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This was my tenth book. It took me twenty years to get here.

I can’t say I never gave up. Sometimes life happens. Sometimes you think you’ve lost the part of yourself that dreamed big.

What I can say is sometimes quitting isn’t forever.

And sometimes you do the things you thought you couldn’t.

I dedicate this book to myself.






CHAPTER 1

When it rains in Wellsie, you can see the ghosts.

That’s what we call these remnants of a thing long past, laid to rest in the ground with all other dead things. Magic was here once. And it left its toenail clippings for you to find.

The thing is, we’re a tourist town. They want to sell this.

It’s the same deal for any place sitting on a fault line, though the lingering energy manifests differently. In Siberia, people get vertigo. The temperature drops, all their body hair stands on end, and they fall over like one of those baby goats. I’ve seen GIFs. In Alaska, steam jets from the earth every time the earth rumbles, a natural sauna smelling of molasses or roses or woodsmoke depending on who’s sniffing it. The point is, for those who want to stand where magic lies sealed beneath the earth, there are dozens of places to go.

They come to Llewellyn—Wellsie—because our “ghosts” look like rainbows. Plus, we have mountains and whatnot.

This is relevant because our reputation as a top vacation destination directly affects my physical and emotional well-being.

Like when Wellsie decides to have a deluge of apocalyptic proportions.

Fault-line tours run in the rain, obviously. But with none of the usual hiking, camping, or kayaking going on, everyone else just hangs out in coffee shops all day. Which means I do hard labor.

Wrapping a rag around the steam wand, a gush of hot mist wafts upward, fogging my glasses and multiplying the frizzies around my face. In the movies, people are always polishing their glasses while staring off into the middle distance and having deep thoughts. In reality, it’s something people do when they realize they’ve made the wrong drink and are weighing the pros and cons of handing it to the customer anyway.

Through the haze of steam, people crowd around every table; some hover at the window, wiping the condensation away to watch the rain. Lulu’s is not a large place, going from cozy to cramped in seconds. The customer line extends all the way back to the door, where umbrellas are stacked in a haphazard heap. It takes everything in me not to scream “Squirrel!” and clear the place in five seconds. It’s the college kids’ fault for feeding them all these years. Now they’re a menace to society, afraid of nothing, crawling up a pant leg to wrestle the bagel straight from your hand.

Lulu’s Café has been packed every day since Sugar, Sugar closed. We serve decent coffee, but Sugar, Sugar was far superior in the baked goods department. Sugar, Sugar cared about their customers. They had actual name badges. I have a name badge, but it does not say, SID SPENCER. It says, HELLO, MY NAME IS HERE’S YOUR COFFEE, PLEASE GO. We stand behind the counter, stare into space, do next to nothing, and scowl any time the bell on the door jingles. I’m pretty sure Joe specifically hires people who embrace mediocrity. Just this morning, when I was blearily drinking the coffee my mother (a morning person) made, I asked her how she got it so perfect—strong, yet not too strong. And she replied, “I measure it.”

Whatever. I’m not a morning person, which means I become competent at life an hour before bedtime. Some people jump out of bed, eager to face the day. Some people wake up and sob, “I wish I knew how to quit you” into their pillows. My ex-best friend Nell once said, “If you aren’t getting quality sleep, how can you be your best self?” Maybe I don’t have a best self. Maybe I have one self with no qualifier, a self that takes the last nacho everyone else is too polite to take.

As the orders multiply next to me, I work halfheartedly on latte-ing through them. It involves a lot of yawning and sprinkling the wrong spices on top of foam.

Our crowd-control needs increase by a factor of ten when spring and summer roll around and the town is at its rainiest. Losing even one of the ten million coffee shops in Wellsie means we’ll be infested. We need Sugar, Sugar. The tourists need to go somewhere to demand oat milk. The college students need to go somewhere to buy one small coffee and camp out with their laptops all day.

A warped reflection of my face appears, all red and sweaty, hair literally everywhere, in the chrome of the espresso machine. I’m reminded of all the times I’ve looked in the mirror without my glasses. Soft around the edges, round in the face, doughy in the body—exactly like a cream puff. And when I put my glasses on, same.

Enough people in books gaze at themselves in mirrors to convince me it’s something everyone does and I shouldn’t feel weird about it. But girls in books do it to see that they are white and possess a beauty of which they are wholly unaware. In my personal experience, I stare at my reflection to see that I’m Korean and that I could maybe pass as a semifunctional human being if I wasn’t too lazy to shower. You have two choices with curly hair: 1.) Wash it, brush it when it’s wet (NEVER DRY), spend two hours lying on the floor with it fanned out to air-dry, and refuse to expose it to the elements ever again; 2.) Don’t wash it and throw it into a nest on top of your head.

I chose the latter option today so that’s where I’m at, emotionally.

“Sara!” I shout, as a tremor ripples through the floor, jiggling the cup I’ve placed on the pickup counter. Bracing it with one hand, I wait for the quivers to subside. You can instantly tell the tourists from the locals based on who stops midsentence and gapes and who bites unperturbed into their biscotti so all we hear is open-mouthed crunching.

A woman wearing a WELLSIE: WHERE THE MAGIC HAPPENS T-SHIRT—Sara, I assume—clutches the counter with both hands for balance. An extremely extra-looking camera hangs around her neck. When the earth rumble fades, she stares at me, wide-eyed. “Does that happen often?”

I shrug. “Often enough. It happens on every fault line. You’ll get used to it.”

Oblivious to the customers giving me death glares as the crowd expands by the second, she whispers ominously, “Is the magic trying to get out?

“It can’t get out,” I say as patiently as seventeen years of this allow. “What you see, what you hear, they’re just echoes—”

“Guardians still have magic, though,” she rushes to say, and I realize engaging at all was the wrong move. “They could unlock the fault lines.” She leans in closer, watching me without blinking. “Have you ever… met one?”

“I’ve met a lot of con artists,” I say, trying to figure out if she’s one of the conspiracy theorists who come through here convinced the whole town has superpowers and we’re just covering it up.

Her eager smile fades.

“Well, it must be wonderful to grow up here,” she muses, not making any move to leave. “To remember that magic used to be everywhere once.”

It was, and people abused it, and it had to be locked in the ground forever, but whatever.

Joe, the café manager, who treats customers like crap in a way I’ve always admired, pauses next to me, glowering at Sara. Joe is even less pleased everyone’s coming to Lulu’s. “You got your coffee,” he barks at her. “Please leave.”

Occasionally, people think he’s being funny, which never leads anywhere good. Luckily, Sara looks properly offended and backs away, muttering that she’ll go to a better-mannered fault-line town next time.

“The one in Iowa is top-notch,” Joe, unfazed, says to her retreating back before giving the never-ending queue of cups next to me a significant glance. He’s never been to Iowa because no one goes to Iowa unless they’ve been kidnapped and brought there in the trunk of a car. Still, he promotes it to everyone, hoping they’ll never come back.

The bell above the door jingles again. Two more people wedge themselves inside.

I freeze for a moment, a deer in headlights, not knowing what to do with myself.

