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Chapter 3: The Cursed

3.5—The Bite

 

The curse, ever insidious and persistent, attacks in two significant ways. One is its presence in the very air of a cursed landscape, which allows it to not only cloud the mind, but also to attach itself to any recently deceased human body within the boundaries of the afflicted area. Anyone unfortunate enough to pass away within the confines of a cursed area, even if their demise comes from natural causes, will have their body inhabited and taken up by the dark powers that run through this place. However, the other and perhaps more recognizable method through which the evil is spread is through being bitten by one of the cursed.

While the act of biting itself does not cause damnation, it is the most common method of damnation. In general, physical contact of any type with the undead is discouraged. In some cases, seemingly harmless scratches have caused death and reanimation, and some who have gotten the blood of the cursed in their eyes and mouth have perished from it. But because of the undead’s insatiable hunger, they will more often than not attempt to bite their victims before scratching them or passing their ichor along to them. Thus, we must observe the bite as the most potent method of attack amongst these creatures.

Observed cases of bites have shown the following: that the undead’s teeth must break skin to taint the blood and pass along the curse. (Perhaps due to some sort of functional imperative, the teeth are one of the last parts of the cursed to rot away, though toothless undead have been encountered.) Once the skin is broken, the bleeding stops swiftly, and the victim usually feels stronger, even more vitalized than before, for between thirty minutes and two hours. Soon after, however, the victim becomes feverish and light-headed. Then come dizziness, nausea, and an impossibility to catch one’s breath. At this point, the afflicted person usually experiences numbness, with subsequent injuries painless and unnoticed. It has been posited that this is a response similar to that of the venom of certain snakes and insects—to incapacitate the victim so that they are easier to catch and devour. After this, the afflicted begins both visual and aural hallucinations. Many victims have reported a dull, low moaning or droning, like that of a heavy wind, as well as voices speaking violent and suicidal thoughts within their minds. Approximately twelve hours after this, the victim will simply close their eyes and stop breathing. At this point, the Warden has approximately thirty minutes to disassemble the bitten person’s body. After that, it is officially reanimated and therefore untouchable by the hands of a Warden.

It should be noted that, unlike other entries in this volume, the above sequence of events is not set in stone. Depending on the location of the curse, the severity of the bite, and other mitigating factors, the speed at which infection and death occur can vary. In certain cases, such as the Chimney Rock Massacre (see The Fugue, p. 138), bitten individuals were reported as dying from their wounds and reanimating all within an hour. Similarly, many Wardens have reported spells and poultices staving off the curse for days before the afflicted succumbed to their wounds. However, there is a moot point throughout all of this that any Warden will agree with, and that this author cannot stress enough to any young Wardens believing themselves to be unique in their abilities:

The bite is a death sentence.

To forget this fact is to create false hope and put yourself, and others, in severe danger. When a person is bitten by one of the undead, they will die, and they will return. No spell, totem, sigil, or any other magical tool can stop this—they can only delay the inevitable. To this date, no one has ever survived a bite from one of the cursed, and no one has ever died without coming back as a mindless drone. Time spent hoping against hope is better used gathering one’s wits, making peace with what has happened, and either destroying the specimen or putting distance between it and one’s self.





Chapter One

Ian

“Help!” I scream. “It’s tearing my face off!”

“Calm down, Ian,” says PJ. “I know. I’m sorry. One more piece . . .”

PJ reaches up to my eyebrow, his face super intense like he’s some scrawny mad scientist, all tongue between his lips and eyes wide, no blinks whatsoever. For a second, I hope that this last piece isn’t a bad one, and then I feel his fingernails curl around the edge of the latex, and he slowly peels it back, and my skin tugs and pulls and stretches, and then SKRRTCH, it comes off, taking a nice amount of brow hair with it and stinging like crazy.

Sitting on the edge of the tub, Kendra’s got her head lowered so that all I can see is a big brown ball of hair, but I know that under the ’do, she’s trying not to laugh. Don’t know why, just know. Man, look at her—so weird to see her in a dress, let alone this yellow Easter-type number she dug up to help make PJ’s movie.

