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To my niece, Victoria:
It’s amazing how one laugh from a three-month-old can give you clarity and perspective that twenty-seven years could not



LOVER’S QUARREL


Monday

Ashline Wilde lay battered on the side of the Pacific Coast Highway and watched her boyfriend emerge from the fiery car wreck, back from the dead.

She heard the sickening crunch as Colt twisted his broken neck back into place.

She waited as he swatted the flames on his jacket until they died away.

She listened to him tell her that he was a reincarnated god—just like her—who had been impersonating a mortal for the last month and a half of their relationship.

As far as breakups went, this had to be her worst.

She thought back to his lips on her lips. To his hands on her body. To his moments of vulnerability and the three separate occasions when she’d thought she was fighting to save his life.

All lies.

She retched.

Colt’s smile crumbled as he watched her vomit onto the dusty road. “I don’t get it. I thought you’d be glad that I’m like you.”

Ash wiped the spittle from her mouth and tried to pull herself up onto her knees. Explosion of pain in her lower back. She fell back onto her hands. “Get the hell away from me, Colt.”

“Oh, come on!” Colt shouted. “It’s just dandy for you to be a Polynesian volcano goddess, but we’re going to have a nuclear meltdown because I’m a Hopi trickster?” A queue of cars was slowly forming behind him, obstructed by the blazing wreckage. Several people were rushing toward the scene of the accident with cell phones in hand, and Colt lowered his voice as he reached down to help Ash up. “You weren’t exactly forthcoming with me about having powers either.”

Ash swatted his hand away. “Well, the appropriate time to tell me might have been after I evaporated a tsunami to save your life—a life that apparently didn’t need saving!” She managed to get onto one foot, then the other, and slowly extended her spine until she was completely upright. A reservoir of hurt opened up on the side of her rib cage. “How much of this has been a game for you? Were you pretending to be unconscious when the poachers tagged you with that tranquilizer dart? Did you let Eve catch you and chain you to that rock?”

Colt looked out to sea.

It was all the answer that Ashline needed. After everything she’d learned from dating the wrong guys in the past, how could she have gone and let someone so manipulative into her life? “Was it real?” she whispered. Colt opened his mouth, but nothing came out, so Ash staggered up to him and shoved him roughly by the shoulders. “Was any of it real? Tell me, you coward!”

She went to push him again, but Colt grabbed her by the wrists hard and pulled them into his chest—how had she never noticed his strength before, the power simmering behind his eyes?

“It’s real now,” Colt said quietly. “And that’s what matters.”

Ash tried to break his hold, but his grip held true. “It’s real now?” Ash echoed. “But it wasn’t always? Is that some euphemism for ‘I used you’?”

A man with graying hair lingered near them on his way toward the accident. “Is everything okay here?” He meaningfully eyed Ash, whose wrists were still in Colt’s vise grip.

Colt released her and took a threatening step toward the older man. “How about you go help the dead guy in the crumpled SUV instead of interrupting roadside conversations?”

Ash took the opportunity to flee down the sandy highway embankment, heading for the trees. The sound of sirens picked up from the north. Ash could only hope that someone from the accident had survived, but there was nothing she could do for them now. She just needed to get away.

Colt’s footsteps trailed behind her. “I needed your explosive little sister,” he explained hurriedly. “I still need her. I can’t explain to you yet exactly how I know this, but the youngest Wilde is capable of creating explosions so intense that they can rip right through the fabric of space and time. She’s barely six years old now and hasn’t mastered her abilities, but with the proper training not only will she able to create a rift between any two places in the world, but she may be able to open a doorway into the Cloak Netherworld as well. With your sister’s abilities I’d finally have a way to destroy the Cloak, on their home turf, where they least expect it, and they’d never be able to take our memories or our immortality from us again.”

“The Cloak Netherworld? Those creatures have a home?” It was hard to imagine what sort of dark underground lair belonged to the Cloak—the oily-skinned, fiery-blue-eyed monsters that had been stalking Ash for months, manipulating her, sending her cryptic instructions on how to prevent the apocalypse.

The same monsters that had swallowed Eve Wilde alive not two months earlier.

Wherever it was, “Netherworld” was probably a fitting term for it. “Couldn’t you have just used my bat-shit crazy older sister for your dirty work?” Ash asked.

Colt laughed darkly. “I tried to use Eve, but in the end I couldn’t control her, precisely because she was bat-shit crazy. Sure, she shared my hatred for the Cloak, but Eve was a loose cannon. When I found out that she wanted to go all Brady Bunch and run off with you and the little Wilde . . . well, I had to cut her loose and find a new way to track down the little girl.” He paused. “In this case, you.”

“Oh my God.” Ash stopped at the edge of the trees and bent over, preparing to dry-heave again. She had burned her sister and let the Cloak drag her to an oily grave . . . all while Colt had watched from his spot, chained to the rock. She’d done everything that he’d wanted, thinking that she was doing it for her own good, of her own free will.

“So to answer your original question, yes, I intended to use you. Yes, I thought the visions of the third Wilde that you and Eve shared could lead me to the little one.” Colt took a step toward her. “But what I never intended . . .” He paused. “Was to fall in love with you.”

She felt his arm slither across her back. For a moment she relaxed at the familiar touch, took pleasure in the solid, masculine grace of his hand and forearm, let his warmth radiate through her road-shredded tank top.

But then it began to feel different, poisonous, like an acid drip to the small of her back. A familiar heat burgeoned in the furnace of her chest.

A siren whooped back in the direction of the highway, and the trees overhead flickered with the pulsing red and blues of the arriving state troopers. “Come on.” Colt tugged her arm. “We have to clear out of here; I don’t think you want to be around when the police try to figure out whose motorcycle shrapnel is lodged inside that flame-broiled SUV.”

Ash didn’t budge. She had her hands planted on her knees and was watching the thick trail of dark smoke drift down the hillside from the accident. “If you hadn’t orchestrated all of this, Lily never would have killed Rolfe,” she said finally. “He’d still be alive, without a hole in his heart.”

“Lily was a bomb waiting to explode, and it was your crazy sister who lit the fuse.” This time Colt wrapped his arms entirely around her waist and succeeded in pulling her a step, but Ash wasn’t about to let Colt keep touching her. You’ve pushed me around for the last time, she thought. The heat that had been building in her chest started to rise to the surface of her skin, fueled by Colt’s betrayal.