He shakes his head, droplets flying everywhere, as she shields her face and laughs, a musical laugh I can hear over the din of conversation.

It must be wonderful to grow up here. To remember that magic used to be everywhere once.

But most of us are not Guardians. We don’t possess powers. We aren’t chosen to protect Keys of sacrificed bone. We just exist here, unextraordinary, and all we see are the remnants left behind. Memories of what we lost.

My body restarts. Instantly, I’m back to packing espresso into the brew head.

I thought they wouldn’t come.

I grind more coffee and pretend I’m grinding bones, watch espresso dribble into shot glasses like black blood, and foam milk until it resembles the froth oozing from someone’s mouth when they’ve been poisoned. My hearts in the foam look like lumpy teardrops.

Neither of them orders a latte; I won’t have to call their names.

Nell’s hair is getting long and remains perfectly straight and silky. “Look, I have frizz too,” she said once.

“That’s static,” I said back. “It’s not the same.”

She’d tilted her head wistfully and said, “I wish I had hair like Blackpink.”

“You can’t have hair like theirs unless you have a legion of stylists following you around.” It wasn’t what I’d wanted to say. I’d wanted to say I wished I did too. That in a town like this, a Korean girl has to be Blackpink or she’s no one and there is no in between.

Finn’s hair is longer, too, the same blond as hers. He has green eyes rather than her blue, but they look like matching Gap models. I read an article once saying couples tend to look alike and they choose partners with similar levels of attractiveness. The article didn’t specify how one measured this.

A touch of pink tinges her cheeks as she ducks her head. Finn reaches across the table to brush a lock of hair out of her face, smiling like she’s the most precious thing in the world.

I focus on the amber-colored beams overhead and on the chalk menu on the wall, reading the names, the prices. A local artist is displaying a whole lot of naked fairy art.

And then I’m staring at a name on the coffee cup in my hand, and my breath suspends in my lungs for a moment—Adam O’Brien. Of course he’s here. “Adam? I have a latte for Adam?” Shaky, sounding like a question. Like I’m afraid.

A hulking red-haired figure approaches the counter. It’s not fair we’re the same age, yet he has this much extraneous height. He always complains I make the lattes too hot. He doesn’t dare complain to Joe or he’ll get ice-cold milk with a few coffee grounds floating on top.

When he doesn’t move away immediately, I force myself to give him what I hope is a dark, forbidding stare that probably comes off as constipated, while he gives me that look, the look someone gives you when they want you to know they know something about you. His gaze is a spotlight and I’m exposed, not just to him, but to everyone. He makes a show of turning the cup around to where his name is scrawled.

“Checking for a confession of eternal love,” he says. “I hear that’s your thing.”

Adam once shot at the fault line. The bullet ricocheted, and now he has no ear. He really doesn’t get to mock anyone for their decisions.

Maybe I’ll ask if he remembers our last conversation, after he asked Nell out. How I also know something he’d rather I didn’t.

The truth is, there are two types of girls in this world: those who get asked out and those who reject people for their friends. The first boy I rejected for Nell was Dave Wrenn—my first crush, second grade. He wasn’t the last. I never told her, not any of the times. It’s the kind of secret you keep from beautiful people. Rejecting Adam was easy, though, the way it is when that person rolls freshmen down the stairs in trash cans. I still told him gently. It didn’t matter. He’ll never forget I was the one who embarrassed him, not Nell.

His lips curl, not a smile. “That letter you gave Warren entertained us for weeks. On the bright side, at least people know you exist now.”

Because before that, I was “Nell’s friend.” That’s what he means, and the sting brings tears to my eyes. Triumph widens his smile.

“Joe,” I say, a distinct hitch to my voice. “Adam O’Brien doesn’t like his coffee.”

Joe turns off the coffee grinder and faces him, clenching a spoon in his fist. A spoon is not a particularly threatening object, but the fist holding it is rapidly turning red. Joe takes coffee complaints seriously. The amusement fades from Adam’s eyes.

“Something wrong with your coffee?” Joe growls.

Adam stares at him sullenly but says nothing.

Joe’s eyes narrow. “That’s what I thought. Get out.”

Adam strolls away, but not without a mean snicker that travels back to me.

It’s accurate what they say about high school and gossip. Once you become “that girl,” it follows you. There are worse things to be known for, obviously. I could be that guy who got an erection during his eighth grade China presentation. Spontaneous erections are a thing, and in my mind, they could happen to anyone. If I had a penis, it would absolutely happen to me, because of course. The point is, fair or unfair, he never lived that down. I am the girl who wrote a six-page love letter to Finn Warren and that’s all I’ll ever be.

I feel Nell’s gaze even before our eyes meet. She doesn’t smile. Something flickers over her face, but it vanishes so quickly, I can’t decipher it. She says something to him, to Finn. As his head turns, I’m already looking away, and there’s a lump in my throat I can’t swallow.

Maybe she misses me.

“I’m sorry you’re upset,” she’d said at the time, in her quiet way. Not an apology. Except she was teary-eyed and afraid to look at me. “People can’t help who they like.”

Nell is the kind of quiet that comes off like she’ll only notice you if you’re worth her time. If she likes you, you believe you’ve proven something, and therefore you like yourself more. It’s a psychological thing. I’ve had years of studying it. Maybe I’m an example.

Meanwhile, if you’re average, you’re approachable; people like you well enough, and you’re the one they talk to. Even if you aren’t the one they want.

She knew him because of me. She barely said a word to him for months.

I sneak another glance at their table by the windows. They’ve gone, though the weight of their presence lingers. I have to wipe their table, stand where he rested his guitar case. They left their coffee mugs on the table rather than bringing them to the dish bin. It’s okay to hate people who do that, right?

Do I miss Nell? That’s not really a question when you meet someone in the first grade and you’ve been together ever since. A decade.

I pick up her empty mug. Vanilla-flavored coffee with cinnamon sprinkled on top.

I met Finn Warren when he played an open mic in this very café, when we talked all night. I was his first friend in town.

“I feel like I can tell you anything,” he’d said at the time.

I’d thought the same about him, though half a year later, a letter seemed easier.

Easier until his whole basketball team knew. Until everyone knew.

And when he asked Nell out, she knew too.

The thing about Nell no one else ever saw is that she’s not cold or aloof, just painfully shy. Her deepest fear is embarrassment—walking around with her shirt inside out the whole day.

Or having everyone stare at her and laugh.

Finn did that to me.

I miss Nell. I miss her all the time. But she chose.



There’s no sign of my brother, Matty, outside the café, though his shift at Hunt and Hike ends the same time as mine.

Wellsie’s a small town, but ever since the sexual assault at Hampton College last year, my mother doesn’t want me walking alone at night. It doesn’t help that she recently watched the news and found out the KKK capital of the state is forty minutes from here, thus my white mother is now afraid of all white people. This would be fine except Wellsie is really friggin’ white. So this is my life now.