“There,” says PJ as I rub my eyebrow, “all done, you baby.” He lays the brow appliance on the sink next to the others, and it’s kind of cool, man, looking down and seeing my werewolf face staring back at me in pieces. Two heavy brow prosthetics, two brown latex pointed ears, a dog nose and lip muzzle, and a chin piece, all stinking of acidic chemicals and face paint. Part of me kind of misses being the werewolf in PJ’s movie already, like maybe I could put the stuff back on and do another couple hours of howling and snarling, but then I remember only, what, thirty minutes ago, when there was fake fur in my nostril and everything itched and sweat had started pooling up in the rubber chin, and I’m totally stoked I no longer have to wear these things, ever again.

“My face hurts,” I say, because that’s pretty much what I’ve got going on right now.

Kendra raises her eyes to me, and yeah, look at her biting her lip, her cheeks blushing dark brown. She’s been cracking up at my shouts and yelps. “Interesting,” she says, “because it’s killing me.”

Silence, crickets, then it sinks in. See, Kendra’s been trying to learn jokes lately. “Oh,” I say. “That’s not really how that goes.” The smile and the bright sunny look on her face vanish, and suddenly I wish I could slap that last comment out of my own mouth. “See, it’s ‘Does your face hurt?’ It’s a question. And then they say no. It doesn’t quite work if my face actually hurts.”

She nods, all determined, in a way that I’ve slowly learned is sort of like saying, Thanks, you’ve taught me something. It’s crazy to think about earlier this year, when we hated each other and all three of us were these complete messes, you know? Me, Kendra, and PJ, wandering through the woods, crying and sniffling and eating termites to keep from starving, but now, here we are: PJ being a crazy genius with a totally hardcore look on his face as he makes us up as monsters and directs blocking in my backyard, and Kendra, looking . . .

I mean, she’s . . . in a dress.

PJ hands me a jar of makeup remover and a washcloth and nudges me slightly toward the door. “I’ll yell for you when we’re ready for your training,” he says. “In the meantime, go use that.”

“You sure?” I say. “Maybe I should see the process—”

“That would defeat the purpose,” says Kendra. “Don’t worry, it shouldn’t take long. Right, PJ?”

“Probably not,” says our tiny, dark-eyed friend in that quiet, intense voice he gets when he’s working. He turns to his monster makeup kit, spread open in two diagonal stacks of bins overflowing with glues and rubbers and face paints and prosthetics. He cracks his knuckles like some extra-scary evil genius. “We’ll go simple this time around. No wounds, just coloring. Well . . . maybe a few wounds.”

“Well . . . if you’re sure,” I say.

Kendra grins at me, and it’s like the inside of my brain melts into a puddle. “See you shortly, Ian.”

“I guess—” The minute I’m past the door, PJ slams it in my face. Part of me gets all intense and angry inside, wondering what’s going on in there and what Kendra and PJ are saying about me, only I know what’s going on, so why does it matter?

Lower your temperature, O’Dea told me two weeks ago. Save it for the fight. Then, you need to be hot enough to cut through steel. All right. Get all this gunk off my face, then an ice-cold soda. Should lower me right down to a nice cool.

My mom’s in the kitchen sticking a lasagna in the oven when I get there. At first, she smiles when she sees me, but then she puts her hand to her mouth and tries not to laugh. Yeah, yeah, hilarious, I’m sure.

“Can you help get this crap off?” I ask, holding up the jar of remover.

She nods, takes the washcloth, and starts rubbing globs of creamy hospital-smelling remover into my cheeks and chin. Every time she pulls the cloth away, it’s smudged a little darker brown.

“I almost forgot PJ was over here,” she says as she dabs. “Samantha hasn’t called the house five times today. How’d he like your werewolf?”

“Think it went okay,” I tell her. “Got to run around growling.”

“I heard,” she says. “Kendra was screaming her face off for the last two hours. That girl has some powerful lungs on her.”

“Girls do that a lot in horror movies, Ma.”

