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APOCALYPSE NOW

Los Angeles was going to hell.

People from everywhere else in the country had been saying that for years, of course. They gasped in fear at the helter-skelter sixties, raised their eyebrows when teased hair, pleather, and loud music took over the Sunset Strip in the eighties, and shook their heads at the nineties riots. And that was all before reality TV. They said too much sunshine soaked into people’s brains and addled them. Or maybe it was the Botox. Or the traffic. The city was home to gangs, vegan cleanses, Lindsay Lohan. One day the whole place would break away and sink right into the Pacific Ocean, and good riddance—it was all falling apart, anyway.

Shannon Mei had heard all that and more her whole life, but never had any reason to take it seriously.

Until now.

Shannon’s best friend, Liv Phillips, had been gone for twenty-four hours, and in that time, their hometown had taken a serious left turn into the crazy. For a solid chunk of those twenty-four hours, Shannon had been holed up at the West Los Angeles Medical Center, staking out the room of a strange, mostly unpleasant boy and watching the city outside turn to chaos.

For the twentieth time that day, Shannon parted the blinds in the tiny hospital room and looked out the window. In late August in Los Angeles, the sky should have been a deep, clear—but still familiar and unremarkable—blue, maybe dotted here and there with wispy white clouds.

But this sky wasn’t the one Shannon knew.

For one thing, it was orange. And not the bright, Technicolor orange of sunrises and sunsets, but a sickly, brownish orange, thick with rust-colored clouds. It looked angry. And the people in the city sprawled out beneath it gazed up, helplessly, at a sky that had turned on them like a loyal dog suddenly gone feral. What else could they do? Run? How could you run from the sky?

And that wasn’t the only thing going wrong. After a large earthquake the day before (one Shannon knew had been caused by Liv traveling to another world), the ground continued to rumble every couple of hours. It was getting warmer, too. Los Angeles was always hot in August, but temperatures didn’t usually climb quite this fast during the day. Even in the air-conditioned hospital, the fabric of Shannon’s slinky T-shirt clung to her back.

She closed the blinds again.

Inside the small room, it was dark and quiet. Merek lay still on the hospital bed, his thin, lanky frame nearly edging off the small cot. The top of his head was wrapped in gauze, and the right side of his face was a dark bruise. Merek was being treated for smoke inhalation, a concussion, and a gash on his collarbone that needed twelve stitches. But that bruise on his face was maybe the worst—a nasty gift from when Cedric, Merek’s friend, enemy, and leader, had smashed Merek’s face into the ground repeatedly for what turned out to be no reason at all.

Merek was still unconscious, leaving Shannon alone to parse through everything that had happened in the past day while the world outside fell apart. That her best friend, Liv—calm, steady, annoyingly organized Liv—was secretly some kind of scroll who had the ability to open portals to another world through the power of a back tattoo, of all things, was ridiculous enough. That Liv had befriended a group of runaway royals from said other world, and was also on the run from monsters and knights and who knew what else—it was a lot for Shannon to keep track of.

Like, a whole lot.

It was almost too much to be believed, if Shannon hadn’t been an actual witness to all of it. She still felt like maybe she was insane, or dreaming. But all she had to do was part the blinds of the hospital room to see the sky and know that the craziness was real. And far from over.

Whatever was going on outside, it had something to do with the portals—and with Liv. But Liv wasn’t around to fix things right now, and Shannon couldn’t follow or even call her—she doubted the magical “other world,” whose name she could barely pronounce, had Verizon cell towers. Liv had left her behind, left her to deal with this whole mess.

Not that Shannon had any idea what to do. She’d stayed with Merek the day before, like she promised Liv she would. But right after she’d gone home for a much-needed nap and shower, everything went to hell.

It was like the whole city had ground to a halt. Even Shannon’s rational, left-brained parents, who never raised their voices at her even when she stole the car, wore miniskirts to church, or dropped out of advanced calculus to take drama, had genuine panic in their eyes. They sat with Shannon as the freaky orange sky turned darker—but not completely black—that night, and the three of them hardly slept at all. The next morning, they decided to skip work, which scared Shannon more than anything else. But Shannon had promised to look after Merek, and she couldn’t shake the urge to do something, so that morning she’d left her parents a letter explaining that she went to check on Liv (a lie) and would be back soon (hopefully true).

