencia says. “Brighton refusing to part with powers he should’ve never stolen in the first place is one thing. Threatening your life to keep them is another.”

“Yeah, I wasn’t betting on that either.”

Memories pop up again, this time fully centered around Brighton. How he tried keeping a brave face when he found out he wasn’t going to be valedictorian. How upset he got the morning of our birthday when he saw another YouTuber’s video of a Spell Walker showdown go viral instead of his own. How let down he was when the meet-up he was hosting for his online fans was underattended. How defeated he was when we didn’t get powers on our birthday. But nothing has eaten away at him more than my phoenix fire bursting to life for the first time, taking me down a path I would do anything to go back in time and reverse. Not Brighton, though. He pushed me into a world of Spell Walkers and Blood Casters, of Reaper’s Blood and Starstiflers, and now he’s going to rule if I…

If I can’t stop him.

“Brighton isn’t going to kill me,” I declare again. “But that doesn’t mean I won’t have to fight him.”

“I’m on your side. Us against whatever sad army he builds.”

“I’m hoping it won’t just be us. Come on.”

We head back into the Sanctuary, where all my people are still in the courtyard. There’s Ma sitting on a bench with Eva Nafisi, the team’s healer. The two of them got really close when they were held captive inside Senator Iron’s manor. Iris Simone-Chambers is on her phone. She’s a legacy Spell Walker who took over as leader after her parents were killed in the Blackout. She’s short, but I’ve always thought of her as small and mighty because of her powerhouse strength and power-proof skin that protects her against most spellwork. Wesley Young is holding Ruth Rodriquez close, rubbing her arms to keep her warm on this night, which is only getting chillier the longer it drags on. They’ve been dating for a minute, a power couple with lots of heart. Their baby, Esther, has got to be somewhere back inside the Sanctuary, probably being monitored by one—or even several—of Ruth’s clones that she can conjure at will. If needed, Wesley can always go grab Esther in the blink of an eye with his swift-speed. And then there’s Ness and Wyatt, keeping their distance like the sun and the moon.

The closer I get, the more eyes on me. I can’t even look at Ma, who must be cycling through a thousand terrible thoughts of her own. The courtyard has gone quiet except for the overhead phoenix screeches that catch Iris’s attention, and she hangs up her call.

“How you feeling, buddy?” Wesley asks.

“Heartbroken, anxious, terrified,” I say.

“A day in the life,” Iris says.

I’ve had it extraordinarily bad for a couple months, but this has been all Iris has known since childhood. I get how she’s strong enough to lift a car over her own head, but even her power can’t help her carry the weight of the world like she does. I’m in legit awe.

I feel this pressure to hype everyone up with some pep talk about how we’re going to get through this together. But that’s not what I got in me, so I keep it real because that’s all I can do. “I got to apologize to all of you. I’m so sorry for how much harder your lives have been since I entered the picture.” I fight back my tears and add, “If I could’ve done this all differently, trust that I would’ve.”

They look at one another with confused gazes and then back at me.

“No one’s mad at you, Emil,” Eva says.

“And we like having you around,” Ruth says, then turns to Ma. “Carolina too.”

“Brighton is the pain in the ass,” Wesley says. “But even he wasn’t the biggest pain in the ass.”

“Until now,” Iris says. “Out of all the power that boy has, his platform is his biggest. I was on the phone with Ash Hyperion just now, and there are still no leads on Sunstar’s disappearance…” She shoots a look over at Ness, whose head is hanging low since he was forced to aid his father in the abduction of the congresswoman. “… but finding Sunstar is probably useless for our cause anyway since Brighton’s messaging has only further tanked our reputation. And I…” Iris sits on the bench beside Eva, holding her girlfriend’s hand. “I think I’m ready to take the L. Put the Spell Walkers to rest.”

Everyone’s quiet.

In a world where my brother threatens to kill me, this is still shocking.

Ever since the Blackout earlier this year, the next generation of Spell Walkers has been risking their lives to keep the people of New York safe from all sorts of threats. They’ve protected celestials from the government enforcers who try to lock them up in the Bounds or kill them dead in the streets. They’ve gone up against celestials and specters who terrorize those without powers of their own—even saving the very people who hate them simply because they do have powers of their own. And out of this new wave of Spell Walkers, only two are legacies—Iris and Maribelle Lucero, a celestial-specter hybrid with a complicated past. Maribelle has always been the one who hates saving the people who hate her, but Iris has always remained a dutiful Spell Walker in honor of her fallen parents. That fire within seems to be extinguishing.

“But then they win,” Wesley says. So this is news to him too. “We can’t let that happen.”

“My entire life has been about fighting,” Iris says. “Yours hasn’t.”

Wesley got kicked out by his parents when he was fourteen years old. He was living on the streets and would dash in and out of supermarkets and restaurants for groceries and hot meals until he met his best friend, Atlas Haas, the Spell Walker who was killed last month. No matter how heavy all that is, it’s not the same as the lifetime of hate Iris has experienced.

“You’ve been in this forever so you could create a better world, Iris,” Wesley says. “It won’t always be this way.”

“When will the fighting end?” Iris asks.

I’ve asked myself that question a lot.

“I don’t know,” Wesley says. “But it’s going to be impossible for us to get on with our lives if we don’t fight.”

“You’re not in this like I am. You have literally started your own family in the time I’ve met you. Eva and I would love to have what you and Ruth do before everything comes crashing down on us.”

“I understand that. Just know that it’s no joyride leaving my girlfriend and daughter for weeks at a time for their own safety and wondering if I’ll ever be able to get back to them.”

Ruth offers Iris a small smile. “I’m so looking forward to watching you and Eva become mothers. Just know in the meantime you’re our family too.” She looks around at all of us and ends her gaze on me. “You all are.”

“I’m delighted to be considered family,” Wyatt says, both hands to his heart.

“Mostly all of you,” Wesley corrects with a grin.

I step closer, like I’m about to form a huddle with everyone. “I can’t force anyone to fight, but if we’re all game, I think we’ve got to give this one last push before we tap out.”

“Easy for you to say,” Iris says. “You’ve been fighting for what, two months?”

“Not even,” I admit. Almost, but not quite. “I don’t envy the weight you’ve been carrying your entire life, Iris. Let me help.”

“Let us all help,” Ma says, wiping tears from her cheeks. “However we can.”

Iris reaches over Eva to give Ma a gentle squeeze. Then her gaze is back on me. “Assuming Sunstar is even alive, if we can’t find her and do everything in our power to convince everyone to vote her into office, then no more Spell Walkers. I won’t give up the rest of my life fighting for people who don’t want to be saved. Deal?”

“Deal,” I say.

Election Day is our deadline.

No Sunstar means no Spell Walkers.

Other heroes can rise up, and they’ll have to if we can’t get it together.

Who knows, some new blood could be good, but for now, we’re all going to fight.

“How do we do this?” Iris asks.

She’s not coming in with ideas.

She’s letting me help like I asked.

She’s letting me lead.

In a fight against my brother, I got to become a leader.

“Um…” I look around at our team—four celestials, a specter, a Halo Knight, and a mother who is as ordinary as the life she used to lead. We have a lot of enemies to take down and not a lot of time to do so. “Okay, Wyatt, begin the evacuation process so we can get the phoenixes and Halo Knights to safety. Wesley, figure out our next hiding spot. Somewhere that’s removed from everyone so we don’t have to disturb anyone’s lives any more than we have. Iris, take the lead on Sunstar since you’re already in talks with her husband.”

“I could help,” Ness speaks up. “It’s partly my fault.”

“No one blames you,” I say. “Your father practically had a wand to your head.” And the heads of my mother and Eva if Ness didn’t agree to shift into Sunstar and impersonate her during the last presidential debate to tank her support.

“I could have let him kill me,” Ness says.

“I’m so damn glad you didn’t.”

Our eyes are locked, but I can’t help but feel Wyatt’s on me too.

“If finding Sunstar means defeating my father, I’m in,” Ness says.

“So we’ve got that covered,” Iris says. “It’s safe to assume that if Luna wasn’t killed in the Bounds that she was freed with the other prisoners. We need confirmation either way.”

“I can do some research,” Ruth says.

“Great. So that leaves one last obvious threat.”

Ma is sobbing harder, like this is all her fault since she brought that threat into this world. It’s killing me; I can’t even look at her.

“I’m going to handle Brighton,” I say.

“Me too,” Prudencia says.

“How do you plan on doing that?” Iris asks.

“I’ll get him to take the Starstifler potion.”

Iris shakes her head. “That might not be good enough.”

I know what she’s asking of me, but it’s not happening.

“I’ll die before I kill my brother,” I say.

Everyone’s silence is practically screaming, Then you’ll die!

Life won’t be worth living if it’s always going to be like this, but it doesn’t have to be—it won’t be if I can get my life together.

If I fight, surviving will be worth it for everyone, not just myself.

But not if I hold back like I have been.

