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  For the people out there going through a hard time

Who have been kicked down, who feel as though they have nothing left in them

I just want you to know that yes, fate can be cruel
But you have a purpose on this planet

Whether it be as small as rescuing a classmate from a bully
Or as large as saving the world from pure evil

There’s a reason you’re here
Never give up.
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  Chapter One

Storm


Five hundred years in the future . . .
Summer, Year 500 AS

Syrena stood in the ruins of an old city, its roads reduced to rubble and craters. The buildings had crumbled long ago, and the sharp smell of pine reminded her of the forest towering along the perimeter of the debris.  
The setting sun painted the blue sky with streaks of magenta, lavender, and peach. She smiled at the sight, remembering all the sunsets she’d watched with Spencer and Karter on the beach back home, then frowned. They weren’t her friends anymore. They were her enemies.
Diana stepped up beside her and pushed her wavy blonde hair behind her ears. “Do you really think this will work?”
Syrena knit her brow, then pulled a dagger from her robes. “If it doesn’t, I’m not sure the prophecy will ever come into effect.” Pressing the cold blade against her wrist, she sucked in a sharp breath. “When the world is taken back, and monsters rule the trees”—she sliced her delicate olive skin with one swift movement, and blood trickled down her arm—“blood of a demigod will spill. Two mortals will rise, two from the Before, reborn from sacrifice . . .” She let the blood fall onto the debris.
For a while the two girls stood in silence, watching the blood drip from Syrena’s arm, waiting for something, anything to happen. 
But nothing did. 
Tears filled Syrena’s eyes, and she fell to her knees. After all they’d endured, after everything they’d done, how could this be happening? She’d broken rules, stolen pegasi and weapons, fought off monsters, and met with the Fates themselves to reach this moment. Even more than all that, she’d betrayed the gods. She’d left behind everything she’d ever known, just for her efforts to be rendered useless. 
A loud squawk pierced the air, and she looked to the sky. Two creatures the size of chariots swooped down on them. They had the brown feathered bodies of birds, but from the neck up they were old human women with long gray hair, their wrinkled faces twisted in animosity. 
Syrena’s and Diana’s two white pegasi neighed in panic, pulling at their restraints, and Diana drew her bow. “Zeus sent Harpies after us!” She shot arrow after arrow toward the bird women, but they dodged her attacks with incredible speed. 
Syrena jumped to her feet, pulled out her pouch full of saltwater, and twirled her fingers above it. A familiar burst of pulsing hot power flooded her chest and arm. She brought her hand up, drawing the liquid out of the pouch in one fluid movement. The Harpies bolted above their heads and reached for them with sharp talons. Syrena lashed the Harpies’ feet with her water as if it were a whip, and they howled, crashing into the ruins behind. Syrena waved her hand to draw the water back into her pouch, then swung around alongside Diana to face them. 
The monsters climbed to their feet, ruffling their wings. “Stupid, stupid demigods,” one said in a voice like old bones scraping against each other. “You missed your own execution.”
Syrena’s eyes widened, and she paused for a moment, looking down at her sliced wrist, blood still trickling from the wound. “Two mortals will rise, two from the Before, reborn from sacrifice,” she whispered to herself, smiling sadly as the realization hit her. 
Diana sent more arrows soaring toward the Harpies, hitting one in the wing, while the other leapt out of the way and flew straight for Syrena. But she did nothing to protect herself. Instead, she stood still as stone, ready to embrace fate with open arms, ready to fulfill the prophecy. 
The Harpy seized Syrena with its talons, the sharpened claws ripping through her dress and digging into her skin. Then she was in the air, the ground growing farther and farther away.
Below, Diana cried, “Syrena!” tears rolling down her freckled cheeks. 
The sight made Syrena’s chest ache, but she knew it was the only way. “It’s up to you now, Diana!” she yelled. “It’s up to you!” 