The corner of her mouth goes up in this crooked way that makes her look like there’s a joke I’m not getting. “Kendra sure looks cute in that dress.”

Blecch. It’s like she’s reading my mind and trying to make me yak all at once. “I guess,” I say in a way that hopefully tells her I have no idea what she’s talking about. “She won’t be in a little bit. PJ’s working his movie magic on her right now.”

“Oh yeah?” my mom asks. “Do you slash her with your claws or something? I thought you promised me this wouldn’t be very violent. . . .”

“Nah, she’s getting a . . . different thing done,” I say, my mouth going dry and numb, like I’m just back from the dentist. It’s like the island all over again. “PJ’s . . . trying something out. A new makeup technique.”

“Does this have anything to do with your big weekly phone call?” she asks.

“Nope.”

Man, I’m so bad at lying these days. I’ve never been great at it, but lately, I’ve just been the worst, scrambling and failing left and right. Maybe it’s because I’ve just been so busy hanging out with Kendra and PJ all the time, and we can talk about what happened whenever we want, like the more I’m used to the truth, the harder it is to lie. I feel like both those guys have mentioned the same thing—their parents getting suspicious.

But my mom can’t know, which I still agree on, which all three of us agree on. None of them can know that the dead walk the earth, that on our last two trips away from home we ran into cursed places teeming with bloodthirsty zombies looking to eat us, and that if it weren’t for this insane network of witches called Wardens, we’d all be corpse chow. Because even if they don’t believe us and they think we’re crazy, then we’ve got that to deal with, the counselor and maybe pills or special classes, and then we can’t do our job, which is kicking the butts of these horrible things whenever they show up.

That’s why O’Dea, our local Warden, calls us once a week—she’s helping us train to be what we are, these sort of famous zombie killers called Gravediggers.

Gravediggers. I know. After the first time, I didn’t believe it. We really just stumbled on those undead modern dancers by accident, and we sort of killed them by accident, too, tricking them to tear each other apart. But after last time? Swinging a machete into an oncoming horde of melty zombie tourists on some desert island owned by a freaking teenage supervillain? Yeah, I’ll bite. Since then, I’ve been operating under the idea that all of this is real, and man, it feels good just admitting it.

That’s why none of our parents can know—they’ll get in the middle of things and mess up what we’re doing. They may not be destined zombie hunters, but they’re still our parents. If we’re grounded and the dead walk somewhere? Not a good look.

“There,” my mom says, “you’re pretty much good. Definitely take a shower before you go to bed, though.” She squints at me, like she’s trying to figure out whether or not to punish me for something I might be doing, which I totally am. “You know I love you, kid. Be good, okay?”

“Always,” I say, and haul back to my friends, dying to be out of my mom’s line of vision and to know what’s being said inside our bathroom.

I rap my knuckles against the door. “You guys done yet?”

“Almost!” shouts PJ.

“Come on!” I say, knocking again, and when that doesn’t work, this wicked thought pops in my head, and I start slapping my hand against the door and moaning low and deep in my throat.

The door cracks suddenly, and PJ’s head pokes out, his dark-rimmed eyes wide and a little concerned. “That’s not funny,” he says. “You’re a sick individual.”

“It was a little funny. Come on, let me in, I’m ready to see this.”

At first, I think that little smile that sprouts on PJ’s face is because of my joke, like he’s trying not to laugh. Then he swings open the door and says, “Voila.”

Instant brain freeze. Like my heart shoves its fist in my throat and everything from my knees down is made of ice.

Kendra stands there, face gray and slack, eyes dim and glazed, as though she’s seeing me for the first time. Her cheeks are sunken, the skin all wrinkly like it wasn’t laid down right, and her lips are a dark shade of blackish brown, but the one corner at the right edge of them is all torn away, revealing a couple of white teeth and some pink-brown gums. Both the gash on her face and the one on her arm are shiny and wet with chunky black goop. But it’s her hair, man—normally this one single, perfect ball of frizz that’s now sort of clumped together and dirty—that just gets me.