I got to get stronger, just like a gray sun phoenix who resurrects more powerful than its previous lifetime.

Once I win the war, I can drink the Starstifler, bind my powers, and restart my life.

One last rebirth.

If I want to be reborn, I have to stop my brother from pursuing the life he’s wanted since we were kids fanboying over the Spell Walkers and pretending we had powers.

I got to go to war with Brighton with very real powers.

The Infinity Son versus the Infinity Reaper.

To end infinity, I have to beat the brother who will kill to keep it.

If I can’t, I’ll see him in the next life.






TWO THE BRIGHTSIDERS BRIGHTON


I am on my own, but not for long.

My army is waiting for me.

Running away from the Sanctuary and returning to the city to reach my followers hasn’t been easy. I’ve been traveling on foot thanks to the dashing abilities I received from the blood of the golden-strand hydra, but unlike Wesley’s celestial swift-speed, which zips him nonstop from Point A to Point B, my power only allows me to move in short bursts. I’m still getting the hang of moving this quickly too, such as making sure that I wasn’t running off cliffs back when I was still in the forests, or the close call with a truck once I made my way to a Bronx intersection. I made it through in one piece, but even if it had crushed me, I would’ve regrown my bones and regenerated any lost limbs, also thanks to that hydra who died so I could become the ultimate survivor.

Still, there’s so much more to being powerful than just surviving.

For instance, instead of being slowed down by the nature of my superspeed, traveling would be a lot smoother if I could fade away like a ghost and teleport as I’ve seen June do, or fly like a phoenix as my brother—as Emil can.

It’s fine. I trust I’ll get there.

After all, I was supposed to die and now I’m the Infinity Reaper.

I’ve been tapping into more powers as the days pass.

I will be unstoppable, but tonight, I have to accept my limitations. I take a break, resting my sore legs curbside of a bodega that has seen better days. I’ll pop in to grab water in a moment but not before I go online to check on my followers, just as I have every other time I’ve needed to stop and catch my breath.

Since exposing Emil’s past lifetimes, I’ve been garnering a lot of support. People eager to help, both with and without powers of their own. Unlike the Spell Walkers, I’m not going to turn normal people away as if phoenix fire and powerhouse strength are the only ways to win wars. Battles, maybe. But wars are won by numbers and I intend on having a legion to call my own. That legion will include those who can’t burn their opponents or crush skulls. They’re just as valuable in the fight, if not more sometimes, which I proved multiple times back before I had ultimate power.

I was once a nobody who no one wanted, and now I’m the one everybody wants as their leader.

Their king.

My inbox on Instagram says as much too. The majority of my DMs are from people who believe in me. They’re sharing so much. Stories of betrayals. Motivations for justice. Even sympathy and love for putting a world of strangers before someone I grew up with through any means necessary. It makes the sting of everything I’ve been through tonight a little easier. More than that, it makes me feel less lonely. There are plenty of people dragging me online too for not keeping my family business between family and wanting to hear Emil’s side of things, but I ignore them for now. If they become really obnoxious, I’ll block them, but I do want to give them a chance to not only follow me online, but join me in person too. I focus on those who trust me first, and as I’ve done during multiple stops tonight, I glance at their profiles before privately replying to them with where I’m hoping to meet my army at dawn. There are plenty of ordinary people, many who seem to have a lot of admiration for celestials on their individual pages. I remind myself to not trust everything I see online. I certainly have held parts of my life secret from my followers, and I can’t rule out someone masking their identity after a certain someone who almost became my girlfriend hid the fact that she was a celestial for years.

Prudencia had some absolute nerve suggesting that I’m an egomaniac when all I’m doing is making the world a fairer place for people like her. I rose to the challenge and—

Never mind.

She chose the wrong side, and one day she’ll be forced to thank me for making her life easier.

I’m going to go meet up with those who’ve chosen the right side.

First, I desperately need to hydrate, but I didn’t bring my wallet when vacating the Sanctuary. I peek into the bodega, eyeing the fridge from the doorway. I got to get my hands on a gallon of water, maybe two. I consider explaining the situation to the man behind the counter, but I already know how this is going to go. He’ll say no and I’ll have to just take the water anyway, so I just cut to the chase and dash inside the bodega, grab two gallons of water, and dash right back out and down the block until I can round a dark corner so I can drink in peace. The entire time I’m chugging I remind myself that I’m not doing anything that Wesley himself didn’t do when he was nothing but a celestial trying to survive on the streets. If he got to become a Spell Walker after all his petty thefts, then I’m still primed to become a hero too.

The hero.

I look to the sky, refreshed, and dash and dash until I’ve arrived at the meeting spot.

Whisper Fields, the park where I hosted a pathetic meet-up on my birthday last month. I had thought it would be cool to finally meet some of my followers and subscribers, and even sell them some merch on site, but only six Brightsiders showed up that afternoon. It was humiliating, but more than that, it was infuriating. Society cares more about prankster videos than the important coverage I was providing about the highs and lows of celestials. I worked really hard on that and received gratitude from a handful of people—technically over a handful of people but just barely. This is going to be different. I wouldn’t have returned here if I didn’t believe that with my whole heart, but I have come back because Whisper Fields has always held sentimental value for me. The people of the Bronx named this park after our fellow native Gunnar Whisper, a celestial soldier who fought necromancers and ghosts in the Undying Battle of Fountain Stone, and I’m hoping my community provides me the same recognition after I save not only our borough, not only our city, not only our country, but the world itself; Brighton Park or Brighton Fields or Brighton Garden is the least they can do.

As I walk through the park, alone, I know I won’t be soon.

Birdsong is rising with the sun, but I’m not paying that any real attention. How could I when there’s real music playing through Whisper Fields, like the soundtrack of a crowd cheering. They’re so loud and absolutely disturbing the peace, and if the stars are finally merciful, this will all be for me. I step into view, and even though they aren’t holding signs, I’m certain I’ve brought everyone together this morning. It becomes clearer when I’m spotted by a follower who begins chanting my name. Everyone else turns to me, and the chant builds and builds.

“Brighton! Brighton! Brighton!”

Six people could never be loud enough to have my name booming across the park like this. There might be sixty people here, at least. I’ll admit, I was counting on more, but this is very impressive since I only offered very short notice. Most people have slept through my updates and my following will only grow and grow as everyone else wakes up to the news of Emil’s past lives and my determination to protect them from Emil and the Spell Walkers as well as Blood Casters and enforcers and corrupt politicians.

If someone isn’t with us, they are against us.

For the most part, the sea of Brightsiders is parting as I walk through them, but others are so eager to get their hands on me like I’m a god, squeezing my shoulders and arms and hands, and I let them. I’m in no danger. Even the most powerful in this crowd wouldn’t be able to kill me. But I can certainly rip their hearts out of their chests if they move against me.

I reach Gunnar Whisper’s bronze monument and stare up at this hero of the past. I realize the Brightsiders are taking pictures and filming me. Many of them have great instincts for social media; I noticed this while glimpsing their profiles. Some are big influencers whose content admittedly made me cringe a few times, like this power couple who post ad after ad, but if I play my cards right, their followers will become my own. I better put on a show if I want to build my empire. I kneel before Gunnar and rest my palm on his plaque, covering his dates of birth and death. They’re no longer chanting my name, like they’re respecting my need for privacy in this moment. I close my eyes and hear nothing but whispers as if I’m lost in thought about Gunnar. I am in a way, but I’m not reflecting on his life or his vulnerability to die, which I won’t ever have to worry about. I just keep thinking about all the heroes that will one day bow before my own statue.

I rise to full height, wishing I could fly above everyone here. I’m tempted to try, but on the off chance I do manage to tap into this buried power and only hover ever so slightly, I don’t want to embarrass myself in front of the people I’m winning over. I need to show strength and strength alone. Thankfully I have a better handle on my other powers. I dash vertically up Gunnar’s bronze leg and chest and stand on his flat shoulder, fifteen feet above everyone else. Applause breaks the silence. A celestial doing this on any given day isn’t exciting to most people, but I’m a specter, someone who wasn’t privileged enough to be born with powers but strong enough to host them later in life. Some people actually die when they infuse creature blood into their own, and while it was touch and go with me after drinking the Reaper’s Blood elixir made from the essences of ghosts and a hydra and a phoenix, I survived, infinitely more powerful than before.

Everyone is looking up at me.

Most are taking pictures or filming me.

Others are just watching me.

Whatever they are doing, they are here for me.

Me.

I now need to prove myself to them.