      [image: image-placeholder]Four years ago . . .
May 30th, 2014

The hospital monitor beeped slow and steady. 
Andy’s mom wept beside the bed, holding his dad’s hand as the man lay in torment. Andy and his little sister, Melissa, sat together at the foot of the bed. Andy’s gaze traveled around the stark white walls of the room, then finally fell on the dozens of tubes attached to his dad’s body.
His dad was not well. He’d been sick for months, and his once-healthy frame had withered into a skeleton. Numerous silver strands popped up in his dark-brown hair with each passing day. His stormy gray eyes grew more dull and bloodshot every hour, his usually rosy cheeks a pale shade of yellow. 
The sight of him made Andy’s stomach sick.
“Kayla, if I don’t make it, I promise you’ll all be just fine,” his dad croaked. “So long as you have each other.” His mom broke into a new fit of sobs. His dad squeezed her hand, then looked to Andy and Melissa. “Come here, you two. Give your ol’ man a hug, will you?” They didn’t hesitate, resting their heads on his chest, avoiding his many tubes. He coughed, stroking their hair.
Andy didn’t want his dad to die. He was only twelve—twelve-year-olds didn’t lose their parents. It couldn’t be his dad’s time, not yet. 
The hospital monitor began to shriek, and his mom shot up from her chair. “We need our nurse.” 
Within seconds, a trio of nurses burst into the hospital room and shoved Andy and Melissa off their dad. “We need all of you out, now,” one of them said.
“I’m not leaving my husband,” his mom said. She began to tremble and turned to face him. “Andy, please—take your sister out to the hall. Everything’s going to be just fine.” 
Andy’s chest tightened. He wanted to scream in protest; he wanted to stay with his dad. But he knew he needed to listen. He kissed his dad’s hand, then pulled his sister into his arms and scurried out of the room. She screamed, pounding her tiny fists against his back. She was only four. She surely didn’t understand what was happening. 
“We need the doctor,” a nurse said. 
Andy collapsed outside the door and looked over his shoulder. The nurses worked over his dad, his mom standing at the edge of the room. As she watched them, she ripped out fistfuls of her black hair with shaking hands. Andy’s eyes grew watery. He clutched his crying sister tight against his chest, and hot tears streamed down his cheeks. “Dad,” he said, choking on a sob. “Please don’t leave us.”
More hospital staff dashed into the room. “We’re losing him!” 
The monitor let out a long, solemn wail. 

      [image: image-placeholder]June 21st, 2014

Zoey walked into her mother’s bedroom, so tiny it was like a shoebox. Lightning flashed outside the window. Rain and hail pummeled the glass. The room was barely illuminated by a lamp on the nightstand, which cast spooky shadows along the walls. 
Zoey’s mother stuffed the remainder of her clothes into a small suitcase at the foot of the bed. Why was she packing her things? They’d just moved into the apartment building a few months prior, days after Zoey’s fourteenth birthday.
Her mother zipped up the bag, then narrowed her dark eyes at the floor and tucked a brown curl behind her ear. “Pack up, Zoey. We’re leaving before they boot us out.”
Zoey’s heart sank. “What do you mean, ‘before they boot us out’?” 
“I mean exactly what I said. It’ll be at the end of this week. Get your shit together.” 
Zoey’s eyes filled with tears. “Are you out of money again or something? What the hell? Where are we supposed to go?” Her mother said nothing, avoiding eye contact, and her chest grew tight. “Why don’t you just let me live with Dad?” Zoey missed her father more than anything. She hadn’t seen or heard from him since her parents’ divorce. 
Her mother balled her fists. “Your father doesn’t want you.” 
Zoey shook her head and bolted down the hall, to the only other bedroom in the apartment. Her room. “I hate you! I want my dad!” She threw herself onto the bed.
Her mother stomped through the doorway, her footsteps booming. She snatched Zoey by her long brown hair and dragged her off the mattress. Zoey screamed. She flailed as she was yanked to the carpet, then slapped across the cheek. It stung worse than the time a wasp got her.
Her mother hit her again. And again. And again. She cried out, her body erupting with sharp pain, tears dripping down her cheeks into the fluffy carpet. She never remembered her father hitting her like that. She just wanted her father. 
After what seemed like forever, her mother released her. Tiny beads of sweat rolled down the woman’s wrinkled forehead. She grunted and exited the bedroom, leaving Zoey petrified on the floor. 
A while back, there had been another time her mother couldn’t afford to pay rent, at a different apartment complex. They’d had nowhere to go. No family to fall back on. For a few weeks, they’d been forced to live in their truck. 
That was the last thing Zoey wanted to do. 
Lightning flashed outside the window, temporarily lighting her empty bedroom walls. It faded as quickly as it came, and thunder rumbled, shaking the floor. A chill slithered up her spine. 
She had an idea.
Perhaps she could pay the rent. Perhaps she could scrape up enough money by the end of the week, assuring they wouldn’t have to live on the streets again. 
But how? What could she do?