Colt yelped and released her. “Jesus, Ash, you’re burning up.”

“Good to know that you still feel something.” Ash’s hands started to vibrate.

“I’m indestructible, Ash. That doesn’t mean I’m incapable of feeling. I still experience love, and I can still experience pain.”

Ash spread her shaking fingers, a blossom of misery and wrath unfurling its petals. “Good,” she said. A flame ignited in her open palm like a flint catching propane. “I was counting on that.”

Her arm arced around, and her open palm slammed into his cheekbone. The fireball burst on impact, showering the two of them with sparks. The resulting blow sent Colt staggering back into the hillside with a pained roar, where he dropped down onto one knee and covered his cheek. As he removed his hand from his face, Ash saw the blackened, festering welt across his cheekbone. But even as it still seemed to shimmer with heat like pavement on a summer’s day, the wound began to lighten and fade right before her eyes.

“Come near me again, and we’ll find out what else you can regrow.” She pointed at his crotch.

Colt’s expression gradually returned to placid. The gash in his cheek fused back together, and the skin zippered closed over the wound without even the whisper of a scar. “You really want to do this now?”

“Is there ever a right time to break up?” Ash asked. “Good-bye, Colt. And don’t follow me.”

Ash turned on her heel and walked briskly into the copse of trees. She allowed herself just the slightest of last looks over her shoulder as she passed into the forest. Colt was standing, unmoving at the edge of the woods, his chest rising up and down as he watched her go.

As she carved her way through the trees with no particular destination in mind, she reached up and wiped the tears from her eyes. She was leaving behind the only anchor she still had in this world outside of her hometown. What few friends she had left were scattered around the western hemisphere. Ade, the Zulu thunder god, was down in Haiti rebuilding after the earthquake that had devastated his home country. Raja, the Egyptian protectress of the dead, was off somewhere coming to terms with the fact that she was carrying a child who would never meet his father. And as for Jackie and Darren—her nice, normal, mortal friends—well, they were at some commune farm in Alabama for the summer, and it was kind of hard to explain her situation to them while omitting the “I’m a Polynesian volcano goddess” part.

Back in reality, strong arms seized Ash from behind in a bear hug. It wasn’t hard enough to hurt her, but firm enough to say You’re not going anywhere.

With her arms pinned to her side no matter how much she strained, Ash had never felt so violated. The familiar scent of leather and ginger from Colt’s cologne was so strong, she could taste it on her tongue. What had always smelled sexy to her before was now only repulsive.

“I can’t just let you walk away from me like this,” Colt whispered into her ear. “Everything I’m doing—searching for your little sister, destroying the Cloak—it all comes back to you. You might not see yet where you fall in the big picture, but I promise, in time—”

The fire streamed out of her pores easily this time, just above the elbows and wrapping all the way around her biceps. Colt screeched and staggered back. He held up his hands, which had blistered crimson from the insides of his thumbs all the way across his swollen palms.

Ash took advantage of his distraction and spun 180 degrees. Her foot connected hard with his sternum, with more force than she’d expected. The blow picked him up off his feet and carried him into the trunk of a nearby cedar. His arms shot out to either side as his spine collided with the trunk, and he dropped to the ground, landing with his blistered palms facing down in the dirt and pine needles.

Ash touched the leg she’d kicked him with like she was just noticing it for the first time. Tennis hadn’t toned her legs that much; apparently being a volcano goddess came with some side effects in the muscle department. Even though she’d started coming into her powers weeks ago, it felt like there were other supernatural facets of her godhood that were still waiting for her beneath the surface. . . .

Colt wrenched his back roughly, and Ash swore she could hear one of his discs popping back into place. “Even despite your attempts to maim me, I have to point out how much better you’re getting at controlling your abilities. Last month you practically needed oven mitts just to make out with me, and you barely summoned the fire in time to stop that tsunami.”

Ash shrugged. “What can I say? I guess kicking your ass comes more naturally to me than saving it.”

“What is your flawed logic?” Colt snarled, and clapped the debris off his healing hands. “Would you have preferred that I’d been mortal and died in that motorcycle accident?”

“I wish you hadn’t pretended to be some creepy cartoon Prince Charming in the first place, and I definitely wish you hadn’t swept me off my feet while you were really just looking to kidnap my little sister for whatever weird quarter-life crisis you’re experiencing now,” Ash said. “Come to think of it, I wish I’d just never met you at all.” Even as the words twanged between them like a bowstring pulled taut and then released, Ash wondered whether she really meant them.

This time as she walked up the hill away from him, she kept her gaze trained on him over her shoulder the whole time, lest he get the jump on her again. He remained at the base of the cedar, slouched with defeat and melancholy. Gradually the forest thickened, until Ash lost sight of him altogether, his face disappearing behind a curtain of cedar and dusk.

Forty yards later she crested a hill and started down the opposite slope. Here a floor of rock emerged through the soil, cascading down the hillside like a waterfall of stone.

And then she heard the chord.

She stopped to listen.

It was neither entirely human nor instrumental, but a composite of the two, like breath passing over the lip of a bottle, with a deep male voice lingering somewhere beneath it. The virile chord was dissonant yet beautiful. She found herself turning and relaxing, despite the nagging sensation that she should continue down the hill, away, away, as far away as she could go. Somehow that urge to flee was slipping under the tides of warmth and security that washed over her.

Standing at the summit of the hill, backlit by the sun so that its rays trickled around his silhouette, was Colt. His mouth was agape, letting the strange and gripping chord fill the forest.

He closed his mouth finally, but the music continued to echo in Ash’s ear, swimming in circles and keeping her feet rooted to the ground.

“In the myths about Kokopelli,” Colt said without moving from his perch atop the rock, “he wasn’t just a trickster. He was a tempter as well. A seducer. He would sweep into a village and impregnate whomever he desired.”

Ash somehow found the resolve to reach down and grab hold of her leg. Move, she willed it. Move! But her legs might as well have weighed a few metric tons apiece. Besides, it felt so good just to stand here, not to have to run anymore. . . .

“He also had a flute,” Colt continued. “I didn’t have to join a choir to discover that the ‘flute’ was just a figurative reference to my voice.”

Ash managed to get her foot to move a fraction of an inch, but Colt must have noticed, because he opened his mouth again. The chord doubled in her ears, and suddenly she’d forgotten why she’d attempted to flee in the first place.