Under the portico, shielded from the rain, I check my texts on the off chance my sister, Ella, decided to pick us up. The last text is a drooling emoji in response to me saying I have the book she wanted from the library. With a quick glance down the street toward Hunt and Hike I decide to walk before the rain gets worse. Matty can catch up with me.

As I turn, there’s a split second of darkness before I slam straight into a stone wall appearing out of nowhere. With my face.

White lights blink against the black. Pain bursts its way through the shock.

This is what death feels like.

My nose is obliterated. Not even a graze, but a full-on face smash. Tears fill my eyes, blurring whatever vision I have left.

A hand grabs my upper arm to keep me from toppling backward, and the other catches my glasses before they slide off my nose. Walls don’t have hands.

“Sorry,” I mutter, checking my nose for protruding bones.

It takes a second to get over the blow, apparently caused by a chest. In my defense, all tall people are walls when their chests are on level with your face.

He probably hits his head on a lot of doorframes, and, like, trees.

Through tears, I register a rangy white dude with a Sugar, Sugar T-shirt beneath his hoodie. I’m wearing a Lulu’s Café T-shirt. We’re rivals. Maybe I should challenge him to a dance-off.

I brush the moisture from my eyes to see Brian Aster looking down at me, his brown hair plastered to his forehead and dripping with rain. Sometimes faces are difficult to describe because they’re nondescript. Brian’s face is hard to describe because it’s not. His face is all lines and angles. Like his nose, sharp and triangular. Like the brows, all perfectly horizontal. Plus, he’s looking directly at me. It’s only when faced with this unnerving blue stare, a dark blue I can’t see past, that I realize no one does that, looks directly at you. Except maybe Paddington Bear. Paddington Bear is always going around giving people hard stares.

The SUGAR, SUGAR in curly script across his chest is a little incongruous with the whole tattooed, I-clearly-cut-my-own-hair vibe he has going on.

That’s when I remember.

It’s Brian Aster. I’ll have to say something.

Everyone knows what happened. We organized clothing drives, put out collection cans, and sent flowers and cards.

When Matty graduated from Mountain Ridge Academy, the fancy school I most definitely do not attend, Brian was a year below him. I don’t know Brian or his stepsisters, aside from seeing them around town.

I was mentally complaining about Sugar, Sugar closing earlier, because I’m the worst.

I have never spoken to Brian. Unless you count me ordering sticky buns every Saturday. And I’ve definitely never talked to anyone experiencing a tragedy. The options are limited and terrible: it gets better, everything happens for a reason, what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger. Sometimes there isn’t an upside. Sometimes what doesn’t kill you maims you for life.

Brian has never spoken to me either. Unless you count him silently handing me every sticky bun they have with no judgment whatsoever. So it isn’t really fair when I don’t say anything nice, and instead snap, “You should watch where you’re going.”

One eyebrow lifts. “Sorry.”

Right… I crashed into him. But he was the one lurking over here in the shadows. I tuck a stray curl behind my ear for lack of something better to do, and it pops out anyway.

He bends to sweep up the phone and book I dropped during the crash.

Oh my God.

Both his eyebrows lift as he looks at the cover of A Vampire Felt Me Up Last Night, then back at me.

Obviously, I need to move across state lines. That is the only option at this point. “Thanks,” I say, snatching them out of his hands.

“So,” Brian says, as though nothing happened. “I was just at Hunt and Hike. Matt wanted me to tell you not to walk home alone. He had to stay late to finish up with a customer, but your sister is on her way and will meet you both here.”

I glance at Hunt and Hike two blocks down. “My family is terrified rapists or white supremacists will approach me in the night.”

Brian’s expression doesn’t change.

I didn’t really mean to insinuate he’s one or the other, but here we are.

He eyes me standing with my arms crossed. “According to Matt, you once went sledding on the mountain in a no-trespassing area,” he says casually. “A ranger on a snowmobile came by, but instead of running into the woods with the others, you dropped to the ground and pretended you were dead. As you don’t appear to be lying prone on the sidewalk, I assume you don’t feel threatened.”

“I don’t feel threatened,” I say, peeved Matty would tell anyone that story, much less Brian Aster. “Thanks for letting me know.” I slide down the wall under the café window where the sidewalk is dry. Instead of taking off, he sinks his long, lean form to the ground a few feet away.

Okay…

In the silence, I drum my hands on my knees. “I don’t need you to wait here,” I blurt out. “I’m not helpless. My family is overprotective. I tried to become a runner a few years ago, but my mom made me wear glow-in-the-dark ceiling stars taped to my shirt until she could pick up a reflective vest. It was so embarrassing, I stopped running.”

Brian pins me with that direct stare. “I don’t think you’re helpless. Maybe I don’t have anywhere I need to be right now.”

“Okay.” I force my hands to stop their awkward rhythm. “I didn’t realize you and Matty were friends. Were you buying weed off him or something?”

He frowns. “Yeah, Spencer, because I do all my drug deals at Hunt and Hike.”

“I thought…” I sneak him a dubious glance. “I’m sorry, you don’t seem like you hunt. Or hike.”

“Maybe I hunt and hike all the time,” he says. “You don’t know me.”

He’s right. I know he’s a musician and people in town say he was a child prodigy. I know his father owned Sugar, Sugar. I know his parents died three months ago.

“I’m sorry,” I say again, softly.

“I don’t hunt or hike,” he admits.

I’m unable to make out his expression as he stares straight ahead.

Even in the dark, the fault-line ghosts are visible because of the rain. Wisps, translucent as heat waves, yet iridescent like floating gasoline, rise through the pavement unhindered. Rainbows made of smoke. Objectively, I can see they’re beautiful. I understand why the tourists come here.

The silence hovers around us like the humidity in the air. Thick, slightly uncomfortable.

His arms rest on his knees. A tattoo peeks out from his sleeve on the underside of his wrist where it meets his hand: f-holes like those on a violin. Faint oven burns dot both his hands. He used to work at Sugar, Sugar. With his dad.

Tourists think the remnants in Wellsie are proof magic never really left us. But if it is here, and the world is this hard, then it’s good for nothing.

“Um,” I try. “Are you… okay?”

He faces me with a closed expression, waiting for me to continue, but not in the normal way people wait, neither polite nor impatient. One shoulder inches toward his ear. Like he’s bracing himself.

Because he knows what I’m going to say next. It must have happened to him countless times in the last few months. Strangers talking to him for the first time, in the worst moment of his life.

He wants to talk about literally anything else.

“If you were a Guardian, what superpower would you want?” I blurt out, because it’s easy, not heavy, and something we’ve all thought about at some point. What if we had individual abilities, unique to us, the way they do? The way everyone did once. When magic was free.

His eyes close, lashes nearly kissing his cheekbones. He pauses for a long moment, his head resting back against the wall. “Is it weird to say I’ve never wanted one? That all I want out of life is to play violin and live in reasonable comfort?” He doesn’t wait for me to respond. “Or were you expecting me to say: the ability to bring people back from the dead?”

This didn’t go the way I planned. “No,” I say too quickly. “I expected… like… maybe you’d want the power to put pockets in all women’s clothing. Or the ability to turn horses into unicorns.”