      [image: image-placeholder]Now . . .
November 15th, 2018

“This sucks,” Andy said to his best friend, Mark, as their algebra teacher handed out midterm reports to the entire class. “I’m practically failing.”
The classroom was tiny, with puke-green walls and zero air conditioning.
Mark fiddled with his pencil and flipped his pale-blond hair out of his eyes. “Maybe if you actually did your homework, you’d have better grades.” 
Andy groaned, crumpling his grade sheet. “Whatever. Remind me to come up with a reason my mom can’t go to parent-teacher conferences.”
The familiar voice of a girl said, “Mrs. Terry? Could I talk to you?” from behind, and Andy swung around to see Zoey Fawsen standing at the doorway of the classroom. She had curly brown hair that fell all the way down her back, tan skin, and eyes as blue as a clear summer sky. She was thin but still curvy, and around Andy’s height. Her style was simple: lots of flannels, skinny jeans, and moccasins. 
Andy had always thought she was gorgeous, and it took all his willpower not to stare. But he’d never talked to her. What if she thought he was a total weirdo?
Mrs. Terry smiled at Zoey and made her way to the back of the classroom to talk with her.
Mark rolled his eyes at Andy. “Try not to drool all over the table.”  
Andy snapped out of his trance, putting his head in his hands and glaring at his T-shirt. Two cartoon characters clashed swords on the wrinkled fabric, and he gave them a heavy sigh. Zoey would never notice a guy like him. He was scrawny and pale, chewed the tips of his thumbs every time he got nervous (which was a lot), and was barely passing many of his classes. His greatest talents were crushing the other players of every video game he played, and eating several boxes of stuffed-crust pineapple pizza all by himself without puking. 
He adjusted his glasses. “Sorry. I can’t help but stare at girls like that.” 
Mark patted him on the back. “The only girl I’ve ever seen you stare at like that is Zoey. But trust me, man, you don’t want to get involved with her. She doesn’t exactly have the best reputation.”
He thought about the crazy stories regarding Zoey that had circled the school for the last few years. “You realize those are just rumors, right?”
The bell went off, high-pitched ringing bouncing off the walls, and the students gathered their things and bolted out the classroom door. 
Andy and Mark made their way through the hordes of teenagers clustered in the hallways of their high school, and as they reached the commons area, a group of guys in muscle tees and sagging pants with chains hanging from their useless belts shoved them into a string of lockers. “Losers,” they said, howling with laughter, then strutted down the hall as though they owned the school. Andy rolled his eyes. As if he cared what they thought of him. 
Once they disappeared, Andy and Mark walked into the commons. Andy adjusted his backpack and pushed up his glasses. “Do you want me to drive you home?” 
Mark shook his head. “Nah, man. I’m good. I’ll just take the bus.”
Andy shrugged. “Okay, see you later.” 
Mark waved, then turned and walked out the school entrance, while Andy started for the back doors leading to the junior parking lot. He whipped out his phone and called his mom. 
“Hello?” she said.
Andy smiled. “Hey, Mom, I’m on my way home.” 
“Oh, of course, sweetheart. I’m picking up Melissa, but I’ll see you when I get there.” Her voice held a slight tremor.
“Mom, are you okay?”
“Yes, I’m just a little stressed because—” 
Andy’s phone was ripped from his hand and thrown across the school’s commons. As it hit the floor, it shattered into tiny pieces. Other students huddled together in the commons burst into fits of laughter, and he whipped around to see who’d tossed the device. 
Jet Weaver, a senior, gym rat, and giant asshole, towered over Andy at six feet tall. His shaggy blond hair hovered just above his icy-blue eyes, and his button-up and jeans looked perfectly fitted and ironed, as always. Probably because his mother was the store manager of a local clothing retailer, which Andy knew because his own mother happened to be one of the store’s full-time employees. 
Jet had harassed Andy since his mother started working there, around a year after his father died. The guy had some serious, deep-seated issues. It didn’t seem like his parents paid much attention to him, so he bullied people until they paid him some attention, but Andy refused to let the taunting bother him. He didn’t want to cause his mom any more trouble at work than she already had.