“I’m sorry,” says PJ, his voice taking that soft, understanding tone he does so well. His hand lands on my shoulder, and bam, I’m back, I’m here, with my friends, not lost in a state of blood-chilling terror. “I was just trying to get back at you for the zombie knock. Didn’t mean to give you the full freak-out.”

“It’s cool,” I finally gasp. “Had to see it eventually.”

Kendra’s face breaks out of its far-off gaze and blinks into a delighted smile. “Is it that accurate? Were you genuinely afraid?” When I manage a nod, she giggles and turns to PJ. “Well done, PJ. Apparently, you did an excellent makeup job!”

“I do all right,” he says with a slight smile. “Let’s go.”

We step into my bedroom, and after I’ve kicked all of the dirty clothes, basketball gear, and homework books into the corners, we have a nice space set up for practice.

“You ready, Ian?” asks PJ as I face off with now-zombified Kendra, who’s swiftly typing something into her smartphone.

“I would be,” I say, “if someone got off the stupid internet.”

“Sorry, sorry,” she mumbles, pocketing her phone. “Redditors. You know how it is.” As she turns back to me, she lets that same sort of mindless dead look go over her face, and my heart goes fast again. This is my training session—for Kendra, we jumped out at her nonstop to get her acting quickly, and for PJ we screamed horrible scary stuff at him while showing him pictures of spiders and dead bodies (what a gross Google search). Now, it’s my turn: confronting the dead.

After our last fight with the zombies, I had a real problem at first when it came to facing off with them—just kept freezing up with something like the heebie-jeebies on steroids. O’Dea said we’ve got to be “familiar with the enemy,” to be able to stare at them head-on and not mistake them for or treat them like people, even if they’re someone we know. The way she said that last part made us think she’d been in that situation.

“All right, Ian, let’s do this slow motion,” says PJ, using his camera to switch from his werewolf footage to a new file. “Kendra’s going to come at you, and you’re going to try and fend her off and take her out, but do it slowly so you can see and remember your instinct. Got it?”

“Sure thing,” I tell him, trying to keep from breathing too fast.

“Good,” says PJ. “Kendra, ready to roll?”

“Affirmative.”

“Great.” PJ raises his camera and, after a little moment, the red light comes on. “Aaand . . . action!”

Just like that, Kendra comes lurching at me, moaning deep down in her throat, and I have to admit, her zombie impression is pretty spot-on. She drags one leg like it’s been broken midway through the shin and manages to twist her fingers in just the same way that the walking corpses we’ve fought have done. For a moment, staring at my friend, or this creature that’s supposed to have been my friend, it’s like I’m stuck again, frozen inside of my own body—

Then, those weird bent fingers lightly touch my arm, and everything comes back to reality, and my hand comes out in a flying chop, swinging down at half speed and stopping just in the middle of Kendra’s neck.

“Wait, stop,” she says, dropping the zombie act in an instant and leaving me stunned, blinking and sputtering, like she just pulled a magic trick. “You can’t just go for the throat. That won’t stop them, remember?”

“I just figured it might break their neck,” I try to say. “Especially if I have a machete. Doesn’t cutting off their head work?”

“Technically, yes. But!” says Kendra, raising a gray-painted finger in my face. “It’s all about the spine, Ian. Remember what O’Dea said? Unless you fully rupture the spinal column, they can still attack. Here’s what I’ve been choreographing mentally. . . .”

She takes one of my hands and puts it under her chin, the butt of my palm resting just at her throat, and then she, whoa, hold on, she takes my other hand, wait, and pulls me right up close to her, wow, and wraps it around her back, by her waist.

What is she. I don’t even.

“Push with this hand under the chin,” she says, “to keep the mouth away from you. Then, reach around in back and sink your fingers”—she puts her hand on mine, makes a claw, and presses it into her backbone—“in around the spine. Then yank hard, splitting the spine open. That should at the very least drop them and slow them down so you can finish them off. Got it?”

“Aguh,” I say, like a huge doofus.