“Unicorns are just horses with horns on their faces.”

“Right, they’re murder horses. Who wouldn’t want a murder horse?”

He says nothing, but one corner of his mouth lifts, so I know he’d want one if given the opportunity.

“Do you want a peanut butter cup?” I say.

His eyes are open again, treating me to a direct stare that makes me want to pull my hood up. But his shoulders relax. For the first time, I notice the blue-purple circles beneath his eyes. “Yeah, I’ll have one,” he says.

He waits silently while I dig a bag of peanut butter cups out of my raincoat pocket.

When I hand him a foil-wrapped chocolate, he doesn’t look like such a hard person—he looks like a dude holding a peanut butter cup. I wonder if he measures his eyelashes with a ruler so he can brag about them to everyone he knows.

He eats it while we wait, watching the rain hit the puddles in the street. The air is made of mist tonight, giving the streetlamps a soft, orb-like glow—the light doesn’t stream; it floats.

A couple minutes later, I place another one beside him. He eats that one too.

“What do you think of white chocolate?” I ask him.

“I think it’s not chocolate,” he says.

I take his hand and pour about six into his palm.

When Ella pulls up in her white jeep, honking five cheerful, jarring times and earning a glare from both of us, Brian pushes himself to his feet. He glances down at me and reaches out a hand, palm up. I stare at it, uncertain, and give him a low five.

He coughs, more like a rusty laugh, bending to take hold of my wrist and tug me to my feet in one easy motion.

Oh.

“Thanks,” I say, feeling ridiculous.

Though his hand falls away immediately, the heat of his grip lingers, fingerprints cooling in degrees. A shiver ripples between my shoulder blades, and I realize for the first time how chilly the night is.

He’s still standing there looking at me when Matty jogs up through the rain, slicking strands of wet multicolored hair back from his forehead. “Sorry, I got held up going through every single brand of camping stove. I’m one hundred percent sure Chester Graves is a doomsday prepper—he basically admitted he has a bunker in his backyard…” He pauses, his gaze darting to Brian, to me, then back to Brian. “Hey.”

Brian nods at him. “Hey.”

“Um, do you need a ride anywhere?” I ask Brian.

“No, I’m fine,” Brian says at the exact moment Matty says, “No, he’s fine.”

I blink at Matty and we have a silent yet easily readable why-are-you-like-this? conversation.

Unperturbed, Brian says, “I’ll see you later, man.” He gives me a brief nod and steps out from under the portico and into the rain.

“That was rude,” I tell Matty under my breath.

“You don’t need to be hanging out with him.”

As he’s never been that kind of older brother, I bristle. “Why?”

“He’s a good guy,” Matty says quickly, though something dark and foreign crosses his face. “But you don’t want any part of that situation.”

Before I can ask more, Matty tosses me a foil-wrapped cylinder I recognize instantly as my favorite burrito, otherwise known as the Mighty Bean, and then he’s three steps away, hauling open the car door, conversation over. It’s a classic diversion. 1) Make me catch something, instantly sending me into panic mode. 2) FOOD.

But as I watch Brian stride off down the street, his shoulders hunched, head bowed against the spray, I wonder what Matty meant.






CHAPTER 2

Matty lets me have the front seat.

“I got your book,” I mutter to Ella, tossing A Vampire Felt Me Up Last Night into her lap. “Out of curiosity, does each book in the series feature a sexy beast reaching a different base?”

Ella is checking her makeup in the rearview mirror, smoothing one fingertip under one cat-shaped blue eye. Her blond hair remains in a sleek high ponytail, despite the rain. “One can only hope,” she says. “They’re funny. The heroine is blond and sassy. Like me.”

“In that case, is the next book A Werewolf Snuck Out My Bedroom Window and Climbed Down a Drainpipe and Got Caught by My Father?”

“No, because that’s way too long.” She glares at me. “And it was a trellis—get your facts straight.”

When Dad removed the trellis on the side of the house, brutally murdering Mom’s roses, at the time I thought he didn’t like bees. Turns out he didn’t like boys.

Ella peels out into the road, straight through a shimmering wall of rainbows. “Wheeeeee!” she cries, legit the only person in Wellsie who hasn’t lost her sense of wonder.

As we careen down Main Street, I decide to save my burrito for when I’m less at risk of losing it to the floor and pretend not to hold on for dear life while pumping an imaginary brake. When her daughter, Zora, is in the car, Ella drives like an old lady, but when Zora is not in the car, she drives like a bat out of hell. In the next month, tourists will fill the town’s bed-and-breakfasts for fault-line tours and camping excursions on Mount Hemsworth. Town Center, stuffed with sporting goods stores, restaurants, gift shops, and, yes, cafés, will be crawling with people. We urge Ella not to drive through Town Center in the summer. She works the front desk at a spa in East Wellsie and technically doesn’t have to drive down Main Street at all.

Eventually, we’ll steal her car and pretend we had nothing to do with it.

I turn to look at Matty in the back seat, still annoyed. He’s gathering his dyed rainbow mane into his usual man-bun. Matty’s hair doesn’t react to the weather. It’s the hair people always assume Asians have—all straight and shiny. I don’t have it. We’re both Korean, but not blood related. People here assume all Asians are related, so no one has ever noticed we don’t look alike.

“Brian Aster cuts his own hair,” I say to Matty. “And he has a thing for peanut butter cups.”

“I thought he looked striking and intense,” Ella adds.

Matty frowns, clearly having not considered any of these things before asking Brian to come meet me. “Brian is a good person,” he reiterates. “He counts his items before getting into the express lane at the supermarket. I’ve seen him do it.”

“I don’t think he has friends,” I say. “Everyone needs friends.”

Matty rolls his eyes. “Like Finn Warren?”

“What do you know about Finn Warren?”

“Ella told me everything.” Ella shoots him a murderous look in the rearview mirror that he ignores. “Also, since you and Nell aren’t friends anymore, Mom’s afraid you’ll start making bombs in the basement.”

I scowl at him, and he smiles in return. I’m not like Matty, a flame drawing moths. He has new friends at Hampton, plus his old friends from Mountain Ridge—a special K–12 school for that portion of the population that scores well on tests or has some impressive talent like Brian Aster. I go to Llewellyn High like a normal person.

“You didn’t have to make him wait with me,” I say.

Matty glances at me. “I didn’t ask him to wait with you. I told him to tell you I was with a customer.” He frowns before grumbling, “How come you never carry the stun gun I got you?”

I frown back. He bought me an electroshock weapon the size of a cell phone last year—a strange gift coming from the same person who got me a plastic moose that poops jellybeans. He explained the moose with “It reminded me of you.” He never explained the stun gun.

“I’m not sure I have it in me to taser anyone,” I say.

“It’s not a taser—it doesn’t shoot probes. You would use it if some dude was uncomfortably close. I thought you’d rather do that than stick your thumbs in his eyes.”

That is accurate.

“I have one,” Ella says breezily. “And I’d use it in a heartbeat.”

“On who?” I ask, dubious.

“The father of my child.”