But if all that wasn’t bad enough, Jet had dated probably every pretty girl his age in the entire city over the course of his high school career. Which, of course, included Zoey Fawsen. 
Andy glared at Jet for a moment, peeved that he’d stooped so low as to destroy Andy’s cell phone this time. Jet sneered and puffed his chest, and the students around them cackled.
He’s not worth it, Andy thought. He turned around and continued his way to the parking lot.
“That’s right, don’t say anything. Just go home and cry to Mommy,” Jet said. Andy ignored the comment. As if. Jet laughed. “Honestly, I’m not sure who’s the bigger loser—Andy Regan or his mom.” 
Andy’s heart pounded. He stopped, then balled his fists and swung around to face Jet. “Don’t talk about my mom like that.”
Jet crossed his arms. “My mom says she’s a loser. Probably because she got to be a lazy housewife up until her husband died on her.” Everyone went quiet.
A boy in the crowd took a step forward. “Hey, man. Lay off him a little.”
Jet smirked, ignoring the comment. “It’d be hard on me if my son was as lame as you, but being married to a leech like that would definitely kill me.” A few of the students gasped.
Andy snarled, lunging for Jet. No one, no one talked about his family like that! Jet sauntered sideways, and Andy stumbled to the floor. Jet seized Andy by the collar, raising a fist, and Andy kicked himself for falling into the trap. 
“Jet!” said the familiar voice of a girl. “Leave him alone!” Andy scrambled out of Jet’s grasp, and looked up to see none other than Zoey Fawsen stomping through the crowd toward them. 
Jet let go of Andy, glaring at her. “Aw, Zoey. What’s the problem? Is little Andy here your latest boy toy?” He slapped Andy on the back. “I wouldn’t do it, bro. I mean, I have no room to talk, since I did it, but luckily I didn’t catch some sorta disease.”
Zoey rolled her eyes, tucking her books under one arm. “What a mature thing to say, Jet. I wish we’d never broken up.” She bent down and took Andy’s hand. “Seriously though, leave him alone, before a teacher shows up and calls the cops or something.” Jet’s nostrils flared, but he stepped back. Zoey pulled Andy to his feet. “Let’s go,” she said, and led him toward the school’s entrance.
Behind them, students whispered. But Andy was too shocked to care. 
They walked out the doors into the senior parking lot, butterflies waging war on Andy’s stomach. Hundreds of students laughed and talked under a gray sky. Hundreds more climbed into their cars to drive home. As Andy and Zoey walked past a group of girls in skimpy clothes, the girls stared wide-eyed at them, then huddled together and began whispering. 
Zoey shot the girls a quick glare, then gave Andy a sideways glance. “I don’t think we’ve been formally introduced. I’m Zoey Fawsen. What was your name again?”
Andy gulped. “Uh . . . Andrew Regan. Call me Andy.” Zoey smiled. 
Soon they reached an old red truck, and she dropped his hand, then opened the driver’s door. “If that loser made you late for your bus, I can give you a ride home.” 
Andy bit his thumb. “Oh, that’s okay. I’m, uh, parked in the junior lot. That’s where I was headed, before he took my phone and . . .”  
Andy put his head in his hands, remembering his phone shattering on the commons floor. “Crap. He destroyed my phone. Not sure how I’m going to explain that one to my mom.”
“Tell her it wasn’t your fault. Tell her Jet did it.”
Andy shook his head. “No, no. She works for Jet’s mom. He’s always acted like this toward me, but I usually try to ignore it because I don’t want conflict between my mom and her boss. She already has enough on her plate. I’ll just have to make something up.”
Zoey shrugged. “Whatever works for you, I guess. Want a ride to your car?”
Andy’s jaw dropped. “Uh, sure. Thanks.” He climbed into the passenger seat, and she started the engine. 
When they reached Andy’s car in the junior lot, it was sprinkling outside, and most of the students had already cleared out. Only a few couples were left, kissing in the back seats of cars. 
Andy’s cheeks grew hot. He resisted the urge to bite his thumb. “Hey, uh, Zoey?” She turned toward him. “Thank you. For standing up for me. Sometimes I hear people talking about you.” She tensed and looked away, tugging at a curl that framed her face. “But I just want you to know I don’t believe anything they say. I think it’s all just stupid rumors. You’re really cool, and I hope we can be friends.”
Zoey smiled but didn’t meet his eyes. “I’d like that, Andy. See you around?”
Andy nodded, unbuckling his seat belt. He jumped out of the truck. “See you around.” 