“Thank you all for this warm welcome!” I shout down at them with my hand to my heart. “I’m still recovering from my brother’s betrayal. I probably will be forever. But I’m less alone because of you—all of you.” There’s some applause, but I settle them down. “I’ve been running for my life, but I’m feeling braver and stronger. I must rally—we all must rally. There’s some serious action on the horizon. The Spell Walkers will come for me, but I’m more concerned for the rest of the country—for all of you. Powerful prisoners who were locked up in the Bounds have been set free because of a dangerous rescue mission to break out Ness Arroyo from his cell.” I avoid looking any of them in the eye as I hang my head. “I participated in this. Emil made me use my powers to get everyone inside, and I’m sorry for all the harm I’ve caused in aiding him. But I can make this—I will make this right.” No one needs to know that I was more than eager to prove my heroics and abilities in the Bounds. “This is where you come in. If you’re unable to protect the city against these dangerous criminals, do not engage. Send me a message and I’ll see to it. For those of you who can fight, let’s coordinate. In a world where we cannot trust the enforcers or the Spell Walkers to take care of us, we must take charge and become the heroes.”

Silver and blue flames snake around my forearm. “If you come across Emil, let me know. He caught me off guard before, but he won’t be able to overpower me next time. I’m ready for him.”

I cast the fire-bolt into the sky.

The Brightsiders roar with cheers.

My followers will become my eyes and ears, my soldiers.

It’s far from a legion, but it’s a start.






THREE UNDO, RENEW MARIBELLE


I can bring my boyfriend back to life.

This is all I’ve been able to think about since fleeing the Bounds on the back of a light howler phoenix, far away from the chaos of a mass breakout. My Halo Knight companion, Tala Castillo, steered Roxana through the skies to get us—including Luna Marnette, the leader of the Blood Casters, who is the heart of all my pain—to safety. The only reason I didn’t kill Luna in her cell like planned or throw her off the phoenix’s back while we soared across the river is because she knows how to bring Atlas Haas back to me.

It’s possible Luna is lying; it’s a language she’s certainly fluent in to get her way. But I’m also good at reading people. I saw the surprise burst in her eyes when she discovered I’m her granddaughter—it was just as surprising to me when I retrocycled through my birth mother’s life and made that same discovery. I’m not looking to have a familial relationship with this woman who is responsible for the deaths of my real parents who raised me, as well as the biological parents I only remember vividly after walking through their memories.

Everything with Luna is transactional.

A life for a life or a death for a death.

Deaths—so many deaths.

Every second that passes feels like I should be returning to reality since I’ve never witnessed a resurrection, but there’s no grounding me. Instead, I feel like I’m floating higher and higher, like when I started coming into my powers of levitation as a young girl, or when I would glide alongside Atlas through the streets of New York, or when I unlocked my phoenix powers and could fully fly as high as the city’s tallest skyscraper.

Hope is soaring within because resurrection is reality.

Back in her cell, Luna revealed that she once brought someone back to life—June, the specter with ghost blood who did all the dirty work for these assassinations.

Those words were shocking to hear, but it makes so much sense. We’d never seen specters with ghost blood before June, and there’s always been something so mystifying about her. Only once has she shown fear for her existence, and that’s when we both realized that she’s not impervious to the effects of the oblivion dagger hanging from my belt, a bone blade that can kill ghosts, but beyond that, it’s been as if she’s living a half-life. And she has—she still is—thanks to a botched resurrection.

If this is how Atlas comes back to life, then he’s better off dead.

Luna needs to make this right.

I’m watching Luna in the home of some phoenix activist; I never got the woman’s name. After brawling with Tala at the Light Sky Tower, where we first met—the both of us there to investigate the whereabouts of the Blood Casters—she stabbed me with a No-Fly Tranquilizer best known for sedating phoenixes. I could’ve been killed, but miraculously, I was only knocked out cold for thirty-some hours. I had awoken here in this living space, and it was that very night when Tala and I formed our partnership to avenge our loved ones.

And now maybe we can bring some of them back.

Luna is staring at the black-and-white photos on the wall of phoenix wildlife. Her hands are clasped behind her back as if she’s in handcuffs, but I see no reason to bind her. She might be seen as the most powerful queenpin in this city, but she’s actually powerless, especially since Brighton stole the Reaper’s Blood from her like a true hero, preventing Luna from becoming unstoppable with the powers of a specter, hydra, and ghost. Still, I wish I could read her mind, or that my psychic power to sense danger could spell out whatever scheme Luna is plotting. But that’s not how my power operates. It’s for more immediate danger, like a dagger being swung or fire being thrown my way. It can’t reveal someone’s master plan.

All I can do is keep my eyes on the enemy.

Luna looks over her shoulder, blood smeared around her lips, which curve into a smile. “What an honor to be welcomed into this home,” she says.

“You know the owner?” I ask.

“Of course. Bella Quinones hates me.” Luna returns her gaze to the pictures, tapping her nails against a black-and-white photo of Bella Quinones smiling at some phoenix perched on her shoulder. “She doesn’t approve of my work with blood alchemy. I can’t claim to be her fan either given all her so-called activism to protect phoenixes prevents necessary work from being fulfilled.”

“A lot of death in your line of work.”

“Don’t speak ill of my line of work when it’s what you’re seeking to undo death.”

I want to jump into flight and tackle Luna, smashing her face against each and every framed photo, screaming at her so she understands that deaths wouldn’t have to be undone if she didn’t cause them in the first place. But I remain grounded, biding my time to get what I need, almost as if I inherited a calculating gene from this sadistic grandmother of mine.

What happens to Luna after Atlas is brought back to life is to be decided. I’m leaning toward execution, personally. It’s the only way to assure these secrets of resurrection die with her, so the only living souls who know how to bring someone back to life are me and Tala, and us alone.

“The Halo Knight is taking forever,” Luna says as she returns to the living space, sitting on an armchair, smelling the rosemary on the side table.

“She’s tending to Roxana, who was wounded during a phoenix fight,” I say. That brawl between the light howler and a cerulean tasked with guarding the Bounds was intense, and if I hadn’t flown onto Roxana and commanded her to strike the other phoenix with lightning, she may have been the one who was destroyed into nothing but feathers and ashes.

“I haven’t been successful converting any specters with the blood of a light howler, I admit. Perhaps we can put Roxana out of her misery and offer her powers to a deserving soul.”

“Or I can kill you instead,” Tala’s voice declares from behind as she rounds the corner, stopping in front of the wall of pictures. She can’t fly across the room, or cast lightning like her phoenix companion, but Tala is deadly. Fighting against her the night we met really had me questioning if she really was just a human or actually an undercover celestial.

Luna waves her off. “Hollow threats are boring, dear.”

Tala goes straight for Luna, and I step in her path, gripping her shoulders.

“We need her,” I say.

“You need her,” Tala says.

“If she can bring back Atlas, she can bring back your parents too.”

It’s only recent deaths that can be undone as far as Luna is concerned, and she’s hoping a trip to the past will provide solutions to not only bringing back people who have been gone far longer, such as her sister, but also returning them to this world as they were, and not stripped of humanity like June.

“She cannot bring my parents back,” Tala says.

Luna scoffs. “You Halo Knights carry such faith in the unproven whereas I have produced living, breathing evidence of resurrection in the form of June. That’s more than can be said for your beliefs on your fallen being reincarnated as phoenixes.”

Tala shrugs me off. Her watering amber eyes glare at Luna, and tears slide down her sun-kissed cheeks. “You require the ashes of the deceased, don’t you?”

“I certainly can’t make someone snap back into existence on imagination alone.”

“Then you can’t bring my parents back,” Tala spits. “They were set ablaze by their phoenixes, and we didn’t collect their ashes. We never do.”

“Ah, your remembrance ceremonies,” Luna says. “Ashes scattered to the winds. A true pity. I’m afraid you’re correct, then. I cannot bring your parents back to life.”

This is unreal. It’s a huge blow, like hearing that Atlas can’t actually be resurrected. Except Tala has known all along that she wouldn’t be able to cash in on Luna’s offer. I’ve been so focused on bringing Atlas back that I hadn’t reflected on Tala’s story about watching her parents’ corpses burning under the night sky. Maybe she was holding on to hope of some sort, but now that Luna has confirmed that there’s nothing she can do, the fury is building in Tala again—her gaze narrowing, nostrils flaring, fists clenching.

I keep an arm outstretched to hold Tala at bay while I turn to Luna. “Find a way to alter the ritual. Maybe there are still bones back at the Sanctuary we can scavenge for.”

“I am dying,” Luna whispers, then rolls her eyes. “The greater part of my life has already been spent seeking to defy every dimension of death as we know it. Years and years of work, and you think I’m going to simply make some tweaks for effective resurrections, as if I’m swapping out star-root for its cousin ingredient in some everyday elixir? Be wiser than this, granddaughter.” She then tightens her fist and stares at Tala with her tired green eyes. “As for you, dear, hold on to hope that your parents will swoop out of the sky as a pair of reincarnated phoenixes, coming to check up on you during your lonely nights.”