Ella is six years older than Matty, eight years older than me. We often joke that our parents adopted her as a test kid. When she turned out weird, they adopted two spares out of desperation. It was strange when she became a mom. She had a baby, a tiny human, and yet she’s still that person who threw my Bear Bear off the deck during a vacation, never to be seen or heard from again.

“The awkward meetup is tonight, isn’t it?” I say quietly.

Ella’s face is blank, but her fingers tighten around the steering wheel. “It’s that time of month again.” The time of month when my parents and Zach’s parents drag Ella and Zach to dinner to maintain some semblance of a relationship between him and Zora. I’m pretty sure Zach goes so that his parents will continue to pay his child support. And Ella goes because she doesn’t want Zora to grow up and wonder, the way she does, the way Matty does… the way I sometimes do.

“I’m staying at home tonight—you don’t have to drive me to my apartment,” Matty says to Ella.

That’s weird. It’s Saturday night. Doesn’t he have anything better to do?

I get why Matty doesn’t live at home, though Hampton College is basically down the street. No one wants to live with their parents during college, and his apartment in South Wellsie costs less per year than Hampton room and board. But considering how often he stays at home, I’m not sure it evens out in the end.

Then again, Matty is an insomniac who shares a tiny apartment with an extremely chatty Libertarian, and I, too, would need a break from nearly twenty-four hours of that special hell. Here, he can read all his books twice, play every video game to the end, learn to knit and pick locks and make cheese and all the other things I’ve caught him doing to pass the long hours of the night. No wonder he’s always gotten straight A’s. If I didn’t need ten to twelve hours of sleep, maybe I’d go to a special school and get an early acceptance to Hampton. I’m not insecure or anything.

“Staying over again?” I ask him. “Why?”

“To hang out with my annoying sister who will either force me to watch Train to Busan for the millionth time or some K-drama she says is cute but will absolutely fucking wreck me by the end,” he mutters. None of this sounds suspect. Except he’s staring out the window with that same dark and foreign expression as before.

My sister scowls ahead through the rivers of water the wipers aren’t quite managing to push aside. “Scenario: when I came out of the bathroom this morning, Zora was lying facedown on the stairs.”

“As one does,” Matty says.

“At these dinners, I’m supposed to provide updates on how Zora is doing—is this something I have to mention or should I pretend she’s normal?”

“Say nothing,” I say. “How long has this behavior been going on?”

Something about Ella’s pause, and the narrowing of her eyes during that pause, makes me uneasy. “Oh, I don’t know,” she says in a singsong voice. “She’s been upset since her evil nemesis, Madeline, caught her with a bag of rotting chicken bones at school and then the teacher took them away. According to Mrs. Hammer, Zora explained her possession of said bones with, and I quote, ‘My aunt told me that if I want to unlock the fault line, I have to cut off my hand and make a key out of the bones.’ ”

“Oh God.” I close my eyes. “You have to understand, I thought that would be a deterrent! I specifically said that was how the OG Guardians did it, that she would need to find a Guardian to give her a Key if she wanted to be one now.”

“You’ve met my daughter, so I don’t know why you thought she wouldn’t instantly fixate on performing a blood sacrifice. You are so lucky she didn’t amputate an appendage.”

A suspicious snort emanates from the back seat, and I turn to glare at Matty as he guffaws into his sleeve.

“It’s not funny,” Ella fumes. “The confiscation of bones was not even the worst part. The worst part was Madeline telling Zora she wasn’t a real Guardian and my five-year-old child replying with, ‘Well, you’re a fucking asshole.’ ”

I open my mouth, then close it, hiding my face in my seat belt.

Matty lets loose an explosion of laughter as he sprawls across the back seat.

“I get to have a parent-teacher conference on Monday. I didn’t know they had those for kindergartners.”

Still silently laughing, I manage to say, “Where did she learn to swear? Dad?”

“It was probably me,” Ella says, swallowing. “Because I’m the worst mother.”

An ache settles in my chest. She can’t possibly believe that. I glance back at Matty. “Who is the worst Spencer in this car, raise your hand?” Except all three of us do.

My sister huffs, and in that moment, she looks exactly like Zora. Same hair, same forehead, same eyes… same pointy elf ears. I wonder how it’s not weird for people when they look like someone else. I never have. Neither has Matty. Neither did Ella until she had Zora. When Zora grows up, she’ll steal Ella’s identity and commit crimes in her name.

“You are not the worst one, Siddy,” Ella mutters.

“I’m pretty sure I’m the one who says, ‘I’ll be right back,’ before heading to the basement to fix the electricity in a movie called A Summer to Die,” I say.

Matty leans forward again. “Listen, I’m the one Dad picked up from the police station in the middle of the night.”

“I had a child out of wedlock—I win,” Ella says. “Matty is the smart one. Siddy is the one who tries the hardest—Mom always says that.”

She does say that. I try. She said that upon receipt of my SAT results. Ella doesn’t need to know that, or to know hearing it knocks the wind out of me.

Ella takes a shortcut through Hampton College. I roll down the window to help with the fogged windshield, and the campus smells of everything green: new leaves, fresh-cut grass, and dirt, which isn’t green but smells green. Apple trees line both sides of the street, but the rain has washed the blossoms away early. A carpet of wet flowers covers the road. Ella pulls to a screeching halt to avoid hitting five students, flinging her arm across my chest to stop me from pitching forward. It’s unconscious, the mom-arming.

“You’re a good mother,” I murmur.

She sits in profile, but a blue eye with a golden-brown rim around the pupil rolls toward me.

“You are,” I insist. “I want to be like you when I grow up.”

The blue-gold eye rolls back, flutter-blinking. She doesn’t know that’s always been true. I grew up thinking I’d be beautiful and charismatic and confident. I’m still waiting. When she gazes at herself in the mirror in the morning, I wonder if she sees what she is.

“You’re raising a kid alone,” Matty says softly. “If there’s a superhero in this town, it’s you, magic or not.”

Ella sniffs again. “Well, I suppose if anyone tried to hurt my kid, I would destroy them.” She pauses. “It’s probably wrong to take down a five-year-old named Madeline, though.”

“Madeline could be a changeling demon child,” I say.

We drive in silence for the rest of the way as we all contemplate ways to disappear someone without being caught. I’ve got nothing. All my nemeses are alive and well.

But when Ella pulls to a stop in the driveway, I hesitate before getting out of the car, facing Matty again. “You made a face when you mentioned Finn Warren. Why?” Because he’s the worst, right? Maybe I want Matty to say that.

“At an open mic, he played a Nirvana song in a major key,” Matty says. “That can’t ever be forgiven.”

Ella glances at me, a rueful smile curving her lips. “Listen, I know what it’s like when a boy doesn’t choose you. But that doesn’t determine your worth.” She presses on the horn five cheerful, jarring times.

I look at my hands. People say these things when others have flocked to them their entire lives. When it’s always been easy. Zach was the only guy who ever left Ella, but he left her with a tiny human, so I will never say that to her.

There’s a tenderness in Ella’s eyes as she watches our mother come out onto the porch, carrying Zora under the armpits while she hangs there like a dead body. “One day you’ll look outside yourself, at all the people you do have, and you’ll see who you really are.”