Lightning flashed in the distance, and Andy waved goodbye as he climbed into his car. He watched her drive away.
Once he reached home, he bolted into his bedroom. He pulled on a sweatshirt, plopped down at his desk, and powered on his computer. The bed was unmade as usual, clothes scattered about the floor. Various cartoon and video game posters were plastered all over the walls. He pulled his headset over his ears and loaded his favorite game’s voice chat to tell Mark the exciting news: He’d talked to Zoey. She’d held his hand. She’d even offered to take him home. 
The game lit up his monitor with hues of blue and green, and Andy invited Mark to play. Within a few minutes Mark accepted the request, and their characters were thrown into the game. 
Andy tapped his fingers on the keyboard. “What’s up, dude?” he said into his headset.
“What’s up?” Mark replied.
“Jet Weaver annihilated my phone.”
“That’s really, really rough.”
“Yeah, except guess who defended me from him? And held my hand all the way out to the senior parking lot? And offered me a ride home?”
Mark chuckled. “Jennifer Lawrence?” 
“No, dumbass. Zoey Fawsen.”
“Didn’t I tell you not to get involved with that? She’s bad news, dude. I heard she, like, slept with a bunch of guys for money when she was a freshman, or somethin’ like that.”
Andy rolled his eyes. “No way. She’s cool. All that stuff everyone says about her—it’s wrong.” The garage door rumbled open, and Andy ripped off his headset and exited the game. “Sorry, man, gotta go. I’ll get on later.”
Andy dashed out of his room and down the hallway. He slid onto the hardwood floor of the entryway just as Melissa and his mom opened the door and stepped inside. Melissa squealed in delight, running toward Andy. Her gray eyes glittered, her brown braid flying behind her. 
He grinned and scooped her into his arms. “Hey, Mel-Mel. How was your day at school?” 
She flung her arms around his neck. “Good. But it would have been better if we weren’t doing multiplication.” She squirmed out of their embrace and scrambled to the floor. “I hate math.”
Andy tugged her braid. “Me too.” 
Andy’s mother winked and tapped his nose. Bits of silver poked through her short, choppy black hair, but her hazel eyes looked more bright and youthful than ever. “I have exciting news.” She kicked off her flats and practically skipped into the kitchen, where she set the jeep keys on the counter. “Some things are going to change around here, for the better.”
Melissa twirled in place. “What is it?”
Andy raised an eyebrow. “Don’t keep us in suspense.”
She smiled, bowing dramatically. “Ladies and gentlemen, I hereby present to you the newly hired first-grade teacher of Tumbleweed Elementary.” Andy’s jaw dropped. “I was a little stressed earlier today because I wasn’t sure if I’d gotten the job yet, but now I know for sure—I did. The last several years of school and student teaching have finally paid off.” 
Andy hopped into the kitchen and tackled his mother in a hug. “Mom, that’s awesome. I’m so proud of you.” 
She squeezed him tight. “We’re finally going to be a real family. The days of leaving you two home alone while I work or study are over.” Melissa joined in on the hug, and for a moment the family stood together, completely engulfed in each other, savoring the moment as if it were a delectable treat. 
The excitement didn’t last, though. A mournful cry escaped his mom’s throat, and she trembled in his arms. He pulled out of their hug and took her hands, looking into her tear-filled eyes. “What’s wrong? This is a happy thing.”
Her lip quivered. “I just wish your father was—was— I’m sorry. Sometimes it’s just hard. Knowing he’s not here to see me get this job. To see you two grow up. I mean, I look at the both of you, and I see him. Every day.”
Andy nodded. He and Melissa looked almost identical to their dad. They both had his dark-brown hair, his stormy gray eyes, his crooked smile, and his round nose. Sometimes Andy wondered if they inherited any of his mannerisms, but it was hard to remember what his father was like sometimes. He’d tried to preserve the memories, but with each year they grew harder to recall. 
Andy pulled his mother and sister into another hug. “Dad said we’d be okay as long as we have each other. And we do. We always will.” Andy knew this to be true. No matter what his grades looked like, no matter how much of a weirdo he was, and no matter what Jet said, as long as he had his mom and sister, he’d be okay.
Before anyone could speak another word, the lights of their house went out. The floor erupted in a fit of seizures, and thunder fiercer than a murderous lion roared in the distance.