Tala’s faith being mocked is the last straw. She shoves me aside, and I grab Tala’s wrist to hold her back, only for her to twist my arm behind me, snatch the oblivion dagger from my belt, and kick me so hard that I slam into an art print on the wall. Everything happens so quickly that I don’t even get a chance to decide if I want to fight back or not. This is what it’s like to go one-on-one with Tala, a match Luna is about to lose as swiftly. By the time I turn around, Tala has already reached Luna and is about to slide the bone dagger across her throat, just as I was ready to do back at the Bounds, except Luna’s death will kill all my hopes of resurrection.

“Please don’t!” I scream.

“This was our plan,” Tala says.

“Before everything changed,” Luna whispers with a strain. “Her love only lives if I do.”

“It’s not fair, I know,” I say. “I wish we could bring back your parents, just as you have always known them, and maybe one day we can, but right now, I need Atlas.”

“You’ve been living without him, and you still will,” Tala says, pressing the dagger deeper against Luna’s throat, ready to send her to oblivion, just as the weapon is named for.

“I’ve faced enough grief already,” I say. “I’ll do anything to get someone back.”

“You’ll let this murderer live? Even though we promised to end her forevermore?”

I’m aware that what I say next can destroy this alliance, but she deserves my honesty—even an honesty that she will not respect. I’m not a Halo Knight; I don’t share in the beliefs that my loved ones will resurrect as phoenixes as some natural progression in the cycle of life. My parents and my boyfriend are dead, but Atlas doesn’t have to stay that way. “It breaks my heart to ask you to let her live. But my heart can heal if you do.” I’m so close to getting onto my knees and begging for the life of my greatest enemy. “Please, Tala…”

Tala’s hand is shaky, so close to killing the queen of the Blood Casters, to getting her revenge, but instead she shoves Luna back into her chair and hurls the oblivion dagger into the wall behind me. She steps to my face with teary eyes. “I thought we were in this together,” she whispers. “I was wrong about you.” She bumps her shoulder into mine and heads back down the hall, stomping upstairs to the rooftop.

Maybe Tala will fly away, never to be seen again.

That hurts my heart too.

Luna clears her throat. “That outburst was not my fault. It’s not as if I personally swept away the ashes of her parents.”

“No, you only sentenced them to their deaths.”

She nods. “That’s a fair counter.”

I rip the oblivion dagger out of the wall and hold it close as I sit across from Luna. “Tell me everything about how you resurrected June,” I say, swinging the dagger like a metronome, fantasizing about how I’ll end June’s second life.

Luna looks out the window, the sun rising, as if it’s another ordinary day, and not a dawn where undoing death is on the schedule. “It was inspired by a family secret. A secret that now belongs to you as much as it does me, granddaughter. Your grandfather Santiago Córdova was a quintuplet, one of five brothers who all possessed deathlike abilities. There was much debate between the brothers on whether these powers were gifts or curses. The youngest, Davian, had a deathly touch, so much so that he killed the mother upon entering the world, as well as many childhood friends and even a future lover before accepting his life would be spent alone, without ever knowing the warmth of a hug or a kiss that didn’t result in one’s lifeless eyes frozen open. Alvaro could smell your bones and blood and tell you how long you would live, and those around him did not live long unfortunately, especially since Mattias’s piercing howls combusted brains whenever he found himself having a disturbing episode.”

After losing Mama, Papa, and Atlas within nine months, I’d begun feeling like I was personally touched by Death.

This story about my lineage is proving that true.

“What about Santiago?” I ask. “What was his power?”

“He had visions of imminent deaths,” Luna says. “Just like your mother.”

Just like I should’ve.

I’m stunned, silent.

I don’t know if my celestial power that I inherited from Sera got watered down because of the specter powers I received from Bautista, or because my ability to detect danger never got nurtured in the first place, but everything could have been different if I’d had the power to foresee Atlas’s death. Maybe there isn’t anything I could have done to prevent it, but I could have said goodbye, let him know how much I love him… Instead, it all happened so quickly.

June used her ghostly powers to possess me.

I lost all control of my body.

I couldn’t stop her as she aimed the wand at Atlas and shot him in the heart.

I couldn’t catch him when he fell out of the air.

I couldn’t say goodbye.

“You look haunted,” Luna says.

“I had a dream before the Blackout,” I say. “The stars were shining above as I said goodbye to my parents.”

“Prophetic,” Luna says.

There is no smirk on her face even though she’s the one who successfully orchestrated that terrorist attack, using June to possess Mama as she blew up the Nightlocke Conservatory, a disaster that Senator Iron pinned on the Spell Walkers and used to elevate his campaign for presidency.

“It would’ve been helpful to know I could foresee death,” I say.

“Don’t blame that on me, dear. I didn’t even know you were family.”

“Just as Sera wanted. She didn’t want you using me for my powers as you used her.”

“Well, my daughter’s dream came true, but that only birthed your nightmare, a life of loss.”

I could never pretend my life has been handled well with all the family secrets and secret families. Still, I won’t let Luna turn me against Sera, the mother I never knew was mine, but who, thanks to retrocycling, I got to know through experiencing all of her feelings as she lived them, such as the dread and terror as she witnessed the vision foretelling her and Bautista’s deaths, as well as the heartbreak of not being around to watch me grow up. But it wasn’t all grim. I got to feel her absolute love as she cradled me, her little sunflower, and hear her sing a lullaby about a girl with a garden crown.

What I’m holding in my heart are the last words Sera said to me.

“Be strong and be loved, Maribelle Córdova de León. Your father and I have constellations of love for you,” my mother had said, right before kissing me on the forehead, and watching me fly away in Mama’s arms, my history rewritten from that moment on so the world only knew me as Maribelle Lucero.

I only wish I had the power to protect my loves as Sera did.

“How did Santiago’s visions help you bring June back to life?” I ask.

“They didn’t,” Luna says.

“Back at the Bounds, you said that Santiago—”

“I said that Santiago taught me how to bring ghosts back to life. But his visions did not serve him apart from showcasing deaths, including his own at my hand and—”

“I can’t say I’m shocked that you killed your husband after watching you drag a dagger across your daughter’s throat.”

There is no smirk on Luna’s face, no pride, but no grief either. “I did what had to be done.”

I’ll hold myself to that same vow when it’s time to kill Luna.

“So how did Santiago know how to bring ghosts back?”

“As I was saying before you interrupted me to paint me as nothing but a storybook villain, Santiago’s visions did not aid us in deciphering resurrection, but in pointing us in the right direction to discovering it. This is not Santiago’s story, Maribelle. You have had your eye on the wrong brother. It was the eldest, Fabian, whom I wish I’d gotten close to, the Córdova I wish I married. But he sadly took his life before we could meet.”

Given how tragic all the brothers’ stories are, I’m scared to ask why but I do. “Was it because of his power? Could he bring back the dead?”

“Ah, you’ve missed the pattern. That’s fine. Most do.”

“What pattern?”

“Think of each Córdova brother as if they carried one of Death’s senses.”

Five brothers, five senses.

The youngest had a deathly touch.

The other could smell impending death.

Another’s voice caused sweeping deaths.

And my grandfather could foresee death.

That must mean the eldest could hear the dead.

“Ghosts spoke to Fabian?” I ask.

“Indeed, but unlike every other living soul on the planet who can only hear a ghost’s howls, Fabian understood what the dead were saying.”

“What did they want? Messages passed on to loved ones? Closure?”

“The ghosts wanted their lives back,” Luna says, and a chill runs up my spine. “The dead spent their afterlives telling Fabian how to bring them back to life, and Fabian, the one living person who could hear them, chose not to listen. Naturally, the restless ghosts never allowed him peace, so Fabian ran that very oblivion dagger into his heart to extinguish his soul and distance himself from the dead forever.”

I stare at the oblivion dagger, wishing Fabian would have used it to kill each and every ghost that wouldn’t let him live his life. He had the one weapon that could silence the dead, and instead he turned it on himself.

There has to be more to the story.

But one thing is for certain: “The Córdova powers were a curse.”

“The Córdova curse is our gift,” Luna says, coughing so violently that she spits blood into her palm and wipes it on the sleeve of her crimson robe. “A gift that will be restored from time thanks to your retrocycling talents. Between my mother’s studies, my own research, and theories born out of fear and curiosity by the Halo Knights, I’ll admit I’m still not a scholar on retrocycling since I’ve never known a specter who’s successfully done it, and I’m unable to ask the phoenixes myself how it works. Tell me everything. How do you do it? How far back have you gone? How many times?”

This is where I have to watch my back around Luna. I hate to admit it, but she’s a brilliant alchemist whose discoveries and formulas are on another level. I have to be careful with how much I say at the risk of her using it against me, but I also can’t withhold too much since she has to know what I’m capable of if I’m going to resurrect Atlas. These are tricky grounds I’m walking on, but this is the territory that comes with siding with the enemy.

I tell Luna about my limited experiences retrocycling.