Thankfully, my dad comes barging in, giving me a good excuse to pull away from Kendra and try to blink away the weird spinning feeling in my head. Bad news is, of course, that Dad’s got a basketball in his hands and that crazy grin on his face, which means he’s here to try and yank me away from my friends.

“You done yet?” he says, slapping the ball with a hard ping. “Come on, Ian, we have work to do. I saw Larry Leider at the gas station yesterday, and he says he’s happy to start you if you’re back up to the level you were at before you were banned from the team. Says he thinks the time off might have even helped.”

“Dad, we’ve still got work to do,” I tell him. “There are a couple of shots to get down, and then we have the phone call with our producer.”

His crazy grin turns into a sour frown, and his mustache does this back-and-forth thing it does when he’s angry. “You’ve got to be kidding me,” he says. “Ian, I thought we agreed. You could do your friend’s monster movie if you spent some time getting ready for basketball season. It’s just around the corner.”

“We won’t be long, Mr. Buckley,” says Kendra. “A half hour at most.”

Dad opens his mouth to respond to her, but then his frown falls even further and he cocks an eyebrow, so I know something’s up.

“Why are you dressed up like that?” he asks.

“For our monster movie,” I tell him.

“But wait,” he says, turning his eyes, finally, on PJ, the kid who got his sporty son all tied up in the scary movie biz. “Your movie is a wolfman movie. You won’t shut up about it. So why’s she dressed like a, what’s it called, a zombie?”

Hearing him say the word makes the blood freeze in my face and hands, and when I look at PJ he’s just standing there, mouth open, like he never knew my dad was listening all the times he talked about his movie in the car, like the fact that Vince Buckley knows the difference between a zombie and a werewolf never crossed his mind, and at a certain point it makes sense, ’cause that’s not the kind of guy my dad is. Even Kendra looks frozen in her corpse makeup. None of us know how to get out of this one.

That’s when Kendra’s phone buzzes and starts playing a hooting owl noise—O’Dea’s ring. She pulls it out and glances at the two of us before looking at my dad. “Mr. Buckley, may we have a moment alone?”

Dad crosses his arms. “I’d like to hear what this ‘producer’ of yours has to say,” he says. “This whole phone call thing seems a little weird to me—”

“Dad!” I say. “Just give us a sec, okay? I’ll be out to shoot hoops in, what, twenty minutes. Geez.”

He harrumphs and finally says, “Ten.” Then he stomps out the door, slamming it behind him.

“Sorry about that, guys,” I tell the other two.

“Not a problem,” says Kendra. She taps her screen and holds out the phone. “Hey, O’Dea, it’s us. You’re on speaker. How are things going—”

“Kids.”

It’s like an electric shock—definitely O’Dea’s voice, but not like we’ve ever heard it before, all scratchy and full of heavy breathing, kind of angry but kind of scared, like she’s panicking. O’Dea doesn’t panic, she gets all kung-fu Zen and takes everything as it comes. She keeps her eye on the ball. Around me, PJ’s brow wrinkles, and Kendra holds the phone a little away from her, like it smells bad.

“O’Dea?” asks Kendra. “It’s Kendra. Is everything all right?”

“Listen to me,” she says, surrounded by the noise of crashing branches and loud banging. “Whatever happens, you can’t come after me.”

Whoa. The words feel like needles in the back of my neck. PJ’s hand goes to his mouth. It’s like the room is growing smaller with every second of this phone call.

“What’s going on?” I ask.

“No coming after me,” she snaps. “You’ve got to follow your training. Prepare for whatever comes your way. You three are too important, too talented. I can’t have you risking that for me.”

“O’Dea, what’s wrong?” says PJ.

“Just remember what I’ve told you,” she cries, the banging growing louder. “Don’t be scared. You’re powerful and dangerous, no matter what happens to me. I’m just your teacher, but you three, you’re the chosen ones—”

The banging turns into a crash, and O’Dea screams, straight-up lets loose at the top of her lungs. As my head goes all wobbly and I feel behind me for my bed, the phone lets loose a loud booming noise, and then the scream cuts out just as the phone drops from Kendra’s hands and tumbles to the floor. For a few minutes, we’re all silent, and my heart pounds and my mouth goes dry and I wonder what could’ve made the strongest person I know, who spends her days looking after a horde of zombies, scream like that.