Colt gazed directly into her eyes. “You should know—and this is very important—that my voice isn’t total mind control. It can’t make you do anything your subconscious doesn’t already desire. It just strips away logic and inhibition. Which means that when I say, ‘Come to me . . .’”

The weight lifted from Ash’s feet, and she marched forward up the rock. One step, two steps, over the fallen branch.

“Deep down you want to come to me. Deep down you don’t want to run away from the man you still carry a torch for.”

The distance between them closed until she had joined him on the summit, half an arm span apart.

“It means that when I say, ‘Put your arms around me . . .’”

Ash edged closer until her breasts just barely touched his chest. Her arms rose up from her sides, delicate and light like the fronds of a fern. They slipped around his charred shirt and onto the muscular small of his back.

“Deep down you want to put your arms around me. And when I tell you, ‘Kiss me . . .’”

Her grip on his back tightened. She raised herself up onto her toes. Her head tilted back and her lips parted in anticipation.

Colt leaned his head down to meet her. His fingers found their way to either side of her cheeks as he cupped her head in his hands.

He kissed her.

As their noses touched, as his rough stubble scratched against her satin skin, and his tongue slipped into her waiting mouth, the echo in her ears faded just enough that she slowly began to see everything around her for what it was.

The way the light peeked out around him like the aura of an eclipse.

The impossibly tranquil expression on his face.

The way it would be easier just to shelve her reservations, forgive the past, and follow this familiar stranger into the north on whatever crazy errand he really had in mind.

But beneath the house of lies that he’d constructed, she saw all the cracks in the foundation.

That he had used her.

That he had just hypnotized her into forgiving him.

That she’d had to scatter a sixteen-year-old’s ashes at sea because of the games Colt had played and the webs he had spun.

A scream erupted in Ash’s throat and poured out into Colt’s mouth. It broke whatever spell she was under, and Colt took a shocked step back.

That was all the time and distance Ash needed.

Ash had spent the last two months feeling like an amateur with her new fiery abilities, but now something snapped inside her, and in her rage she tapped effortlessly into her own raw, seething power. She howled and pointed at the rock beneath Colt.

He barely had time to look, confused, at the quivering ground before the rock under his feet liquefied into molten lava and he plunged all the way down to his thighs.

With his legs steeped in the scalding hot pool, it was Colt’s turn to scream—another dissonant chord like the one he’d used to hypnotize her, but this one reeked of torture and pain and tasted bloody metallic in her ears. His hands fumbled around the lip of the well in an attempt to pull himself out.

Ash drew her hands back. The smoke and lines of heat rising off the lava instantly funneled toward her palms, as though she were the exhaust fan over a stove. The stone cooled rapidly until it hardened around his legs, locking him into place.

When it was all finished, Colt was half-buried in the rock, starting six inches above his knees. His screams had died down to a furious growl, and Ash realized that this was the first time she’d ever seen Colt truly angry.

“You little bitch!” he shrieked. “Do you know how much that hurt?” He twisted violently from side to side and tried to lift himself out of the rock.

“Tell that to the boy who took a mistletoe spear through his heart.” Ash spat on the ground next to him; the ground was still hot enough for her saliva to sizzle on the rock. “You can find Rolfe’s ashes at the bottom of the Pacific and tell him yourself, once someone comes along to jackhammer you out of here.”

Through the look of pain on Colt’s face a lascivious smile suddenly broke through the gloom. And he began to laugh.

Ash crossed her arms. “What’s so funny? Does the rock tickle?”

Colt snorted. “No. I was just thinking that you’re the second Wilde to chain me to a rock in the past month.”

“I assume that because you heal quickly you can also survive a while without food,” Ash said. “But if you get hungry before help arrives, there are a couple of pine cones within your reach.”

Ash started to walk away. She heard the familiar, dissonant chord as Colt opened his mouth and sang. This time it caused her only to stumble a little, although afterward something felt fuzzy in her brain. Her vision blurred and she had to shake her head to clear it. “You can sing all you want, Colt—I’m not going to free you.”

He shook his head. “I was just leaving you with a last little present for those lonely nights ahead of you.”

She could still feel the echo of the chord, no longer just in her ears but planting itself in a lobe of her brain. She tapped her head a few times with the heel of her palm, trying to prevent it from taking root. Miraculously, the ache in her head quickly faded away.

“What, no good-bye kiss?” Colt goaded her. “Well, chew on this before you walk away: Eve is still alive.”

Ash narrowed her eyes at him. “I watched the Cloak devour her.”

“Not devour,” Colt corrected her. “They transported her to their Netherworld, where they’re holding her prisoner. She was too dangerous to them topside, but I’m sure they’ve kept her alive. She’s too fascinating for those little pricks to let go of.”

For the first time since Eve’s final betrayal, Ash felt the murmurs of uncertainty, deep in her stomach like a growing, gnawing hunger. In many ways Ash felt as though her sister had died when she’d run away from Scarsdale the first time, and the Eve who’d returned had left behind only a legacy of burned wreckages and body bags. And while Ash had never felt good about letting the Cloak take her sister, in her heart she’d always known it was a necessary tragedy. Eve had nearly drowned her in that cove. If Ash hadn’t stopped her, there was a very good possibility that Ash could have ended up a piece of bloated driftwood in the California tide.

But now knowing that her sister was alive and at the mercy of a dark beast—

Now knowing that Colt had been the real maestro orchestrating the symphony of terror and suffering back at Blackwood—

Well, it may not have changed everything, but it certainly sent a ripple through still waters.

Ash tried her best to mask her inner turmoil. The last thing she needed was for Colt to see that his manipulations had gotten to her. “So let me guess,” she said. “You want me to use my visions to help you find my little sister, so we can open up a portal, save Eve, and destroy the Cloak?”

“You can’t do it alone.” He grunted as he made another futile attempt to pry himself from the rock. “That little girl has more power than all of us combined, more power than a six-year-old can know what to do with. That’s why powers usually lie dormant until our teenage years. She could incinerate even you, her own flesh and blood, if you approach her the wrong way.”

Ash looked out to the eastern horizon, where a menacing cloud mass was gathering over the mountains. “Looks like a storm’s coming,” she said. On cue the sky grumbled. “On the bright side, at least you won’t go thirsty.”