How a phoenix has two bloodlines, one familial, the other personal. That means I can travel back through the lives of my ancestors, and if I had past lives like Emil does, I could go to those too. How we set ourselves on fire just as hibernating phoenixes do when they’re retrocycling. Then it was following our instincts from there, just as Tala had told us to honor during our first attempt into the past, and I found myself hearing Sera’s voice even though I had sworn I had never heard it before, not knowing how she would speak and sing to me when I was two months old. The more I embraced Sera as my mother in our next session, the more she filled out as a human, as a family matriarch whose life I could travel through.

“And then I retrocycled to the day Sera died—the day you killed her,” I say, glaring at Luna, who has been listening with full attention, her green eyes practically glowing in wonder. “That was the first and last time I retrocycled.”

“It won’t be the only time, my dear granddaughter. When you were in the past, were you bound to Sera and seeing everything through her eyes? Were you inside her skin?”

“No, I could roam on my own. But there seems to be a limited radius for how far retrocyclers can be away from the person they’re traveling to,” I say, remembering how when Sera was fleeing down the hallway to rush baby Maribelle to Mama and Papa, I couldn’t help but follow like a second shadow.

The gears are turning in Luna’s brain; I can see it in her eyes. It feels dangerous and hopeful all at once. “This is marvelous news. So if I wanted to send you back to a certain moment in time—”

“Let’s be clear, Luna,” I interrupt. “You’re not sending me anywhere. I’m in control.”

She waves me off. “Of course, of course. But are you in control of where and when and who you go to?”

This is complicated. When Emil and I wanted to retrocycle to Bautista and Sera, we started at the end of their lives. It was the closest path in the timeline to reach them. “Retrocycling isn’t some exact science we understand. It’s just very… instinctive. The more I knew about Sera, the stronger the connection was in helping me travel to her… It’s sort of like listening out for an echo of a moment I never lived.”

Luna shakily stands, and I rise as well with the oblivion dagger in one hand and a fire-arrow I’ve quickly summoned in the other. She’s unbothered by both as she walks to the window, staring out into the city. She’s not a threat, so I clasp my fist and the fire-arrow disperses.

“Minutes before Fabian took his life, Santiago had a vision of his brother’s death. Fabian had been confining himself to a once-dragon-infested island off the coast of Colombia. He was performing experiment after experiment to kill his powers so he could live in peace from the dead. But nothing worked. It seemed he was beginning to give in to the demands from the ghosts of his family, among many others, preparing the resurrection ritual as if the only way he could ward away the dead was to bring them back to life. Then, in this vision, Santiago saw Fabian hovering over a book of scrolls that told of how to undo a death to renew a life. But instead of performing the ritual, Fabian snapped, setting the house on fire and driving the dagger into his heart. The evidence was burned, but Santiago’s psychic periphery collected enough knowledge about the ritual. He hoped I would be able to use my talents to bring all his brothers back to life and maybe even create an elixir that would strip them of their powers.”

“Did you try bringing them back?”

“Yes. The resurrection called for ashes and Fabian left behind many in that house.”

“Why didn’t it work?”

“Creations are born from trial and error, and it’s rarely the first that sees the light of day.”

“How many errors before you learned from your mistakes?”

“Many.” Luna returns her gaze to me. “The mistakes will become history after you go back in time and collect all the information from the burned scrolls.”

If I’m going to bring my boyfriend back to life, I have to retrocycle to the day my great-uncle killed himself in a burning home.

Luna has no idea what she’s asking of me.

“When I… when I retrocycle, I feel everything that person is going through. When Bautista was killed, I lived through his death, and I felt Sera’s heartbreak all at once. Then I felt everything as you killed her.”

The grief, the defeat.

The dagger across Sera’s throat.

Fabian’s seems worse.

Tormented by ghosts.

The panic, the defeat.

The fire raging on.

The dagger through Fabian’s heart.

“I don’t want to kill myself like Fabian did,” I say.

I’m a survivor, and no matter how defeated I have felt this past year, I don’t want to take my own life.

“Then get in and get out.”

“I don’t know if I can control that. I’ve only ever been evicted, right after Sera’s timeline ended.”

Luna returns to her seat, pondering. “Unless you plan on walking through Fabian’s entire life to stumble onto a moment in which he spoke about the resurrection ritual, I’m afraid you have no choice but to visit the day of his death.”

I’m still standing, as if I’m frozen in fear. If there was ever a time for Luna to snatch my oblivion dagger and stab me, it’s now. But she’s preying on my desperation to bring Atlas back, that I would do anything. Even if that means burning alive and ending it all with a dagger to my heart.

She needs me, and I need her.

I grip the oblivion dagger, accepting my fate.

No matter how much death I have to face, I will bring my boyfriend back to life.






FOUR CRISIS NESS


No one will ever know the real me.

How could they when I don’t even know who the hell I am.

I’m trying to center myself, but I feel like my soul is having an identity crisis, urging my power to shift into absolutely anyone else since being Ness Arroyo is a nightmare. I could turn into the fourteen-year-old celestial whose teeth I knocked out when I was a teenager supporting the wrong cause. Or one of the guards who had their necks telekinetically snapped after they failed to defend the Senator’s manor last night, the latest crime that’s been pinned on the Spell Walkers. I could even shift into that obnoxious Halo Knight. It doesn’t have anything to do with the way Emil looks at him or the time they spent together when I was held hostage. There’s just comfort in being someone who everyone trusts instead of reckoning with my history of double crosses for my own survival. But I don’t want to hide behind another mask—I will face myself, flaws and all.

Except I could do all that work and it won’t matter, anyway.

No one in this world will ever accept me as a hero after everything I’ve done.

It’s hard enough getting anyone to trust me inside this sanctuary to let me help with the evacuation. Probably something to do with Wyatt being the one who is delegating duties. He either suspects I won’t listen to him or he doesn’t trust the criminal he helped break out of the Bounds in the middle of the night. I have no idea if he’s actually in charge, but everyone seems to be listening to him like he’s a leader: the Halo Knights are collecting young phoenixes, placing them inside cushioned baskets for transport as if they’re the most majestic beings on the planet; Prudencia is up on the bridge, telekinetically lowering supplies down to the courtyard; Ruth and her clones have created an assembly line across the yard, passing down boxes of medicine, nesting hay, and clothes to the Halo Knights at the front entrance who will know what to do with them next; Iris is carrying crates of food that are stacked three times as high as her, which looks unrealistic if you’re unaware of her powerhouse strength; Wesley is holding his daughter by the pond, pointing at a swimming phoenix as he’s on the phone trying to find a new hideout for us; and Emil has returned to the potions lab to pack up Bautista’s journal and the prepared Starstifler vials and the remaining ingredients to brew more. I knew better than to accompany him when he’s been wanting space from everyone. Even me.

The only other people who aren’t busy are Carolina and Eva. They’re on a bench, their backdrop a trellis. Carolina is staring at the sky as Eva holds her hand, almost like she’s trying to bring her back to earth. No words are being uttered, but it tells a story. I bet any film director would kill to get this on camera since it’s so beautiful and tragic all at once. I’m tempted to keep my distance knowing how much harm I’ve caused them by being forced to impersonate them, and how I triggered Brighton’s rage by posing as Emil, but if I’m serious about facing myself and every regretful thing I’ve done, it begins here.

Step by step, I walk toward Carolina and Eva, admittedly scared to reach them in the same way I would get nervous when I was infiltrating enemy bases on Luna’s behalf. But Carolina is a loving woman with no powers of her own and Eva is a healer who has willingly put herself through hell to heal me. I stop a few feet away in case they need space, but Carolina doesn’t turn my way. She continues staring up at the sky where a bunch of phoenixes are circling above.

“Pretty beautiful, right?” I ask, an icebreaker.

“She’s not really looking,” Eva says.

I crouch before Carolina. There’s so much pain in her reddened eyes. “Carolina?”

Nothing.

Back when we were all prisoners in my childhood home, locked away together in the panic room, Carolina still found it in her heart to be a caretaker. Even after she’d been struck by the Senator’s bodyguard and disrespected by everyone on his team. Now here she is, underneath a clear sky and breathing in fresh air and surrounded by some of the strongest heroes in the country, who would go to war for her, and she looks like she’s behind prison bars. Her crime: creating Brighton Rey.

“I’m sorry for pissing off Brighton,” I tell Carolina. I hold her hand. “I wanted to protect Emil and everyone, but I should have just minded my own business. It’s not like I don’t have tons of messes to begin cleaning up without creating another for your family. But this wasn’t your fault. You raised two sons, and Emil is the kindest soul I know. Don’t forget that.”

My speech doesn’t turn the light on in Carolina’s eyes.

“She’s in shock,” Eva says.

“Her life has changed so much for the worse in weeks. And now again overnight.”

“I wish I could heal souls,” Eva says. “Take her pain away.”

From what I remember, Eva used to serve as a therapist for celestials in the shut-down elementary school the Spell Walkers once used as a haven; Emil and Carolina even had a session with her. But therapy only works if the client will communicate.

“I guess we do the next best thing.”

“Which is?” Eva asks.