“It’s like the magic,” Matty says so softly I almost don’t hear him. When he sees my quizzical look, he shrugs. “They say magic shows you who you are. Maybe love does that too.”

It’s uncharacteristically sentimental of him, but he doesn’t elaborate, just leaps out of the car.

With a sigh, Ella gets out to clomp across the driveway in high-heeled boots to fetch her daughter, clad in a pink rhinestone-covered dress, hair in an identical high blond ponytail. As Ella waddles back with Zora in her arms, I round the car to help with the door.

But the moment Ella sets her down, Zora looks up at her, then at me, before calmly lying facedown on the driveway.

My sister observes her motionless child for a moment before squeezing her eyes closed and tipping her face to the sky, letting the rain pelt her.

I exchange a glance with Matty, who leans against the car, amusement dancing around his lips. “Zo? I like your dress,” I say.

My niece does not respond. She lets out a sigh, sounding like a motor in the puddle beneath her face.

Ella bends down. “Guardian or not, you’re my favorite person,” she says to her quietly.

As both of us peer at the side of Zora’s face, one blue eye with a golden-brown rim around the pupil rolls toward us, narrows, and rolls back to stare at the wet pavement.

Ella hauls her daughter’s limp body from the ground and plops her into the car seat.

“Thanks for the ride,” I say to her. “I’ll see you tomorrow, and I’ll watch your child for exactly one hour.”

She turns to beam her wide Ella smile, all perfect teeth and sparkling blue eyes. “I love you,” she says.

“I love powdered orange cheese,” Matty says, as he gives Zora a silly smile she does not return.

“I hate assholes,” Zora says.



I doze during Train to Busan, curled in the corner of the couch under one of my mom’s wool blankets. We’ve seen this movie so many times, I know it by heart.

The scent of the kimchi pajeon we burned and ate anyway lingers in the air.

When Matty’s phone vibrates a soft, buzzing rattle on the coffee table, I’m instantly alert. For my first months in this country, I slept all day and cried all night. I blame prolonged jet lag for the fact I’m not a morning person and also why I sleep on a hair trigger.

That he flails for his phone to pick up on the first ring is annoying considering how many times he’s sent me straight to voice mail.

“Yo,” he says under his breath. “Hold on.”

A silence follows. The hairs on my neck stand up the way they always do when someone’s hovering over me like a giant creep. Out of instinct, I keep my breathing deep and even.

The cushion depresses slowly and Matty’s weight lifts. When he moves, the floorboards creak, though he walks on the balls of his feet, tiptoeing, trying not to wake me. He doesn’t turn the movie off.

I sit up in the dark, peering over the back of the couch. The bright light of the television splays across his retreating form. He holds his phone to his ear, but the movie is too loud for me to hear him.

And too loud for him to hear me.

Honestly, I’m worried he’s into something foolish. Matty will say yes to most things, like streaking down Main Street in the dead of winter, slipping on ice, then requiring ten stitches.

Inch by inch, gritting my teeth every time the floor squeaks beneath my feet, I creep toward the living room and press my body to the wall beside the door.

“Why are you calling me?” Matty says in a low voice. “Aren’t we meeting later? Why would you use one of those dancing-tooth postcards the dentist mails to remind me of a six-month cleaning… at eleven p.m…. in the middle of nowhere? My mom thought it was a mistake and threw it out. You know I don’t live at home anymore, right?”

Is Matty part of some college secret society that receives coded invites to meet in the dead of night? He’s not even white—how is this possible?

“Slow down, Shandy. What happened? What did Josh say, exactly?” Urgency punctuates his words.

Who’s Josh? Shandy? Shandy Ohno? He’s a senior at Wellsie High, so it can’t be a college group. I know Shandy; everyone knows Shandy. He high-fives every single person he passes in the school hallway. Also, he’s beautiful, with eyelashes that curl up, whereas mine spike straight down, which strikes me as horribly unfair.

Shandy… so Matty is in a secret Asian club? There are only, like, four Asians in Wellsie. If I’m not invited, they can’t even play proper mah-jongg.

I peek around the corner, but Matty’s back faces me. He stands completely still, shoulders tensed.

“It’s probably nothing,” Matty says, but his voice wavers. “I’m closest. I’ll go meet him and Parker. Call the others—tell them I’m on my way. Get there as soon as you can.” Slowly, the hand holding his phone falls to his side. For a moment, he stands there, staring into the darkness of the living room.

I move away from the doorframe, back flat against the wall. Something on the edges of his voice sticks in my mind. It’s the same something flickering over his face the moment he strides back into the kitchen. He sees me and freezes. Eyes wide, a deer in headlights. In the next instant, he rearranges his face, or attempts to.

“ ’Sup,” I say.

“What the fuck, Siddy?” He brushes a wisp of rainbow hair off his damp forehead.

Ignoring that, I say, “I didn’t know you knew Shandy Ohno.”

“I know everyone.” He’s already grabbing the keys to Mom’s car off the hook on the wall.

“Where are you going at this hour?”

“I… nowhere.” But he inhales and lets it out slowly. “Look, a friend of mine is in trouble. I have to go get him, okay?” He’s moved into the front hall and opened the coat closet.

“What kind of trouble?” My eyes bore into his. They’re the same color as mine, so dark you can barely see the pupil.

Matty pauses in the middle of shrugging on a raincoat, his face half-cast in shadow. “It’s nothing, okay?”

It’s not nothing.

“Matty, what’s going on?” I can hear how my voice has risen in pitch, bordering on panic. “Why are you being so weird?”

Suddenly he’s in front of me, hugging my head hard. “I’m not into anything bad, Siddy, I swear,” he says in that soft way he reserves for me. “You don’t have to worry.”

But I’ll always worry about him. Once upon a time I had no brother. Or sister. Or parents. My brother and I don’t share blood. We don’t look alike. We are strangers brought together by chance. When we were kids, he used to run away to the end of the driveway every time he got mad at our parents. It never had anything to do with me, but I’d pack a small duffel bag and go with him. We’d discuss branching out from the driveway, going to stay in the bunker we were sure Mr. Graves had. I would have done that, too. Because when you get a family by luck, when you know love is not guaranteed, you hold on to it with both hands.

“I’ll come with you to help your friend,” I say. “Remember that time I said I’d go with you if you ever wanted to visit Korea?”

His voice is scratchy when he says, “Remember that time you drunk-texted me ‘the shuttle tonk long so I peed in a bush’ and I had to come pick you up from a party except you were wandering around on a street corner? I have that text screenshotted, printed, and framed on my desk. But my real question is, would you have wanted me to bring someone in that situation?”

“That happened one time,” I mutter. “So it’s a designated driver situation?” His conversation hadn’t sounded like that at all.

“We’ll talk when I get back, okay?”

“Okay.” I let him pull back, his steps quickening to a trot as he heads toward the door.

When his hand is on the knob, he stares for a moment at the deadbolt. He glances back once and smiles, but it doesn’t look like his smile. “Be back soon. Lock the door behind me.”