With that, Ash worked her way down the slope with no destination in mind, only to put at least a few miles between her and Colt.

But just like every boy she’d ever known after every breakup she’d ever had, Colt of course wanted to have the final word. It was one sentence, and he screamed it down the hill to her before she was out of earshot:

“I’ll be seeing you in your dreams, Ashline Wilde.”



TREACHEROUS WATERS


Limbo

Ashline didn’t let herself cry until she’d locked herself in a stall in the airport bathroom.

She’d been on the run for hours, making her way out of the forest and back to the highway, eventually hitchhiking to Portland with a hippie couple who’d taken pity on the ragged-looking girl on the side of the road. As long as she’d stayed in motion, it had kept at bay the reality of what had just happened with Colt. But now, sitting on a toilet seat with her knees hugged to her chest and a plane ticket back to New York tucked in her pocket, Ash could barely stifle her sobs.

Not only had Colt pretended to be mortal all that time while Ash and the others had been discovering their own godhood—

Not only had he manipulated Eve to do his bidding, only to let her be condemned to the Cloak Netherworld when he was done using her—

But he’d finessed Ash into developing feelings for him as well.

Even worse, Ash was just starting to remember the instructions the Cloak had given her, the three words on her scroll that were supposed to prevent some sort of cataclysm between the gods:

Kill the trickster.

After today it didn’t take a crystal ball to figure out who the trickster on her hit list was supposed to be.

Just when Ash didn’t think she could bear the stillness of the airport bathroom any longer, her phone chimed and vibrated in her pocket. The screen was cracked from her fall off the motorcycle, but she could still read the name on the caller ID:

Home.

Her first instinct was to press ignore. When she’d flown out to California to meet Colt for their ride up to Vancouver, she’d told her parents only that she was “visiting a friend.” What was she going to do now—try to explain to them, between sobs, that she’d had a horrible breakup, nearly died, and fled the scene of an accident? Pass.

But if it was already after midnight in Oregon, that meant it was three a.m. Westchester time . . . and her parents were by no means night owls. It could only be some sort of emergency. She picked up on the third ring.

“Ashline?” It was her father, and he didn’t even wait for her to say “hello” first.

“I’m here, Dad,” she said. She tried her best to swallow the lump in her throat, but her voice still sounded nasal from crying.

There was a long sigh on the other end, whispering over the receiver. “Ash, baby, there’s something we need to tell you.” His words sounded taut and trembling—had he been crying too? “It’s . . . about your sister.”

Ash leaned forward on the seat. Please don’t say that her body washed up on shore somewhere. After hearing the news that Eve might be alive in the Cloak Netherworld, and experiencing the strange swell of hope that came with it . . . well, she couldn’t bear it if that turned out to be just another one of Colt’s lies. “What about Eve, Dad?”

“The Oregon State Police called. Eve’s motorcycle was . . . recovered from a horrible accident that happened earlier today.”

The bathroom’s overhead lights flickered. Ash cursed her own stupidity. She had been so caught up trying to get away from Colt, she’d overlooked that the motorcycle’s license plate might have survived the crash.

“For better or worse,” her father continued, “she was nowhere to be found when police searched the area . . . but one man said he’d seen a girl matching her description talking with a guy about her age.” Was that hope Ash now heard in his voice? Hope that would be dashed in so many ways if she told him that she was the Polynesian girl spotted at the scene of the accident? “Your mother and I . . . we just hope that she’s not hurt, wherever she is. You haven’t heard from her, have you?”

Ash wanted to shout, When do I ever hear from her? But the lights flickered again, and this time the bathroom around her went completely dark.

The door creaked open, and footsteps echoed over the tile. “Dad,” she said quietly into the phone. “I’m going to have to call you back.” She flipped the cell closed before her father could protest.

Whoever had just walked into the blacked-out bathroom moved with deliberate, heavy steps, and her first crazed thought was that Colt had somehow found her and the blackout was his doing.

Then she saw the blue light. The fiery, flickering sapphire glow that she’d come to associate with the dreaded Cloak.

Ash pulled her knees back up against her chest. She tried to soften her breaths, but they came out ragged and fearful anyway.

Its footsteps lumbered across the tile with calculated patience. Ash wanted to close her eyes so badly, but she couldn’t keep herself from watching the narrow gap between the stall door and the wall.

Moments later, as the glow intensified, the creature passed right in front of the gap—first the single blue flame it had for an eye, then the rest of its massive oily body. Underneath the door its squat legs visibly slowed, then stopped, just in front of her stall.

It rapped on the plastic door. Oh, God, this is it, Ash thought. The creature had devoured her sister, and now it had come back for her as well.

The door thundered open, bringing Ash face-to-face with the Cloak. She screamed at the same time it gnashed its bear-trap teeth and roared. Then her gaze was drawn hypnotically into the iris floating in its blue flame, and she felt her consciousness ripped away to the edge of the universe.

To a place she’d been before, where your memories are no longer your own.

To limbo.

The jungle fronds slap against your face, and it’s nearly impossible to see where you’re going. The rain forest is so dense here, you could run off the edge of a cliff and not know until you’d fallen halfway to your death. But you can hear the barking of the hounds now, closer than they’ve been in weeks.

You are running for your life.

Ever since the explosion of that village more than a month ago, you’ve hidden in the trees, fed off leaves, berries, and whatever raw animals you can catch, all while avoiding the dogs and mercenary patrols that have been making vigilant sweeps through the brush. But no matter how far you journey away from the crater where the village used to be, no matter how often you roll in the mud, no matter how high you climb into the trees, the hounds never completely lose your trail.

Finally you have to stop—your little six-year-old legs are about to give out beneath you—and as you lean against the tree, broken to the point of almost giving up, that’s when you hear another sound.

The sound of hope.

The whisper of the ocean tide.

You throw caution to the wind once more and sprint through the jungle, ignoring the scrapes on your cheeks and legs as you tear through the underbrush. Even the threat of the hounds and the military men can’t stand between you and the water, the ocean that calls to you.

You stumble out of the jungle and across the narrow beach until you’re kneeling in the surf. You cup your hands beneath the silken water and bring several handfuls up to cleanse your face. The brine stings your eyes, but you don’t care. You begin to weep, from exhaustion, from joy that you’re out of the jungle and into the water . . . and from nostalgia because the gentle lapping of the ocean reminds you of the distant island you once called home.