I want to say that we have to cut the head off the snakes before they can strike again. But any talk about murdering our enemies—which now includes Brighton—isn’t going to help Carolina. I find the PG version: “There won’t be any pain to take away if we stop those causing it.”

“As much pain, anyway. There’s always going to be some.”

Eva is talking about heartbreak. I take it she can’t heal that either.

“I’m going to stop the Senator,” I promise. “It’s not going to be easy outsmarting him now that he has so much support and power of his own, but I will do whatever it takes to prevent him from winning the White House and ruining your lives any more than he has. More than I have too.”

She shakes her head. “You didn’t ruin my life, Ness.”

“The Senator forced me to go public as you both and say things—”

“He threatened our lives if you didn’t, and you saved us when you could.” Eva gives me this sympathetic look that makes me believe she wants to heal my soul too. “Besides, everything you said as us doesn’t hold any real consequence. Not to the people who matter. Iris knows I love her. And Emil and Brighton know Carolina loves them too.”

Carolina stops looking at the sky and turns to us. “Does he? Does Brighton know?”

I hold her hand and stare into her eyes. “Take it from someone whose father has organized multiple assassination attempts on his life. Your sons know you hold nothing but love in your heart.”

“I should try calling him again. Make him see reason,” Carolina says.

“That’s a good idea,” I say, even though I don’t believe that will be enough. But who am I to stomp out her hope.

A flash of wind blows back my hair, and Wesley appears with his fussy daughter, dirt almost getting in my eye as he skids to a halt. “I found a new hideout. Technically, my buddy Xyla found it, and while she wasn’t in love with asking her ex-girlfriend for a favor, she is always happy to do one for me.”

“Where’s it located?” Eva asks.

“Mele’s Melee in Greenpoint. It’s a celestial gym.”

“That the best we can do?” I ask.

“Open to other ideas if you got them,” Wesley says, bouncing Esther.

I—well, the Senator, really, has a house upstate in Albany. The nearest neighbor is a few minutes’ drive away, and there are four bedrooms and six bathrooms and a barn house that my mother adored and hoped to one day welcome many animals into for a simpler life away from all the politics. But the Senator insisted on keeping us in the city, where the action is, claiming his supporters wouldn’t view him as an asset if he wasn’t living among them. I think that was bullshit because he wanted to stay in the city himself and not upstate in the quiet, where his thoughts might grow loud enough to tell him what a monster he is. Still, I don’t know if he has eyes on the house, especially after the manor invasion. Maybe we could go somewhere that—

Wesley imitates a buzzer sound. “Too slow. To Brooklyn we go, where the owner will welcome us with a tale of young love getting old fast and some equipment if you want to get a nice pump in before our many big fights.”

“Looking forward to trading in this fresh air for a sweaty sock smell.”

“Feel free to hop on a phoenix and ride back to your prison cell, my many-faced friend.”

“Touché.”

“Anyway, I got to keep passing on the word, so see you late—”

Wesley dashes away, his last word clipped.

Carolina sighs. “I want to know where Brighton is staying. You don’t think he’s out on the streets, do you?”

I shake my head. “If he’s back in the city, he probably just went home.”

Carolina shudders and breaks into tears. “We have no home,” she cries.

Eva wraps her arms around Carolina’s shoulders. “Brighton and Prudencia brawled some specter at the apartment. The entire building was destroyed.”

“Shit, I had no idea. I’m sorry. I—” I stop talking because first I couldn’t say anything to comfort Carolina and now I’ve just caused her more harm and who knows what I might say next to really triple down on her pain.

Maybe it’s a good thing when Emil comes out of the Sanctuary with a drawstring bag over his shoulder that’s adorned with colorful feathers. I step away to give Carolina a chance to breathe and to check in on Emil, who slows down when I approach. “I got everything,” he says. “The potions, ingredients, Bautista’s journal. I just—” He sees his crying mother. “What happened?”

“I stepped in it. I didn’t know about your apartment. I’m so sorry.”

Emil’s head is shaking like he still can’t believe that himself, when he forces a nod. “It’s all good.”

“You don’t have to play at being brave, firefly.”

“Telling everyone how much I’ve been freaking out doesn’t seem to fly,” Emil says.

“It does with me. Your vulnerability is what sets you apart.”

“Yeah, well, I got to lead now. I don’t get to be chill about this anymore.”

“What’s chill about going back in time so you can create a potion that will protect the world against specters who are abusing their stolen powers? Or how you busted into the Senator’s house so you could rescue your mother and friend? Don’t even get me started on how there is nothing chill about breaking into the Bounds and fighting guards and prisoners so you can save my life.” I take hold of his hand, and I’m relieved he doesn’t rip it away. “Find whatever fire you need to lead, but don’t lose your light, firefly.”

Emil nods, and this time he means it. “You’re right, I got this.”

I step in closer, our held hands pressed against each other’s chests. “Don’t forget that you may be leading, but you’re not alone.”

“You’re definitely hanging around? It’s fine if you want to run away. I get it.”

Back when we were all camping out in that shuttered elementary school, I had abandoned Emil and the Spell Walkers. I wanted to get away from the Senator and Luna and the Blood Casters, but when I saw enforcers about to storm the school, I had to go back and help. That led to my capture. I get why Emil is giving me an out so I can run away and change my face and restart my life far away from all of this, but I’m not going to find any peace in that.

My mission is to expose the Senator as the fraud he is.

Once he’s locked up—in the Bounds, where he now belongs as a specter—then I can live.

I stare directly into Emil’s hazel eyes. “This war is made up of many battles, and I got to fight mine. I’m not going anywhere.”

“I got your back too,” Emil says.

We’re living our own infinity cycle where we save each other’s lives, just as I told him.

“I’m going to need it. Public enemy number one.”

“Times two,” he says, raising his hand.

“We’re both being hunted for crimes we didn’t commit.”

“And the world will never believe us.”

“Honestly, knowing you believe me means the world. We’re not going to be able to change everyone’s minds. Some people will never trust me since I’m the son of a politician who hates all gleamcrafters and I’ve been a Blood Caster and I’ve done terrible things with my powers. But I know the truth and I’m going to start there on this path of self-discovery.” I pull Emil in closer, our gaze magnetized. “Not only will I find myself, but I’ll make sure you don’t lose yourself.”

I’m settling into my skin, like Emil is my anchor.

He makes me want to be my best self—the kind of person I would fight for.

My lips want his.

I lean in, and Emil does the same.

I close my eyes and—

“Sweet Emil, did you accomplish your task?” Wyatt asks.

I turn to the Halo Knight, and he’s not the least bit sheepish about breaking up our kiss.

Emil raises the feathered drawstring bag, vials clinking inside. “Got everything.”

“Fantastic. We should be ready for takeoff in another twenty minutes. Half past seven.”

“Okay. Is someone packing up cauldrons?” Emil asks. “Got to make more Starstiflers.”

“Best I go check with Ruth,” Wyatt says.

“Best you do,” I say.

Wyatt’s smug expression lives on; he’s lucky Prudencia broke up our fight. He turns on his heel and jogs over to Ruth.

“We got enough fights going on,” Emil says, turning my chin so I face him. “I can’t start freaking out about you guys when we’re all on the same side.”

“Is this an order, King Emil?”

Emil smiles, which feels like a well-earned victory.

Right up until an explosion of spellwork blows apart the Sanctuary’s entrance.






FIVE CYCLE OF CHAOS EMIL


The Sanctuary is about to become a war zone.

The screams and screeches send shivers down my spine, and I want to sit in a corner and cry, but I got to get it together. I bet Brighton is back already, this time with an army to finish our fight. It’s a special kind of low to attack Halo Knights and phoenixes who are not only innocent in all this, but who hosted us even though we have phoenix blood coursing through us. Now Brighton is bringing danger to their home.

This is my fight to lead.

“Stay back,” I tell Ness, even though there’s this ache in my chest to kiss him.

“No. Where you go, I go. We just talked about this—”

My gold and gray wings of fire burst into life, and I head up into the sky, where Ness can’t follow.

“Catch!” I shout, dropping the feathered bag into Ness’s possession.

I fly across the courtyard, right as dark smoke begins rising into the air, clouding the Sanctuary’s entrance. I can’t tell what’s on fire yet, but I’m betting it’s the supplies everyone’s been collecting for the relocation. This is all my fault; I never should have brought my business to this peaceful castle where reborn phoenixes are tended to as they adjust to their new lives. Instead they’re going to be facing death—violent deaths way ahead of their time. Halo Knights bust through the smoke and retreat back into the courtyard, carrying young phoenixes against their chests like parents fleeing from a disaster with their children.

How deranged are Brighton’s followers to willingly follow him into committing senseless violence?