      [image: image-placeholder]Zoey sank into the couch in the living room of her and her mother’s tiny apartment, scrunching her nose and tugging at a strand of her hair. Her thoughts drifted to her encounter with Jet and how it’d led to meeting a new friend. Probably her only friend. 
Andy Regan . . .
Zoey hadn’t had a friend since she was in elementary school. She’d met little Cynthia Watson in the fifth grade, and they’d spent most days climbing trees, catching insects, and playing fetch and tug-of-war with Zoey’s cocker spaniel, Daisy. But then, of course, her parents got divorced. She and her mother moved out of that cozy house in Nebraska and left the state, and Zoey hadn’t seen Cynthia Watson, Daisy, or even her own father since. He didn’t have the decency to call her, or even answer her calls, so eventually she’d given up and had her last name changed to her mother’s maiden name. Anything to forget.
She pushed the thoughts out of her mind and opened her midterm report. All A+’s, 4.0 GPA. She pursed her lips, her eyes heavy. More than anything she wanted to take a nap, but between school, homework, and her part-time job flipping burgers, this was the only time she had to apply for scholarships.
Essays covered the coffee table in front of her, hundreds of pages and thousands of words stacked on top of each other, written to convince people why she was worthy of their money, why she needed it, how she would put it to good use. She needed all the help she could get to pay for college. After all, her mother wasn’t going to pay jack shit for her, even if she could. Then there was the fact that ninety percent of her paychecks went toward rent and bills, and ten percent of a check earned from working in fast food couldn’t cover a college loan. 
Zoey snatched a pencil, ready to whip out another paper. She was determined to go to college. She needed to get out of her dump of a city, to escape. Where to, she wasn’t sure. As long as it was somewhere no one knew her name, where no one could whisper behind her back about something she did years ago, it didn’t matter. She needed boys like Jet Weaver to be a thing of the past. She needed a clean slate. 
Maybe then she’d follow her dreams. She’d adopt a big lovable dog, go hiking in the mountains, sail the seas, travel the world. She’d become a surgeon or a counselor or a veterinarian. Once she got rid of the bullshit holding her down, the possibilities were endless. 
From outside the apartment complex, her mother yelled, “Zoey, get down here and clean out the damned truck!” Zoey rolled her eyes, tossing her pencil aside. She started for the door. If nothing else, she needed to get away from her mother. 
She ripped open the door and stomped down the stairs toward the complex’s lawn. Her mother sat under the gazebo, smoking a cigarette as rain drizzled down. 
Zoey took a deep breath to calm herself and walked toward the gazebo. “Couldn’t you have come inside and asked me? Keep yelling like that, and you’ll get the cops called on us again.”
Her mother narrowed her eyes, tucking a curl behind her ear and puffing on the cigarette. Zoey sighed, shaking her head, then made her way to the parking lot. She unlocked the truck, opened the passenger door, and tucked her textbooks under an arm.
As Zoey walked back toward the apartment, her mother tossed what was left of the cigarette onto the wet grass and crushed it under her sneaker. “Stop acting like such a stuck-up little bitch.” 
Zoey inhaled sharply. She started up the stairs. “I wasn’t aware behaving like a decent human being meant I was a stuck-up little bitch. Thanks so much for letting me know.” 
“You’re lucky I even let you live here.”
Zoey swung around and shot the woman a scowl. “You’re lucky I let you live here, since I pay most of your bills and rent.”
A crack of thunder sounded through the sky, and the ground began to tremor. Zoey gasped, stumbling back, as something skinny and silver shot from the clouds. It came straight for her mother. Zoey dropped her books and pointed at the object. “Look out!” But it pierced her mother through the chest. Her mother’s eyes widened, and she slumped to the ground, clutching her heart.
Zoey scrambled toward her mother, trying to figure out what in the world could have hit her. She grabbed the woman by the shoulders and held her upright before she could fall over. What looked like a bloody arrowhead stuck out from her chest. 
Her mother coughed, blood trickling from the corners of her lips. “What’s happening?” 
Zoey’s chest tightened. “I don’t know.” She knew there was no way she could safely remove the arrow. Ripping it out would just make the damage worse. Her mother needed professional medical attention immediately. They needed to call an ambulance, but she’d left her phone in the apartment. 
Another arrow, this one glowing and gold, hurtled toward them. Zoey ducked and shielded her mother, and it sped past their heads, then sank into a patch of mud. She couldn’t leave her mother outside while she grabbed the phone, nor could she carry her up the stairs. She scanned the complex’s yard, but no one else was outside, and she sure as hell wasn’t going to scream for help until someone else came to the rescue. 
She shot up, grabbed her mother under the armpits, and dragged her toward the truck. “Don’t worry, I’m taking you to the hospital.” 
When they reached the truck, she pulled her mother into the passenger seat and rested her on her side so as to not aggravate the arrow and wound, then clambered into the driver’s seat. 
She snatched the keys from her pocket, rammed them into the ignition, and floored it. “Hold on.” 
She sped out of the parking lot. Racing down the street, she dodged parked cars and flew past stop signs. The rain began to pour, beating on the windshield with angry fists, and she peered up at the clouds and gasped in horror. A sea of gold and silver arrows soared down like a battalion of shimmering soldiers racing into battle. 
Was it a terrorist attack? Was an enemy country waging war on the United States? And if one was, why would it be attacking Gillette, Wyoming, where the population was less than forty thousand? Why not New York or Los Angeles? 
As the arrows made it to earth, they shattered windows, pierced buildings, and narrowly missed the truck. 
The ground shook again, and the truck’s rear end shot up. Zoey screamed, her stomach lurching, and then the tires smashed into the road. She hit the brakes, her breaths shallow. “What the hell is going on?”
The trembling slowed into a light vibration, and Zoey glanced at her mother. She was unconscious, her eyes shut tight, her blood seeping into the beige seats of the truck. 
For a moment Zoey wondered what she was doing. After all, her mother wasn’t good to her. Her mother wouldn’t care if something bad happened to her. So why was she out here, braving these arrows, then driving through what seemed to be an earthquake, for someone who couldn’t even bother giving her a stable home? She could just leave her. She could fend for herself and let her mother die. 
It would solve most of her problems.
No, she thought. That’s not right.
Lightning flashed in the distance, arrows coming down as fast as the rain. But Zoey slammed her foot onto the gas pedal.