He closes the door gently.

But moments later tires squeal as he backs out of the driveway too fast, accelerating down the street. I notice my heart then, the thud of it inside my chest, like a drum, like a warning.

Behind me, the movie plays; someone screams onscreen.

I should have gone with him. I should have insisted.

Because Matty’s dark and foreign expression, the scratch and quiver in his voice—it had been fear.



I jerk awake, blinking into the darkness, tense, listening. Raindrops pummel the skylight overhead. But the house itself is silent.

Wedged between two couch cushions, the blanket tangled around my body, I dig for the phone in my pocket, squinting through cloudy contacts. 11:23 p.m., it says. I stare at it, uncomprehending, reading the numbers several times.

I fell asleep.

I would have woken up if Matty had come home. Come to think of it, I would have woken up if my parents had come home. But they’re not here. Scrambling out of my blanket cocoon, I propel myself off the couch, already calling Matty as I fumble with the light switch.

The phone rings… and rings… and rings again. Voice mail. He didn’t silence the call. He never lets it ring.

Listening to his voice-mail greeting, I make my way to the front door to peer out at the street. Our neighborhood is graveyard silent but for the rain, a light sprinkle against the glow of the streetlamp.

I call again, stepping out onto the porch.

The streetlamp flickers.

It’s soft at first, the earth trembling. Like the rumbles we know, but then—

The porch shifts beneath me. My feet scrape nothing but air. And I’m on my hands and knees, phone clattering against the wood. It’s a faraway impact, the pain scattered at the edges of my mind. My phone doesn’t stop rattling even as my hand covers it, tries to pin it down.

Thunder.

One crack, single, but so loud and shattering, I feel it rather than hear it. But it isn’t air exploding overhead. It’s from below, and it echoes, coming from everywhere at once.

It takes a second. My breath catches in my chest.

The fault line.

A groan spreads through the earth, through the foundations of the house, vibrations tearing through my body all the way into my jaw.

Terror jams in my rib cage, a rock between the bones, mingling with the trapped air I can’t release.

Heat travels up from the ground, through the floor, burning my palms. I concentrate on the hard, solid wood beneath my knees, the rainwater bleeding into the fabric. My gaze rises toward the dark shadow of Mount Hemsworth in the distance, looming over our town.

I know what this is. I grew up here.

But we’ve never had a breach. We have Guardians. They’ll stop it. With their Keys of bone. Any second.

When the ground ruptures inside that black forest on the mountain, it’s beautiful. If I live to be a hundred, I’ll never see anything like it again.

A lightning bolt of gold stretches across the ground, zigzagging a bright, shining path through the trees. Down the mountain the bolt travels, down… to us.

They’ll stop it. They’re the only ones who can.

They’re the only ones who can release it in the first place…

The sounds of breaking earth are far away, but the echoes travel. The ground shakes beneath me, screaming in my bones. And it doesn’t stop.

Panels of gold radiate into the sky, illuminating all of Wellsie with magic.

And rising from the still-glowing gash, an iridescent fog lifts to cloud the air. The pale rainbows we’ve lived with our whole lives evaporate in the light, swallowed back into the magic that left them behind.

I stare at the sky, shivering uncontrollably, as the light explodes into powder—mist—but paler, translucent, both here and not here.

Magic used to be everywhere once.

The splotch hovers there for a second before spreading outward, like ink spilling over paper. Outward toward the edges of town.

The ground shudders and stills, and the only tremors are those running through my body, but thin gold tendrils bleed through the trees, snaking closer, too close.

My phone is ringing, a burst of BTS’s “Fire.” It’s Ella’s ringtone. Ella.

“Siddy,” Ella says immediately, her panicked voice too loud. “Siddy? Siddy, can you hear me? Hello?”

“They opened it,” I say numbly—a calm voice, an alien voice. “Ella, they opened the fault line.”

“I know. We’re stopped on the highway. Everyone got out to look. We can see it from here. It’s like… like a bomb went off. Are you at home?”

I nod, though she can’t see me. My parents are shouting in the background.

A shimmering wisp unfurls at the end of the driveway.

“Ella, I can see the magic. It’s coming…”

I reach out a hand as a bright strand stretches toward me, curling around my wrist—

Something impossibly hot, but not painful, hits me full in the chest and bowls me onto my back. A burn grows there, radiating outward, sinking into every organ, every limb. When I open my eyes, my body is lit with white fire as the golden threads course down my arms to my fingertips.

I can’t feel the cold, hard floor beneath me anymore.

Ella’s voice grows distant as my hand holding the phone falls away.

“Are you there? Listen to me, okay? We’re a half hour away. We’ll be there as soon as we can. Stay where you are. Stay with Matty. Hold on—”

The line goes dead.

Out past the driveway, the streetlamp flickers once more, and goes out.



When you’re young, they tell you magic used to be everywhere once, that it reflected our souls and enhanced the very best in us.

When you’re older, they tell you magic showed us who we were, for better or worse. You could make anything happen with enough power. And because you’ve experienced a bit of the world by then, you know this power would have ended us eventually, had it remained.

But they sealed the magic, locking it away with whatever we did, whatever we made, when we had the ability to do anything. They—the initial Guardians of each fault line—kept us safe from ourselves.

For a while.



When I open my eyes after a second, a minute, an hour, I’m still on the porch floor. A damp chill washes over me. Only a hint of light remains in the sky, dissipating in degrees, black chasing away the gold. The burn has faded. My hand finds my chest, rubbing at the center where pinpricks linger here and there. My skin is warm to the touch despite the cold.

I haul myself to my feet, grasping my phone in stiff fingers.

When I call Ella, the ring never comes. I call Matty…

There’s nothing on the line, just silence.

My phone has no bars. No service, it says.

When did Matty leave, around ten? He should be back by now. He promised me.

In the distance, police sirens pierce the night. Panic digs its way through the blanket of numbness, and I stumble back into the dark house. In the kitchen, I flip the light switch in the kitchen up, down, up, down.

When I was little, my sister made me watch a documentary that ominously predicted human extinction at the hands of the big four: climate change, pandemic, nuclear war, or fault-line breach. Realizing we’d be in the first wave for that fourth option, Ella and I practiced drills in the middle of the night. I was supposed to collect the cat. Ella would rouse our parents. Matty would fend for himself.

“The time to prepare is now,” Morgan Freeman had informed us gravely. “While we still can.”

Our plan was to follow protocol, go to the shelter in the basement of Town Hall. We learned later they stored file boxes there because no one ever expected it to be used.

After all, how do you prepare for the unknown? It’s been so many centuries since the initial blood sacrifice that no one knows what’s actually true. Only theories remain. Rumors.

What do I do now? Breathe. Everyone will know what happened. Matty will try the shelter or the police station—

Except the fault line runs straight through Town Center and God knows what’s going to come out besides magic.

No, Matty would come here first. My parents and Ella are on their way. I just have to wait for them. We can hunker down together. The whole world will know what happened in Wellsie. They’ll send the National Guard. They’ll evacuate us. We’ll be okay.