More people come out of the smoke, but they’re not Halo Knights. It’s a dozen enforcers, dressed in their bronze helmets and sea-green power-proof vests and armed with the wands they’ve never been shy about using. It may not be Brighton leading the charge, but he definitely cast this storm over the Sanctuary. An enforcer fires a spell, striking a Halo Knight in the back. As he’s falling, a young phoenix tries flying out of his arms, only to be failed by their small wings. An enforcer lifts his boot to stomp out the phoenix, when he’s suddenly flung across the courtyard, like a puppet pulled by invisible strings. I already know the hero of that story is Prudencia before I even find her below, her hand raised as she prevents a different enforcer from striking down another Halo Knight.

Now that I know who we’re up against, I got to get people out of here.

I glide down to Ma and Eva as they’re retreating into the castle, calling Prudencia over. She comes running, looking over her shoulder and deflecting a well-aimed spell that’s been cast her way, telekinetically bouncing it into a wall and blowing a hole through the brick; a spell with that force could have killed my best friend. The enforcers aren’t here to stun and capture us—they’re going for blood.

“What do we do?” Ma asks, clutching her chest.

“Take a deep breath,” I say, guiding her into the hallway and leaning her against the wall. “You’re going to get out of here safely.”

“As are you,” she says with wide eyes.

“I have too much power to fly away now, but I won’t be far behind.”

Endless spellwork explodes outside, and Prudencia peeks at all the action. “I’m guessing our ride out of here has been destroyed. How are we going to escape?”

“Um…” I take a deep breath. I can send them running into the woods, but Ma’s heart wouldn’t last long out there. “Okay, change of plan. We’re not escaping. Pru, we’re going to fight and hold them back as Ma and Eva hide.”

“We’ll be defenseless if they find us,” Eva says.

“No, you won’t. I’ll send Iris your way. Head upstairs into the library and hide behind the farthest bookcase. Don’t make any noise.”

“My Emilio—”

“I love you, Ma.” I kiss her forehead and charge back into the battlefield before she can waste her breath trying to get me to stay. I don’t turn back because Ma wouldn’t even need words to send me back to her side. One look would do the trick.

Prudencia catches up to me but splits away when she sees a bleeding Halo Knight on her knees, protecting a phoenix with her body as if she’s nothing but a shell. The last thing I see before turning away is Prudencia getting the Halo Knight to her feet and urging her to get inside the castle.

I scan the courtyard, trying to find Iris in all the chaos: Wesley hands Esther over to Ruth before he dash-tackles an enforcer into the pond, punching him repeatedly before hopping back to his feet and barreling straight into another enforcer, all in a matter of seconds; Ruth’s clones have spread out, acting as decoys to give her enough time to get her daughter inside the castle safely; Wyatt wrenches open a crate of weapons that has been toppled over, passing out swords and axes and shields to Halo Knights; and I don’t see Ness anywhere, but I hope he’s found his way inside too. Still, no sign of Iris until an enforcer is thrown out of the dark smoke and she steps outside, coughing into her arm. I rush over, asking if she’s okay.

“Their spells can’t hurt me,” Iris says, her eyes watering from the heat.

“But they can hurt everyone else. Get to the library and protect Eva and my mom.”

“What about—” Iris punches a spell with her power-proof fist, and it fires back into the enforcer who cast it, shooting straight through the woman’s arm. “What about all of this?”

“I’ll hold it down, and once it’s safe to leave, we’ll bounce.”

“I’m the strongest—”

“Which is why you’re protecting the defenseless. Please, just go!”

Iris nods and takes off, accepting that her place in this war doesn’t have to be on the front lines.

Six more enforcers clear through the smoke, riding quad bikes that are as metallic gold as the tanks I’ve seen in the streets of New York. But these vehicles aren’t just for getting through rough terrain—they’re killing machines mounted with turrets.

An enforcer drives straight at me, firing rapid spells that I’m only just dodging by soaring into the air, zigzagging until he accepts he won’t hit me. He shifts focus, headed toward Wyatt, whose shield won’t be able to protect him from an onslaught of spells or a speeding automobile. I zoom down as fast as I can and hurl a fire-orb into the front tire, and as the quad bike spins from momentum, the enforcer flips off and slams down on the ground.

“You good?” I ask.

“The start to this day is a bit more propulsive than I’d like,” Wyatt says.

“Don’t worry, we’ll get you back to morning joyrides on Nox and reading books in the sun.”

“And waking up next to cute chosen ones, I hope.”

“I’m not chosen—”

“You may not be an official chosen one, but I do choose you.”

I point at all the destruction happening around us. “We’re not doing this now.”

Wyatt nods, like there’s only a light skirmish or two happening. “A respectable plan. But I will say being a leader is a good look on you. Like that perfect pair of pants that highlights everything worth highlighting. You know what I’m talking about?”

I grab his shoulders. “I’m going to set you on fire if you don’t get your head in the game.”

“You can burn me all day long—”

“Wyatt, for real.”

“I apologize. Humor masks the fear.”

That must be nice; I’ve just got fear on top of more fear. Works out since that triggers my power unlike any other emotion. “It’s all good. I’m freaking out too—”

I shut up when I hear that familiar roar of helicopter blades.

“They want us bad,” Wyatt says.

Two helicopters hover above the Sanctuary.

“What are they waiting for?” I ask.

“For us to try escaping,” Wyatt says.

Ground and air, they’re cornering us. I can’t attack a helicopter without expecting the passengers to die in a crash. I’m not ending their lives. Same goes for the enforcer whose quad bike I flipped over. He’s flat on the ground but still breathing. No matter how many lives Keon and Bautista took in their time, I won’t be like them. Not even in self-defense.

No matter how much someone wants me dead, I won’t turn into a killer.

This choice is probably why I’ll die.

But for now, I strategize another way to get around this. “Can Nox outfly the helicopters?”

“That’s as silly as asking me if I would hit on you in the middle of battle,” Wyatt says, his grin barely lasting a second before concern melts his joy. He’s staring upward and shouts, “No! Turn back!”

I look to the sky to find a Halo Knight riding a full-sized crimson phoenix toward the helicopters. The sun swallower breathes fire, setting one helicopter aflame, and it cycles through the air before it crashes just outside the Sanctuary, its explosion so powerful that it blows apart a wall, and the east tower comes tumbling down. It’s suffocating how something that took ages to build, lives that took years to grow could all be gone in a matter of seconds. But the carnage isn’t ending here. The Halo Knight guides the sun swallower toward the last helicopter, but before the phoenix can attack, the pilot aims their turret and unleashes an assault unlike any other. The phoenix that can withstand the heat of a thousand suns stands no chance against the barrage of spells, crying in agony with each hit before it explodes in nuclear fashion. The fight ends when the burning Halo Knight falls out of the sky, which is raining ashes, his charred corpse crashing into the courtyard, where life was once nurtured.

The nightmare lives on as a cycle of phoenixes take to the sky, a sight I’ve loved so much during my time here at the Sanctuary, but it’s absolutely horrific watching the helicopter’s turret rip into each phoenix.

Some explode in the air.

Others fall out of the sky.

All will be resurrected, but I’ll never forget their deaths.

The shield crashes alongside Wyatt, clattering at his feet. Then he drops onto his knees with tears in his eyes. I have no idea how to console him after something so horrific. But I know I can’t let him live in this grief right now.

“Wyatt, hey, Wy, you got to get it together,” I say, crouching in front of him. He’s staring at me, but he’s not really looking. It’s like he’s reliving the horror we just witnessed on a loop. “I’m sorry, but I need you.” The Wyatt I know wouldn’t waste a single second hitting me with some suggestive response, but this Wyatt still isn’t reacting.

I got to snap Wyatt out of this, and someone else would probably slap him in the face to break this trance, but I try something more loving to revive him. I kiss Wyatt, pressing my lips against his until they push back against mine. I’m about to pull away so an enforcer can’t take us out, but Wyatt holds me close. I wonder if he’s reliving our first kiss, while we were flying on Nox, or if he doesn’t want to let go because he fears this might be our last time. I don’t know what the future holds for us, if we’ll even have one if we don’t stop making out on a battlefield that is raining phoenixes and fire.

“Wyatt,” I breathe.

Life flickers in his eyes, and he finally sees me.

“Hey, look, you can save more lives if you and Nox get that helicopter away from here. Then, once you’ve lost the enforcer, you come find me at Mele’s Melee in Brooklyn. You have to get back to me, Wy.”

“I’ll come back to you,” Wyatt promises.

“Go save the day.”

“You too, sweet Emil.”

Wyatt caresses my chin lovingly before he jumps to his feet, off to find Nox.

I return to the fray, where Wesley, Prudencia, and some Halo Knights have been holding it down. Prudencia braces herself for the enforcer that’s speeding toward her on his quad bike, and she spreads out her arms, her hands clawing at the air as if she’s personally ripping off the tires of the vehicle before telekinetically ejecting the enforcer. On the other side of the courtyard, an enforcer is casting spell after spell into the little pond to harm a sky swimmer until he suddenly finds his wand missing as if it’s vanished into thin air. Wesley waves with the wand before blasting the enforcer in the center of his power-proof vest, knocking him off his feet; he blows the smoke from the tip of the wand like some old-school cowboy.