You wade in deeper, let the mud and grime and leaves and soil slough right off you. For a heavenly minute you float weightlessly in the ocean and feel as though maybe everything will be okay if you just drift out to sea.

The first bee stings your shoulder, and you let out a cry. You reach up and pluck out the stinger. No, not a bee at all. This stinger is long and metal and cylindrical and . . .

Another one slips into your opposite shoulder, closer to your neck. This time you can only whimper while your strength fails you and you struggle to reach up and yank it out. Soon your whole body has lost sensation. You float belly-up.

Though you can feel your consciousness beginning to fray and unravel, your blurry, paralyzed eyes settle on a tall woman wading up beside you, wearing overalls. You can barely make out her features under her wide-brimmed hat.

You try to move your mouth to speak, but only a gurgle comes out. You can only hope she’s come to save you from the soldiers, and the dogs, and now the metal bees with stingers that make you sleepy, so sleepy . . .

“Shh,” she hushes you gently. Her arms support you, cradling your small delicate body in the tide. “You’re safe now. And among friends.”

As the last of your consciousness unwinds, you see three shadows—two boys and a girl—wade into the shallows too. One word bobs to the surface before your world goes black completely:

Friends.

When you wake up, the world beneath you is squirming.

You lie faceup in the dark, your eyes trained on what you believe is a ceiling fan. You can hear it whirring. You can feel its gentle breath against your face. Yet you still can’t make out its shape, because the room you’re in seems to be impenetrable to light.

Well, not quite. As your eyes struggle to adapt to the darkness and you turn your stiff neck, you see a faint glow trickling under the door across the cabin.

Beneath your fingers you can feel rope weave, which means you must be lying in a hammock like the one between the two banana trees at home. When you try to slip out of the swaying berth, you immediately fall flat onto your stomach. Your back tingles where the crisscrossing mesh of the hammock has embossed a waffle pattern into your flesh. Your joints feel like they haven’t moved from this position in many days. How long have you been out?

The door opens with a resistant groan. You peel your face off the moist metal treads on the floor.

The woman in the door is backlit by a harsh spotlight. Her long shadow stretches all the way across the floor, but even in silhouette you know this must be the same woman who saved you from the metal stingers in the water.

“Good. You’re awake,” she says. She crosses the room in a couple of quick strides, and then very tenderly slips her hands under your armpits to help you up. “There are people that I want you to meet, Rose.”

You don’t remember ever being called that name before—Rose—but you sort of like it. She has her hand held out for you, so you slip yours gingerly into hers. The two of you walk hand-in-hand out the door.

Immediately you smell the ocean and understand that the world moving beneath you wasn’t just your hammock.

You’re on a boat. Like the one that brought you to the jungle and the stone castle where the men in white starved you. Will this be the one to bring you home?

You stop to look at the room in which you’ve been sleeping—it’s some sort of rusty metal box, labeled in white painted letters: HV-48967-1.

At the end of the hallway, you can see the ship’s forward railing, and beyond that the dark ocean. The strange woman guides you up to the prow of the boat, and the two of you stop there, with her gripping the upper railing, and you, so much smaller, holding the lower.

“Beautiful view, isn’t it?”

At this time of night the water and the sky almost fuse into one, a dark mass of clouds above the horizon and the churning seas below. And just at the lip of the horizon, sandwiched between them, is a dark line . . . land. And the ship is moving steadily toward it.

Someone clears his throat behind you. It’s an enormous boy with long dreadlocked hair and earthen skin, not unlike yours. His red-eyed gaze darts from the woman to you, then back again. “Lesley,” he says.

“Yes, Rey?”

“The ship is approaching from the southwest.” His eyes seem to dance wildly like two flickering candles even when they are still. “They will be within range soon enough.”

Lesley waves her hand. “No matter. We have their cargo.” She leans over and wraps her arm around your waist and ushers you away from the railing. The three of you journey toward the stern of the boat, with the boy, who is twice your height, making occasional glances at you.

Two others already stand at the aft railing, looking out over the trail of foamy white the ship is carving in its wake. Another ship looms off in the distance, visibly larger than the one you’re on. It’s getting close enough that you can see the outlines of people standing onboard its well-lit deck.

Lesley doesn’t look too disturbed. She doesn’t even spare a moment for the approaching boat. “Rose, this is Rey, Bleak, and Thorne. Everybody . . . this is Rose.”

Rey, the one you met before, is smiling at you. His eyes continue to flicker red, and the corners of his lips won’t stop twitching. He fidgets uncontrollably, and as a result his dreadlocks wiggle around his face like a nest of snakes.

The girl, Bleak, wears a flowing white floor-length robe with its hood pulled back, and her skin and French-braided hair are as pale as virgin snow. Unlike Rey, she does not smile at you. In fact, it doesn’t look like she’s ever done much smiling.

Thorne, the other boy, also doesn’t look tickled by your presence, but he doesn’t seem irritated by it either. He’s a head shorter than Rey, and much leaner, too. He can’t be any older than sixteen or seventeen, but he has a cigar gripped between his fingers. He appraises you for a moment, while idly tapping the ashes from his cigar onto the deck of the boat.

Finally he flicks the cigar into the water, kneels down, and sticks out his free hand. You suppose that means you should take it, and you do. It’s cold.

“Nice to meet you, Rose,” he says.

The name still sounds strange and wonderful, sugar to your ears.

Lesley unclips the box on her belt and clicks a button. “Cesar, kill the engines.”

Almost instantly the motor below grumbles and then whines to a halt, while the frothing wake behind the boat dissipates off into the black.

Meanwhile, the boat behind you makes incredible gains. A spotlight shines out from its perch on the front of the ship, and it dances over the water until it finally pins the five of you standing on the deck. You squint and raise your arm to block some of the light.

“I think they’ve come close enough,” Lesley says. “Let’s show our newest passenger what you can do. Want to get us started, Bleak?”

Bleak rolls the sleeves of her robe up to the elbows. When she reaches out with her arms, just above her wrist you notice a tattoo of a circle, divided into quarters—white, green, red, and gold.

She closes her eyes. She lets out a deep breath, and despite the relative warmth of the summer air, you see her breath fog from the cold.