Kendra’s phone buzzes on the floor. My hand snaps out and grabs it before anyone else’s can, and when I see the screen, I can’t help but gasp out loud.

“Ian?” asks PJ softly.

The picture message shows O’Dea, her face beaten purple and bloody. She’s lying on the ground, chin pulled up. A huge hand in a black leather glove is pressing the blade of a massive hunting knife into her throat.

Stay out of my way, reads the message, or the warden dies.





Chapter Two

Kendra

O’Dea’s visage, battered and threatened at the end of a cruel blade, is all I can see out the bus window. Every passing billboard or solitary gas station looks like our Warden brought low. It is what has kept me focused as we’ve arranged this bizarre ride and made our inexperienced and bumbling phone calls and emails: the thought that our friend and mentor is in mortal danger. Time is of the essence. We must act.

The bus driver, corpulent and unshaven, eyes us warily as Ian, PJ, and I all step out at the hotel’s drop-off area, and I am unable to make eye contact with him in fear that such a personal gesture might rouse his suspicion. Thankfully, as we exit the bus, I hear the doors close and the vehicle rumble to life, and soon bus, driver, and worry all wheeze through a roundabout and drift out of sight.

“What time is our return bus?” says PJ softly, his expression one of both exhaustion and determination.

“Nine,” I tell him, calling up our itinerary on my phone. “We arrive back home at ten-twenty.”

“And you’re sure she’s meeting us here?” asks Ian.

“There’s no way to be positive,” I tell him. “The email she sent me was from two days ago, from an internet café in San Juan. For all I know, she was stopped and interrogated at customs. But this is without a doubt the right hotel.”

We trudge our way across the front lot toward an airport hotel, its modern design sleek and pointed, like that of a luxury car. A doorman wishes us a good night as we push through the glass doors and enter the brightly lit lobby, full of soft leather furniture and lilting (five! When I get home, I have to strike that off the vocab list for this month) elevator music over the stereo.

At first, all I see is the occasional guest trailed by rolling luggage and the well-dressed clerks behind the check-in desk looking expectantly at us, and then a figure from the lounge area stands and waves. We all blink for a moment, startled by her outfit—the last time we saw Josefina was on an island off Puerto Rico, dressed in cutoffs and a sleeveless T-shirt. To see the sweet-faced girl dressed in pants, a winter jacket, and tight-laced boots is startling.

After she hugs us one after another (let it be noted that PJ’s face, frozen in a look of hardened depression since the terrifying phone call from O’Dea, softens considerably, his eyes closing and his nose burying into the girl’s shoulder), she waves for us to follow her down a hallway of the hotel, and we scurry along behind her.

“You’re not warm in all of that?” asks Ian.

“If anything, I’m still freezing,” says Josefina, shuddering.

“How are the zombie tourists?” asks PJ.

“Sleeping soundly at the bottom of the ocean,” says Josefina. “After we resealed their resting place, we’ve not seen so much as one trying to crawl onto shore. Even before you arrived, one or two would try to reach the island. Now, nothing.”

“I’m impressed you made it here so swiftly,” I tell her.

“It was surprisingly easy,” she says with a smile. “My yaya has recently been teaching me spells of deception, making people see what you want them to see. My boarding pass was a shop receipt, and my hotel room was charged to a sand dollar.”

“Nice,” says PJ, but part of me cannot help but feel at least somewhat unsettled by the methods we’re being forced to employ. As much as Josefina’s magical trickery isn’t harming anyone—O’Dea thought of it as “Wardening your way” somewhere—it’s still, technically, stealing, which is something I feel conflicted about. We three Gravediggers are perhaps no better, having to lie to our parents about going to see a movie together so we could abscond to this airport hotel. Just because we’re karmically assigned zombie assassins doesn’t mean lying and cheating should become our tools of the trade.