      [image: image-placeholder]Andy stumbled backward as the house shook. His mom tumbled into the kitchen. She caught herself on the counter, then fell to her knees. Melissa screamed, jerking across the living room. Family pictures fell off the wall, while tiny cracks split the hardwood floor. The ceiling groaned. Their chandelier crashed against the dining table, bits of shiny crystals spiraling through the air.
Melissa darted for the kitchen, screaming, “Mommy!” and the house lurched, throwing her into the air. Her head slammed against the dining table’s edge, and her body went limp. She fell to the floor.
Andy lunged for Melissa. He scooped her into his arms and pulled her close to his chest. A stream of blood flowed freely from a gash on her forehead, her eyes closed. His breath caught in his throat. “Mel-Mel . . .” 
His mom grabbed her keys off the counter, then ran toward them. The floor lurched again, but he grounded himself, clenching his teeth. “We have to get out of here.” His mom nodded, and they dashed out the door, then hurried into the jeep.
Outside, long wailing sirens came from all directions. 
The sky was dark gray, lightning blasting, thunder roaring. Monstrous raindrops poured from the clouds, and the earth shook.
Andy’s mom sped toward the hospital, gripping the steering wheel so tightly her knuckles were white. She honked her horn, weaving through unruly traffic. 
They reached an intersection, and a giant slab of asphalt shot out of the road. Bits of concrete rained down. Five cars ahead crashed into each other. His mom slammed on the brakes, and they slid across the road before the jeep came to a slippery stop.
“We advise everyone to find shelter,” the radio host said. “All across the country, there are reports of arrows shooting through the sky, massive thunderstorms, strange earthquakes, and lightning unlike anything we’ve ever seen. Authorities are investigating the source of this nationwide freak storm, but many citizens fear it may be the wrath of God.” 
Something silver glittered outside, catching Andy’s eye. He looked over and gasped—an arrow was barreling toward the jeep. He shielded Melissa and screamed as it shattered the window, narrowly missing his head. Chunks of glass bit his skin.
“Andy! Melissa!” his mom cried. 
Rain poured into the vehicle and soaked his jeans. He yanked the arrow from the leather seat and tossed it outside. “We’re okay.”
Outside, people jumped from their cars and into the streets, gold and silver arrows lodged in their flailing limbs like pins in a cushion. Even more arrows sailed from the sky. He squinted, trying to spot where they could be coming from, but all he saw were angry storm clouds.
His mom drove around the car accident, weaving through screaming people. “Get out of the way! We need to get to the hospital!” 
Andy pulled Melissa as close as their seat belts would allow, willing her to be okay.