With a sudden groan of metal that’s loud enough that you cover your ears, the other ship instantly grinds to a halt. The abrupt stop sends two crew members over the railing and plunging toward the water below.

But it’s no longer water they’re falling toward. Instead the two men strike the ring of ice that has crystallized around the boat. The ice floe crackles some more, and long prismlike icicles extend vertically out of the surface, locking the boat into place. Slowly the icy fingers twist the boat around and the ice floe with it, until the broad side of the vessel is exposed to you and the others. The soldier manning the spotlight swivels it around to keep you illuminated. You wince as the glare momentarily blinds you.

“That spotlight is insufferable, Rey,” Lesley tells the mountainous boy. “I think it’s lights-out for our adoring followers.”

Rey grins his crazy grin and brushes past Bleak to get a good spot at the railing. He cocks his head to the side at what looks like an uncomfortable angle.

The spotlight bursts, spraying the man operating it with glass confetti. The other lights on the main deck pop one by one until the ship falls into darkness.

Lesley clucks her tongue. “Too dark. I need to see what’s happening on board.”

Rey cocks his head to the other side. Fire bursts out of one of the portholes on the main deck, then another. This sequence occurs all the way down the row of portholes. One of the plumes of fire ignites a crew member. His shrieks echo over the divide, and he spills overboard. He smashes into the ice, where he briefly flails around until his body goes still.

You feel a strange admiration for the boy with the dreadlocks. He’s a creator of explosions—just like you.

As the flames consume the deck of the boat and men with fire extinguishers scurry madly to quell the growing fire, Thorne steps up to the railing.

“Yes,” Lesley purrs. “Blow out the fire for those boys. Pretend their ship is a birthday cake.”

Thorne’s hands unfold as though he’s about to conduct a symphony. His fingers swirl in the air, tracing concentric circles, small and slow at first, then gaining in speed and diameter.

Howling winds pick up over the stern, louder than any jungle storm that you’ve weathered. The clouds over the ship pulsate and twist until two gray daggers emerge. Their funnels grow thicker and longer, and soon the tornadoes touch down on the water’s surface. Instantly the gray vortexes grow dark and pregnant with the ocean waters . . . and then converge on the ship.

The water from the dueling waterspouts does nothing to extinguish the growing fire. Instead, as the waterspouts gyrate and sweep over the deck of the ship, they snatch members of the crew one by one, sucking them up into the heavens. The two tornadoes approach each other on a collision course, and one man who had managed to cling to the railing now leaps overboard.

He makes it only halfway to the ground. His body hangs midair, his descent stopped abruptly as his limbs continue to flail. Then his course reverses as the two vortexes combine into one, and with one last scream he is ripped skyward. You wave at him as he vanishes behind a wailing screen of wind and water.

Lesley kneels next to you as the devastation continues. “Now, Rose, I’m sure this all must come as a shock to you and can’t be easy to watch. But there’s something you should know.”

You want to tell her that it’s not strange to watch at all. To you, death and destruction feel . . . natural.

“Remember the men who captured you from your home? Remember the days when you were forced to starve in that stone castle? Remember the men who chased you day and night through the jungle so you couldn’t even sleep soundly?” Lesley looks sadly into your eyes, and then turns you by the shoulders so that you’re facing the ship again. “The men who are responsible are on that ship.” She pauses significantly. “And they’re coming to get you.”

The other three are watching you now. With their attention diverted, the vortexes are retreating into the sky, and the ice around the ship is melting, and the fire on deck has begun to die. Part of you wants to run, terrified, back to your cabin and cocoon yourself in the hammock for as long as you can.

But then you realize that if the other boat continues to pursue you, you may never be safe. You may never be free.

You may never get home.

And while part of you is crying out, I don’t want to hurt anyone . . .

. . . there’s a second voice even deeper, even louder, even more compelling saying, Yes, I do.

Thorne approaches you now, though he doesn’t kneel next to you like Lesley did. “I’ve heard about you, you know,” he says. “I hear you have quite the gift, that you can open a door between worlds.” His face disappears behind a cloud of cigar smoke, but when it reappears, his eyes are gleaming. “Why don’t you send those men someplace else? Somewhere . . . scary?”

Yes, you think. Somewhere scary.

You step around Thorne, and then past Rey. Bleak moves aside as you approach the railing.

You focus on the residue of hunger, the knot in your stomach from all those days as you starved in the fortress, the feeling of being caged within the concrete walls. You remember the nights when you were curled up in a tree, trying to sleep without a blanket while the jungle rains hammered down on you.

Then you draw in a deep breath and seize control from the wrath of war that has until this moment always been the master of you, pulling your reins whenever it wanted, to punish those both wicked and innocent.

Today you are the master.

Today the wicked shall be punished.

You blink.

Somewhere from deep in the water you hear a muffled boom. For a moment the air around the other ship shimmers and the melting ice trembles. The flames crackle and the breeze goes still.

A glow pulsates beneath the ice. Slowly the other ship begins to spin on an unseen axis, like a whirlpool has opened up beneath it.

But this is no whirlpool. The light shining up from the depths explodes outward, puncturing a hole between this world and the next. Where there had been water before, there is now just a jagged rift in the air, a portal to someplace even darker than here.

The hull of the enormous ship drifts uncontrollably toward the black hole, along with all of the water around it. When it reaches the gash in the universe, the ship folds in on itself, metal and wood and flesh imploding into one ball of wreckage.

Then the nugget of destruction vanishes into the depths, carried over the falls into the oblivion below. The rift closes behind it so quickly that a plume of water jettisons upward in its wake, licking the underbelly of the sky. You don’t even flinch as the water rains down on you and the others.

Lesley’s moonlit shadow falls over you. She kneels on the floorboards beside you, wraps her arms around your waist, and squeezes you gently. “Good girl. They’ll never hurt you again. With us you’ll always feast until you’re full, sleep until you’re renewed, and live safely with people who are just like you. You’ll have a place to call home with us in Miami.” She taps you once on the shoulder for each of the last three syllables. Mi-a-mi.

Lesley leans in closer until her breath washes over your tangled black curls. “You have a family now, Rose. And pretty soon, when your big sister, Eve, learns that we’ve found you, she’ll come to visit too.” Lesley smiles uncontrollably. “Yes, she’ll come to see our little Rose Wilde.” She pats your hair, and her last words tickle your eardrum as she whispers:

“Our Wilde Rose.”