Sorry, Kendra, but you need to get over that. Part of the training O’Dea has given you over the phone is an emphasis on the present, on figuring out, at any given moment, the single best way to destroy your enemy without getting caught up in your own thought process. Right now, your enemy is whatever attacked O’Dea.

After rushing down this hotel hallway, Josefina stops at a conference room and ducks into the open door, placing us in a spacious, well-lit room with a large wooden table in the middle and an intercom and speaker­phone system.

“This is the room where I was told to meet you,” says Josefina. “From what rumors I’ve overheard, it seems that O’Dea’s kidnapping is part of a larger problem.”

“Do all Wardens’ Council meetings take place in hotel conference rooms?” I ask, a little skeptical.

“It’s a tradition,” says Josefina. “When gathering in nature, Warden meetings were often ambushed by those who thought they were holding an ‘unholy Sabbath.’ Hotels provide layers of security to keep anyone from infiltrating our ranks. And there is often free coffee.”

“How much do you know about what’s going on?” asks PJ, sitting down at the table and leaning forward on his elbows like a successful businessman.

“Very little,” says Josefina. “When I contacted the Council, they informed me that they would be sending someone out to area forty-seven to see what happened.”

“Area forty-seven?” I ask.

“That’s the number of O’Dea’s area of cursed earth,” says Josefina. “Each area has a number. Isla Hambrienta and the surrounding sea is area one-oh-two. Wardens never use them, except when talking to the Council.”

“Do you think they’ll help her?” asks Ian, kneading his hands. “I mean, they have to, right? That’s their job.”

“Not quite,” says Josefina. “What you must understand is that the Council is very official. All they care about is containment, keeping the balance pure. For Council members to even appear here means our situation is serious—”

The door swings open, and in enter three women and a man. The first is skinny, a redhead with pale skin wearing a yellow coat that tapers in at her waist. The second is a round-faced woman with dark rings under her eyes and a mess of gray hair, wearing a flowing black gown. The third wears jeans and a Slayer T-shirt, with an army cap over her spiky brown hair and sharp hazel eyes. The man is a hotel employee in a bright red shirt, his smile as artificial as the ficus tree in the lobby.

“Huh! Looks like your guests beat you here,” he says. “All right, ladies, you’ve got your phone equipment, your projector if you need it—anything else?”

“We were told there’d be coffee,” says the second woman in an operatic voice.

“Oooh, we don’t do complimentary coffee anymore,” coos the hotel clerk. “Though for five ninety-eight, I can have a pot brought over—”

“This is fine,” says the woman in the jeans. “You can leave now.”

“All right.” The hotel clerk looks at us and flashes a confused smile. “Are these your nieces and nephews, or students, or what, exactly?”

“Leave, please,” says the redhead, and though her voice is soft and melodic, there is an undertone to it that is almost tangible, that crackles in the very air in front of us—magic being utilized. A flick of her hand, and the clerk’s eyes go glazed before he silently exits, closing the door behind him.

“Sisters,” Josefina says, bowing her head. “Good evening. May your gardens thrive with life. I am Josefina Pilatón, Warden’s apprentice of area one-oh-two.”

“Good evening, sister,” says the redhead, her official tone like the chirping of a bird. “I am Anne Farrow, Warden of area forty-one. This is Sarah Cardille, Warden of area thirty-eight and Warden General of the Midwestern United States, and Blaze Creed, Warden of area fifty.”

“Sister,” mumble the other two Wardens.

“I have brought friends of our cause,” says Josefina, motioning to us. “This is Ian Buck—”

“We are aware of who your guests are, and what they believe themselves to be,” says Sarah Cardille in her booming voice. “They would do well to remember that their presence here is a privilege, and they should not attempt to alter the proceedings of our business.”

The words sting, but are not unexpected. Even Josefina and her grandmother Jeniveve were reticent to know us when we first met. Hard though it is, I swallow my pride and exhale slowly, keeping myself composed. Glancing over, I see PJ doing the same, his eyes closing in a brief moment of meditation. Ian, of course, is not so meditative.