I keep busy with the enforcers, trading fire for spells, right up until I see Wyatt and Nox soaring through the sky. My heart shoots up into my throat, and I’m desperate for Wyatt to get away safely and not crash against the ground like a comet. Nox darts around the helicopter at dizzying speeds until it slows down, stopping right underneath where the turret can’t spin to fire. Wyatt seems to be staring at the helicopter’s belly, and I’m praying to the skies that he doesn’t exact revenge, no matter how many lives have been lost. I’m just about to fly up there myself, when Nox zooms out from underneath, and the helicopter follows, firing spells and missing every last one.

Once they’re gone, I turn to see where I’m needed, when a spell clips me in the shoulder and I fall to the ground. The faintest phoenix song plays in my head as my healing power kicks into gear, closing the wound and cooling down the white-hot pain. But all I can think about is how if I hadn’t turned right when I had, that spell would’ve shot straight into my heart and killed me. I wouldn’t have come back to life, not as Brighton would have the world believe, at least. I’d resurrect as someone new, as a baby who has to grow up all over again, and I would be nothing but a past life.

The enforcer aims his wand again, but he must be out of ammo. Spells or no spells, this doesn’t stop the enforcer from charging straight at me, unlatching the gauntlets from his belt so he can cuff me and render me as powerless as him. It would only be temporary, not like the Starstifler that binds the powers forever, but the enforcer would have more than enough time to finish me off with his fists. I could stop him now if I wanted to. I’m plotting to hook him with a flaming punch, but when another enforcer flanks him to join the fight, I got to think bigger. I charge up a fire-orb, bigger than usual, even though it sucks more energy out of me. Right before I can throw the fire-orb on the ground between them, counting on the explosion’s seismic wave to blow them away, the second enforcer rocks the first’s jaw with a killer punch. Why did he betray him?

The traitor enforcer stands over the other enforcer’s body. “Surprise,” he says as a gray light consumes him, transforming him back into Ness, who wasn’t hiding in the castle after all.

“It’s you,” the enforcer says.

“It’s me.” Ness pins down the enforcer with his foot. “Did the Senator send you here?”

No answer.

“I’ll take that as a yes.” Ness kicks the enforcer in the face, knocking him out cold. “I’m going to kill him.”

“He’s laid out,” I say.

“No, I’m going to kill the Senator.” Ness stares out at the chaos. “Look at what he’s done.”

The sky is going dark with smoke as the courtyard’s fire rages on. The grounds have become a colorful graveyard for bloodied phoenixes. I have no idea how many Halo Knights have been killed, but I can easily count ten. There are probably more buried under the rubble or out by the entrance, where the attack began. But there don’t seem to be any more enforcers who are up and running, which is a win. Too bad this victory looks like an absolute horror show.

Prudencia and Wesley join us.

“We should’ve stolen that helicopter,” Wesley says.

“Do you know how to operate one?” Prudencia asks.

“Technically no, but it can’t be that different from the ones I’ve flown in arcades.”

“Were you in the air at the arcade?” Ness asks.

“No.”

“Then you weren’t flying,” I say.

“Wow, I’m telling Ruth and all her clones to gang up on you guys to see how you like it.”

I still can’t believe how catastrophic this all got. “Pru, do you think you can settle that fire?”

“I can try dousing it with the river water” Prudencia heads off to do her thing. This is a pretty big ask, but she’s our best shot.

I want to lie down so badly, but I have to keep leading. “Some of those quad bikes might still work. Maybe we can use them to get into the city. Wes, can you go check on everyone and let them know the coast is clear?”

Wesley salutes and dashes away.

I’m left alone with Ness. “Keep an eye out for any phoenix that may be wounded and not dead. If you see one that’s brown with emerald wings, let me know. Those are evergreen blazers and they literally eat fire and can help us out—”

“Slow down,” Ness says.

“I can’t. We don’t know if more enforcers are on the way.”

“The Senator wouldn’t send them in waves.”

“I wouldn’t pretend to know what the hell your father is thinking.”

Ness doesn’t say anything.

I turn and find him staring at the enforcer he knocked unconscious. “Look, I’m sorry. I’m not trying to act like I don’t have unpredictable family either. All this wouldn’t have gone down if Brighton never outed where we were and—”

“Shut up for a second,” Ness says as he crouches above the enforcer.

Did something bad happen? Did he accidentally kill the guy?

“Is he breathing?” I ask, getting down on my knees and feeling for a pulse. I find one immediately and release a deep breath. “What’s up?”

Ness points at a small black device sticking out of the top pocket of the enforcer’s vest. We both lean in and stare into the lens. “Body cams.”

This violation sends goose bumps up and down my arms. “They attacked us and what, they’ve got footage of us fighting back?”

“They’ll twist this against us,” Ness says. “Consider this one of those times where I know what the Senator is thinking. Especially since he now has me on camera saying I’m going to kill him.”

He rips out the body cam and crushes it under his boot.

I could set it on fire, but it wouldn’t matter.

The damage is done.






SIX THE FLOW OF LIFE AND DEATH MARIBELLE


I’m praying to the stars Tala hasn’t taken to the skies and abandoned me.

I lead the way to the rooftop garden, Luna slowly following me up and around the spiral staircase. I can’t risk leaving her alone. What if June appears and rescues her? I have a key to the past now, but I’ve also taught Luna how to unlock those doors herself. I refuse to rule out Luna having another secret relative who can retrocycle to Fabian’s life like I can—like I hope I can. Who knows what hell Luna can unleash with this intel. Where I go, she goes. Unless she’s being watched by someone who also doesn’t want Luna to make this world any worse than she already has.

And there she is.

Tala is standing knee-deep in the hot tub with Roxana, still tending to the phoenix’s wound. She’s wearing nothing but her black bra and compression shorts, her tanned skin basking in the sunlight. Roxana’s head tilts, her lightning-blue eyes on me as we approach. Tala’s gaze follows, and she gives me and Luna dirty looks.

Am I just as bad as Luna in Tala’s eyes?

“Come any closer and Roxana will attack,” Tala warns.

“That threat for both of us?” I ask.

Tala doesn’t answer.

I get Luna to back off, but I’m not taking Tala seriously. I’ll be able to sense any imminent attack from Roxana, not to mention I’m paying close attention to the phoenix to make sure she doesn’t open her mouth to unleash a lightning storm on me.

“Not only do you not honor your word, you also do not listen,” Tala says.

“You’re pissed at me for not killing Luna.”

“We vowed to do so.”

“That was before I could bring Atlas back to life.”

Tala steps out of the hot tub, water dripping from her tight six-pack and down to her toned legs. I’ve never seen this much… Tala before, and the sun must be targeting this rooftop like it’s the only place in the world that needs light because I feel like I’m on fire. She’s gorgeous; I’ve always known this. But seeing her stripped of her gear really helps me see her like… it just helps me see her. Tala doesn’t seem to be paying me any mind like I am her. She glares across the garden and over at Luna, fury in her eyes.

“I would have done all of this alone if I had known you weren’t capable of getting the job done,” Tala says, dragging her pants up her soaked thighs.

“I won’t lie. If our positions had been switched, I’d still want Luna dead too and I would be pissed off at you for trying to stop me. Please understand that I have only ever loved one person the way I loved Atlas, and everything in me that feels empty can be filled once again. If we could bring your parents back, I know you would feel the same way.”

“My parents will come back,” Tala snaps.

“As phoenixes,” I say, trying to respect her beliefs even if I don’t share them at all. “But your parents won’t return as you knew them.”

“And Atlas will come back as you knew him? Will he even remember you? If he does, will he return as some vengeful version of the boy you loved, packing the powers of a ghost to exact his revenge on you?”

I sink onto the stone bench, weighed down by those haunting thoughts. The saddest is Atlas not remembering me, but at least he would be alive. He could get to know me all over again. I just hope that I’m still the same girl he once fell for, and not someone with so much blood on her hands and desperation in her heart that he could never love someone like me. “This is why I have to travel into the past. Luna told me that I have an ancestor who could speak with ghosts, and the ghosts taught him how to bring people back to life. If I can return with that information, then I can resurrect Atlas as I knew him.”

Tala kneels before me, like I’m her queen. “Maribelle, something could go wrong. Beyond anything we could even fathom because you’re tampering with the unholiest of forces. There are natural ways for souls to return to this world, even if it’s not what you’re picturing…” She looks up at the sky, as if her parents have already reincarnated as phoenixes and will be flying down upon her shoulders any moment now. Then her amber eyes zero in on me, and she rests her elbows on my knees, closing this space between us, as if she’s about to let me in on a secret. “Life and death is a cycle, a flow that isn’t to be disrupted. Do I want my parents back as I knew them, as I loved them? As the humans who shaped me? Yes. But I would never trust their killer to be the one who brings them back to life.”
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