Ash woke up with her face pressed against the tile floor.

The airport bathroom rematerialized around her, and her mind migrated from the Gulf of Mexico back to the terminal. From underneath the stall door she could see a pair of—thankfully human—feet standing in front of the sinks. Unless the Cloak had taken to wearing high heels, Ash was probably in the clear.

Ash was grateful to be lying next to the toilet, in case she lost what was left of her food court dinner. She still felt queasy, though she didn’t know whether it was from seasickness or her sudden return from the dream in limbo.

Or maybe it was from seeing her little sister again for the first time since May. The littlest Wilde had appeared to Ash in visions before—all of them visions of destruction like this. But Ash had never actually entertained the possibility of searching for “Rose,” if she was to adopt the admittedly catchy name that Lesley had chosen for her. Young as she was, Rose was clearly more dangerous and capable than the average six-year-old. And even if Ash could trust these visions of a girl she’d never seen with her own eyes, there was the fact that Rose had been in a different country until now, and Eve—crazy Eve—had been so adamant about finding her.

But those had all really been excuses, hadn’t they? Ash had spent the end of her semester trying to preserve the normalcy in her life, and that had selfishly meant finishing out the school year, not scouring the globe for a sister she’d never met.

This new vision only complicated things. One moment, seeing the world through Rose’s eyes, Ash had felt helpless and vulnerable; the next, she’d been forced to watch Rose open up a portal into God knows where, then crumple an enormous boat like a piece of paper.

Paper, Ash thought, rubbing her eyes. She bolted upright and burst out of the stall. The middle-aged woman at the sink jumped when the stall door slammed noisily against the wall. Ash probably looked crazed, coming right at her out of the stall, but she didn’t have time to apologize. “Do you have something to write with?” she frantically asked the lady. “Or write on? It’s an emergency.”

The woman’s hands fumbled nervously in her pocketbook until she produced a Sharpie and a crossword puzzle that had been torn out of a newspaper. She passed them over to Ash and then held up her hands as she backed away. “Just keep them,” she said. Then she disappeared through the bathroom door.

In the yellowed margin of the newspaper, Ash doodled the number that had been on the outside of Rose’s crate on the ship: HV-48967-1. It wasn’t exactly a solid lead, but it was at least a starting point. Ash folded the crossword once, twice, and then slipped it into the pocket of her dirty, torn jeans.

Ash had just exited the bathroom back out into the terminal when the intercom crackled on: “Now boarding rows one through fifteen on Flight 683, nonstop to JFK.”

Ash pulled her mangled ticket out of her jeans. She was row fourteen, but made no move toward gate seven, where the other New York–bound travelers were lining up to board the plane.

Ash knew she stood at a crossroads. On the one hand, she held a plane ticket back to “reality,” back to a pastoral life in the suburbs. There she could live out a predictable, hopefully mythology-free summer, playing bocce with her parents, languishing by the community pool, and forcing some boring but welcome normalcy back into her life.

On the other hand, the Cloak hadn’t provided her with the vision of her little sister for nothing. Rose’s future rested in the hands of Lesley Vanderbilt, a wealthy megalomaniac who had already interfered with Ash’s life once back at Blackwood Academy. In just the short time Ash had interacted with her, Lesley had already proven herself to be both unhinged and violent. As far as Ash could simplify the eighty-year history between the Wilde and Vanderbilt families, Lesley had parasitically suctioned herself to Ash’s life in three not so simple steps:

1) Lesley had inherited the legacy of hunting down Eve, to avenge the grandfather Eve had murdered in the 1920s during her previous life.

2) After mistaking Ash for the Polynesian storm goddess she was looking for, Lesley had endangered Ash, along with Raja, Rolfe, Ade, Lily, and Colt. (Although, in retrospect, Ash wouldn’t hold endangering the last two against Lesley.)

3) And now, because Ash had refused to collect Eve for her, Lesley had kidnapped Ash’s other sister—in hopes of luring Eve out into the open.

Who knew what Lesley had in store for the youngest Wilde? And if those three sadistic gods in the vision were on Lesley’s payroll, who was to say their dark influence wouldn’t mold and corrupt Rose into the same tortured soul Eve had become?

Now Eve was supposedly suffering in the Cloak Netherworld, imprisoned and alone. If Rose could really open a portal into their world like Colt had said, then finding Rose might be Ash’s only hope of rescuing Eve.

Going back home to Scarsdale now would be to forsake both of her sisters. But going to Miami . . .

Change of plans, Ash thought. She unconsciously reached toward the floor for her bag before she remembered that she didn’t have one. Everything she’d brought with them had been in Colt’s saddlebags on the Nighthawk, probably destroyed in the car wreckage.

Ash flipped open her phone, which had two missed calls and a voice mail from home. Her father picked up on the first ring. “Ashline, where the hell did you go?”

“I know where Eve is,” she blurted out. It wasn’t entirely the truth, but it was close enough that Ash felt only the first rumblings of guilt.

There was a long pause on the other end. “Is she okay?”

Well, she’s potentially trapped in hell with some oily creatures that no one seems to understand, but other than that . . . “She’s fine.” After all that the family had gone through, it hurt Ash to have to bend the truth like this. But if she was going to obtain her parents’ blessing to go looking for the other Wilde, she would need to sell this convincingly. “Granted, the lead I have isn’t much—just a city—but I need to go right now.”

“Just tell me everything you know.” Thomas Wilde’s voice bubbled with an excitement Ash hadn’t heard since before Eve had run away the first time. “I’ll take the week off and buy a plane ticket immediately.”

“Dad,” Ash tried to interrupt him.

But her father just kept going. “Gloria,” he said to her mother on the other end of the line. “I need a notepad and a pen!”

“Dad!” This time Ash screamed it, and her father went silent. “I have to go alone. Eve is skittish enough already. If we all show up at her doorstep wearing matching ‘Welcome Home, Evelyn’ T-shirts, she’s going to run again.”

“I’m her father.” He sounded almost angry now. “I’m your father! I’ll be damned if I let my sixteen-year-old daughter go scouring whatever dangerous streets your sister has stumbled into. Now, where is she?”

Ash took a deep breath. This next part was going to hurt. “When Eve came back to Scarsdale, who did she come to first? To you? To Mom?” She paused long enough to let it all sink in. “No. She came to school. To find me. Eve’s been on the lam so long that she’s grown to fear the word ‘home.’ If you don’t let me do this—and now, before she runs again—we will lose her forever.”