“Excuse me?” says Ian. “Lady, our friend’s hurt and you’re telling me—”

“Ian!” snaps Josefina as the Wardens sit down, their eyes focused fiercely on my friend. Without comprehending my actions, I reach out and grab Ian’s hand in my own, and his look of rage seems to slowly abate (a little easy, but why not—one).

“If we may begin,” says Sarah Cardille, clearing her throat and never offering us a seat around the overly lacquered table. “Two days ago, Ms. Pilatón contacted us concerning the possible kidnapping of a Warden, one O’Dea Foree. Ms. Creed, did you visit area forty-seven?”

“Yup, I rolled through today,” says Blaze Creed, leaning back in her chair. “Containment’s pretty solid, all sigils regularly kept, seals and beacons well placed. Looks like she did a big recent resealing. This O’Dea knew what she was doing. She only has one cursed walking around anyway, hiker with a broken leg, so it’s not like her being gone is going to cause a breach.”

“But she is missing,” I say. Every eye in the room darts to me. My question hangs in the air like a vapor.

“ . . . yeah,” says Blaze Creed finally. “Nowhere to be found. Her cabin looked like there’d just been an earthquake—furniture everywhere, windows broken. There was some blood, too, on the floor.”

The words bring a sick feeling to my stomach, as though my bile had just turned cold and gelatinous. Not only is O’Dea missing, but she is bleeding. For all I know, she’s beyond saving.

“Did it look like an attack by the cursed?” asks Sarah Cardille.

“Nope,” says Blaze. “Too organized. Plus, there were boot prints, fancy ones—Italian designer. That poor cursed hiker wasn’t wearing anything like that. If I had to guess, I’d say your idea about Savini might have some legs on it.”

My mind explodes with instant recognition: that name. “Dario Savini?” I ask, sitting forward in my chair.

“We know that creep!” cries out Ian. “He tried to sic a mutant zombie on us on whatever area that is, Josefina’s island!”

“He’s a maniac and an imitation Gravedigger,” says PJ in a spiteful tone. “Do you think he has O’Dea? Why? Where’s he taking her?”

“Ms. Pilatón,” sighs Sarah Cardille, “please remind your guests that their interruptions do nothing to help their friend, and only serve to irritate the Council. They may think they are something more than mere citizens, but I assure you they’re not.”

Keep it together, Kendra. Yes, this woman is obnoxious for no reason, and yes she and her cohorts seem unfeeling toward O’Dea’s current kidnapped state, but that’s no reason to have an episode and endanger your chances of ever helping find her.

Really. It’s not.

Suddenly, I am standing, my hands planted firmly on the table. “My name is Kendra Wright,” I say loudly. “With me are Ian Buckley and PJ Wilson. We are Gravediggers.”

Why do I even try.

“There are no Gravediggers,” snaps Anne Farrow.

“And who has decided that?” I ask the three witches, doing my best to keep my voice from quivering, though it feels as though I am jamming my finger in an electrical outlet. “You? Your Council? From what I have learned from my friend Warden O’Dea Foree, my role as a Gravedigger is my destiny, which no curse or enchantment can deny. I have felt the power of karma drive me as I fought the breach in area forty-seven by convincing the living dead to tear one another apart. I felt it at area one-oh-two when I struck down hungry zombies in the humid jungle. But now, I must fight for my friend’s life. So Wardens, do me the favor of setting aside your reservations and allowing us to save one of your own.”

Absolute silence. The three Wardens stare at me, mouths agape.

“So what you’re telling me,” says Sarah Cardille slowly, her dark eyes meeting mine, “is that you took part in two undocumented breaches of containment?”

My adrenaline rush turns sour and clammy. On my one side, Ian slaps a palm to his face; on the other, PJ exhales softly and whispers, “Ho boy.”

“Well,” I say through partly numb lips, “given the circumstances—”

“Enough,” says Cardille, slamming a palm down on the table with a resounding smack
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