I hear something crack right before the floor ripples beneath my feet, a groan of wood not meant to bend. The sound comes from everywhere at once, a chain of multiple fractures. Outside, and close. The floor tilts again.

I grip the counter, and vibrations rattle every bone. It’s too close to be an aftershock. Fear slides down my back, seizing my spine at the base.

The house, the whole house, lurches.

I let go of the counter, fear spurring me into the hall as the house lists to the other side. More cracking, snapping, splintering wood. A scream rises in my chest, but I swallow it. I need all the air I have.

A mewing at my feet almost makes me lose it. It’s our cat, Chad. Just a fluffy white cat who is as terrified as I am. I sweep her up—immediate mistake—as she yowls and leaves a long scratch down my forearm for my trouble. I fling her over my shoulder anyway, and she claws my back.

I stumble at the next hard shake that rolls like a wave beneath me. In the guest bedroom, also my father’s office, I trace the edges of the large wooden desk and crawl beneath it as the next shake comes. Chad struggles out of my arms and I let her go.

Curling my knees to my chest, I wrap my arms over my head. Chad’s nails raised thin welts on the back of my neck. I breathe, in through the nose, out through the mouth, eyes squeezed shut. Breathe. Just breathe. Call Mom. Dad. Matty. Ella.

I pull out my phone again. I squint at the bars. No service, it says.

I don’t know how long I sit there under the desk, hearing the sounds of pavement caving in, of metal squealing, of things crashing down. The muscles in my upper arms tremble. I huddle there, counting each second in my head.

One minute. Ten minutes. Fifteen minutes. Twenty.

Until I can’t hear the pounding in my chest anymore. Just a terrible silence.

The floor slants, but it appears sturdy enough when I crawl out from under the desk. Feeling along the walls, I make my way through the dark.

On my tiptoes, I reach into the front hall closet to grab one of the flashlights, but it takes a minute to force myself to open the front door.

Sending a beam of light out over the yard, I step out into the rain, edging carefully until my feet hang over the first porch step.

They slide in the grass as I walk farther, lifting my flashlight higher toward a giant shadow ahead.

My toe catches on something hard. I go down, knees, then stomach. Lying there, gasping, on the cold, wet ground next to the garden, I stretch out one hand and touch a sharp edge. The driveway. Broken into large slabs of asphalt.

For long moments I lie there, holding the edge, my chest hitching, until I can bring myself to lift my head, to shine my light on the driveway, or what remains of it.

A giant root splits through its center, forking into smaller roots. With frozen fingers, I follow the twisting wood, my palms skimming over rough bark as bits of crumbled driveway dig into my knees. I’m in the road, fumbling over more roots, knocking my shoulders into… poles? Except they have a slight give. The flashlight illuminates the grotesque shape of a tree, a massive tree. I think it’s a banyan, with a trunk ten people with joined hands couldn’t span. The poles are dozens of fibrous roots, falling from branches overhead. Banyans don’t grow in Wellsie. They don’t grow in the middle of streets.

I look back at my house, my normal gray house, and I barely see it. A forest has sprouted—trees everywhere, roots everywhere. I shift the light from one tree to another and another—evergreens, birches, maples, oaks… one of them grows straight through my neighbor’s roof.

And I am alone.

“Oh my God. Oh my God…” My fingers tighten around the base of the flashlight.

The branches provide shelter, but I can’t stop shivering. The spasms hurt.

A forest popping out of nowhere should have woken the whole neighborhood, but no one is out here. No one but me.

Except, between the trees, I sense movement, a shadow rounding the corner of my house, the shape of a person stumbling over roots the same way I did.

A person. Someone. I lift the light.

It’s definitely a person, a boy, slowly crossing our front yard, soaked to the skin.

I struggle to my feet. “Wait! Please wait.” I rush toward him, my progress slowed by roots.

When he turns, I recognize the stocky figure clad in a polo shirt and a backward baseball hat.

“Sid Spencer?”

It’s Dustin, Dustin Miller from next door—he goes to school with me. The shivering loses some of its violence as my body relaxes. “Dustin, thank God. Are your parents home?”

“No. When the earthquake stopped, my parents, a lot of the neighbors, we were all running toward the emergency shelter. We didn’t know what else to do. The phones weren’t working.” He gestures around, eyes wide, terrified, body trembling. “Halfway there, the quakes started again, and this… this forest was growing everywhere. We got separated.” His eyes dart back and forth as he scans the woods behind him. “I tried to keep heading toward Town Center, but I kept… I don’t know, I kept sensing something was following me and doubled back, trying to lose it.”

I squint through tree trunks, sweeping my flashlight from side to side. For a second, I see a shadow, a hint of movement. Dustin is already stepping toward it, over the driveway, winding through vines. “Who’s there?” he shouts, pushing past branches.

“Wait, Dustin, let’s go back inside.” I trip after him, grasping at the back of his coat.

But when he stops, I crash into him.

“What the hell is that?” he whispers.

I can’t see past his torso, but the quiver in his voice has me backing away, terror suspending my lungs. Dustin spins back toward me and I catch his face, frozen in the beam from my flashlight, and in his eyes, a warning.

Fingers, dirty, white, mottled with purple, inch over his shoulder.

Magic had consequences once.

Dustin… My lips form his name, but no sound emerges.

Teeth, broken and yellow, rotting, clamp into the side of his neck from behind. Dustin’s scream pierces straight through me as I dash forward and seize him around the waist, as the thing… the thing rips its head violently to the side, tearing flesh, stretching rubbery muscle from bone until it detaches.

Sobbing, I pull at Dustin with all my weight, though my mind begs me, shamelessly, to run. To leave him.

When I disconnect them, Dustin pitches sideways, and he’s too heavy for me to catch. He falls into the brush. Blood spurts from the gaping wound at the juncture of his neck and shoulder. His wet gasps gurgle in his throat. I make myself look at his eyes—wide, pleading. Help me. But his face goes white and bloodless and I already know.

He’s dying.

I yank at his arm, inhaling as deep as I can to keep from vomiting. But Dustin coughs once, twice… not a third time. Oh God. I still tug. I can’t. I can’t…

And the thing emerging from the bushes twists around, cocking its head at me, all while chewing, slowly chewing. Its limbs are spindly, the body starved and wasted, wearing something that might have been clothing once.

Magic had consequences. They made things. Blurry images in our picture books we never named. We didn’t know.

The flashlight, lying among leaves at my feet, gleams enough that I see his eyes—bloodshot, but blank—and his skin—pale and anemic, with dark splotches beneath his eyes, and shadows in the hollows of his cheeks. The shadows move.

Maggots eat away at a putrid wound.

Oh my God.

I drop Dustin’s arm, and the thing moves in the stop-motion way people move under strobe lights. Slow, jerky, but sensing me somehow. I dart sideways across the jagged remains of the driveway. The shadowy structure of the porch looms in the darkness, a few steps away if I run, but fingers fumble at my wrist, slowing me. My free hand slams at his chest—warm, hard, like a living person.

When he launches at my neck, I scream.
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