“I’ve lost one daughter already. I will not lose another one.” His voice broke, but Ash could hear his will breaking too.

Ash knew she just needed to hammer the last nail home. “Dad . . . without Eve, without my big sister, I might end up lost too.” A tear slipped down her cheek, because between all the lies and half-truths, this much was true.

This time the pause on the other end of the line was interminable. Finally her father’s sigh of defeat was so loud that the receiver crackled on Ash’s end. “You better call your mother and me every five minutes to let us know you’re okay. Just tell me where I need to make the plane ticket out to.”

“I love you, Dad,” she whispered. “The ticket should depart from Portland, Oregon.” She stopped in front of the flight prompter, and couldn’t help but smile a little at the irony—the three-letter acronym for her new city of destination was “MIA.”

M. I. A.

Missing In Action.

“Destination: Miami, Florida.”
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THE HUMIDOR PRISONER


Tuesday

When the plane finally landed, Ash was still mentally back in the late spring cool of the Pacific Northwest. That is, until the airport’s electronic door whisked open and the wall of hot air billowed inward. She staggered back into a family of four, who quickly skirted around her and walked into the outdoor oven as though they didn’t notice the abrupt climate change.

“Out of the ice cube,” Ash said, “and into the kiln.”

On the bright side, she thought as she walked out into the humid high-ninety-degree air, she could at least be grateful not to have a bag to cart around.

By the time she finally flagged down a taxi, her body had gradually embraced the saunalike conditions, and she reminded herself, You’re a freaking volcano goddess. This weather should be your element.

“Where to?” the taxi driver asked as Ash clambered into the backseat. He peered around her, perhaps looking for a bag, and then seemed to appraise her dirty clothing. He raised his eyebrow.

“Um . . . ,” Ash said. She hadn’t even thought that far in advance—probably something she could have taken care of on the seven-hour flight between restless naps. And it wasn’t like the taxi driver could just type “Explosive Little Girl” as a destination into his GPS. No, she needed a home base first. “A hotel would be a good place to start.” It sounded more like a question when it came out of her mouth.

“Ah, yes.” The driver narrowed his eyes at her in the rearview mirror. “I will take you to the one hotel we have here in Miami.” The driver sighed, flipped his Hurricanes cap around so that it faced backward, and then slammed his foot on the gas.

Twenty minutes of awkward cab silence later, they arrived in Miami Beach. The driver only smiled once he’d counted his tip, and he screeched away from the curb as soon as she slammed her door closed.

He had dropped her off in front of a high-rise, next to the Ritz-Carlton, that overlooked the ocean beyond. After a few minutes of exploration, she was in love with the hotel. It was beautiful, luxurious, and attentively staffed, and had its own tropical grotto in the back. But even though her fake ID listed her as twenty-five, she knew a nice place like this was likely to take one look at her rumpled clothing and see through her ruse. The fifteen hundred dollars remaining in her bank account—all the money she’d hoarded last summer working as a paralegal at her parents’ firm—wouldn’t go far at a four-star affair like this, and there was still food, clothes, and transportation to think about. And asking her father for money was just inviting him to get on a plane, if he hadn’t already.

Instead she wandered across the street to a shady, run-down motel. The owner there barely looked away from his soaps on a little flat-screen, which looked modern and strange next to the peeling fleur-de-lis wallpaper and the yellowed ceiling fan. He just ran the card through the machine, pulled a key down off one of the hooks behind the desk, and handed it to her as though it were radioactive.

The room smelled like an ashtray, but she kind of liked it, a fresh break from the suburban comforts of Scarsdale and the pristine Blackwood dorm rooms. Sad, she thought, when a beachside motel felt like “roughing it.”

Next on the priority list: replacing her belongings that had been incinerated in the car wreck. Ash felt the vaguest pangs of guilt that she had to spend half of the money left in her bank account on a new wardrobe. Everything—from jeans and tank tops right down to underwear and socks—was just as expensive in South Beach as she remembered it being in Manhattan. The one luxury item she did splurge on was a nice swimsuit, a red two-piece that cost practically as much as all of her jeans combined. She wrote it off as blending in with the locals and passed the cashier her plastic.

On the walk back to the hotel, it occurred to her that she’d left her cell phone off since the plane had landed. She juggled her bags until she had a free hand to withdraw the phone and power it on. Sure enough, to her expected horror, there were five voice mails in her in-box, four of them from her mother, along with a text message from her father that simply said, “Call your mom.”

The fifth voice mail was from Ade. It began with a long silence during which she could hear only the patter of rain and canvas—the thunder god must have been calling from his tent on the construction site in Haiti. When he finally spoke, his voice was as deep as a chasm, and as hollow, too: “Today would have been his seventeenth birthday.” Another long pause. “I miss him.” Then he hung up.

Ash closed her eyes and tried to imagine what Rolfe would be doing today if he were still alive. She pictured him at the beach, sitting on the hood of his station wagon, watching the first rays of dawn spilling over the Pacific. There was still so much about the Norse god of light she didn’t know. So much she would never know. All because of Lily.

With Rolfe dead; Lily rogue; and Serena, the blind siren, as strange as ever; Ade and Raja were the only two gods left who could understand what Ash was going through.

In the end Ash could only bring herself to text Ade back: “I miss him too.”

Ash allowed herself a shower and a change of clothes back at the motel before she headed off to Ocean Drive in search of some dinner—and answers. Ocean Drive, true to its name, was a long strip of restaurants on one side of the palm-lined road, with the beach and ocean beyond on the other. At five p.m. many people were just getting up from their lunches at the sidewalk bistros, polishing off appetizers and oversize mojitos.

Ash found a club down by Tenth that was fairly empty, and slipped into a bar stool directly beneath a ceiling fan. The bartender, a middle-aged Cuban man, was hunched over the counter, staring off into the rafters. Despite his age he had a symmetrical beauty and a chiseled body that seemed to come standard with anyone who worked this part of the strip. A tattoo of a crucifix on his neck poked just above his collar, and he wore a name tag that identified him as Osvaldo.

When he finally noticed her, he asked with his slight accent, “Just here for a drink, chulita, or do you want to see lunch specials too?”
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