      [image: image-placeholder]Zoey approached a four-way, and the light blinked yellow. “If you people think I’m stopping for you, go ahead and suck it.” It turned red. She sped straight through. A horn honked from beside her. 
She looked over just as a white jeep hit her truck, and the sound of metal crashing against metal erupted in her ears. Her temple banged against the window. She pumped the brakes, but the truck spiraled out of control. It spun a few more times, then came to a jarring halt, and her head whipped to the side. She blinked in disbelief, trying to process what had happened. 
A throbbing ache inched down her neck and into her back. She groaned, struggling to unbuckle her seat belt, then threw open her door. She squinted into the heavy rain. 
She was at the edge of a local restaurant’s parking lot, the building a heap of bricks and glass. Bloody arms and legs were tangled in the debris. The earthquake had slowed into light vibrations, and now the arrows came in hundreds rather than thousands, but the cries of terrified people still pierced the air. The blare of sirens made her skull pound. She wondered who hadn’t made it out of the restaurant in time.
She looked around the parking lot and found the jeep to her left, turned on its side. The scarlet paint of her truck was scraped against its white exterior like a streak of blood in fresh snow. One of the back doors flew open. A skinny, pale, brown-haired young man with square glasses emerged. He dodged a gold arrow, which then impaled one of the jeep’s tires, and stumbled toward her. She narrowed her eyes. Was that . . .
She scrambled onto the pavement, and a puddle of water soaked her shoes. “Andy, I’m so sorry. Are you okay?” 
Andy shook his head, his eyes filling with tears. “I don’t know. My sister— My mom— Are you okay?” 
She shivered. “I think so.”
“I just need to get to the hospital. My sister hit her head.” 
“That’s where I was going, too. My mom, she’s— Never mind. We have to find help. We have to hurry.”
Thunder rumbled. A chill ran through Zoey’s spine. The sky had opened into an angry vortex, and the largest, most brilliant gold lightning bolt yet shot from it, straight for them. It illuminated the
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