So now, here she was. A TV on the wall across from Merek’s bed was on, but muted. Shannon reached for the remote and turned up the volume.

A pore-free news anchor with a helmet of shiny blond hair had her Very Serious News Face on. She was talking via satellite to a balding man who looked like he’d had maybe three too many cups of coffee and a stern-looking man with thick eyebrows and a buzz cut. The ticker at the bottom of the screen read, “ENVIRONMENTAL CATASTROPHE IN LA?” And then, below that, “GOVERNMENT CONSIDERING FEMA RESPONSE.”

“So are you definitely saying this is an effect of climate change?” the news anchor asked, a tiny furrow appearing in the skin between her perfectly plucked brows.

Buzz Cut Man scoffed, while Balding Man put his jittery hands in front of him.

“No, no, I’m not definitely saying anything,” Balding Man replied. “At this juncture, it would be irresponsible to ascribe any one cause.”

“But you’re not ruling out climate change.”

“I don’t think we can rule out anything. But it seems unlikely that global warming would cause such radical changes overnight, or even in an instant, as many reports indicate—”

“But what else could cause such abnormalities in the sky and weather?”

“Well, uh . . . it could be many things. . . .”

Beads of sweat dripped down into the Balding Man’s collar. Shannon felt a jolt of sympathy for him. Buzz Cut man took his cue to cut in. “While the scientists are dithering back and forth, Amy, what we should be focusing on is how to contain a worsening situation in Los Angeles. A military presence is needed to stem the panic—”

“Loud girl?”

Shannon muted the television again and spun toward the scratchy voice. Merek was awake, his eyes on her. She scooted her plastic chair closer to the edge of his bed.

“Welcome back.”

“Where am I?” Merek asked, struggling to rise. “It’s so . . . white.”

“You’re at a hospital on Wilshire. The doctors have been treating you for smoke inhalation.”

Merek’s hand slowly rose to the bandages around his head. He winced.

“And a head wound.”

When Merek brought his hand back down, he saw the small tube sticking out of his right arm, just above the elbow. The tubing led from his arm to a small fluid sack hanging from a stand by his bed. His eyes widened, and he reached to pull the tubing from his skin. Shannon moved quickly to stop him, grabbing his free hand with her own.

“Stop. That’s making you better.”

“Is that going inside of me?”

“Pretty sure, yeah.”

“Why?!”

“I don’t know, I’m not a doctor. But they know what they’re doing here. This is where Zac Efron had his appendectomy.”

Merek’s eyes stayed on the tubing. “This is barbaric. How long have I been here?”

“About a day.”

Merek pushed himself up to a sitting position and looked to the door. “Are the others outside?”

“Uh . . .” Shannon bit her lip and looked down. In the past few hours that she’d been watching Merek sleep, she’d wondered how she would tell him his friends had split. Tact had never been her strong suit. But honesty was.

“No, they’re not here. They’re gone.”

“Gone where?”

“Back to your home planet.”

“What?”

Shannon drew a big breath. “Joe said that Cedric had to get out of the hospital because the police want him on account of how he’s always around when police officers get beat up. Which, fair enough. And Joe couldn’t tell the cops the truth, because talking about portals and monsters and knights would get us all locked up. Again, fair.”

Merek gave a quick, exasperated sigh, which Shannon just took as a cue to continue.

“So Cedric, Kat, Liv, and her brother and sister went to Daisy’s house in Malibu to wait for you to get better. Oh yeah, and Cedric’s sneaky little sister went, too. Then that same sneaky little sister stole Liv’s brother in the middle of the night and made him open a portal to your home world. Or maybe he went willingly, that part’s less clear. Joe told me all this on the phone. Anyway, the others decided to go after Liv’s brother. Well, Liv, Cedric, and Kat did, anyway. So. That’s the short version.”

Merek leaned back against his pillows, and for a moment Shannon saw what might have been a glimmer of hurt in his eyes. But it disappeared so quickly she wondered if she’d ever seen it at all. When he spoke, his voice was cold.

“They left me here.”

“Yeah, looks that way,” Shannon said. “If it helps, they left me here, too.”

“Pardon me if I do not find that of particular comfort.”

“Hey,” Shannon said, meeting his eyes. “You want to talk about comfort? I’m the one who’s been sitting in this tiny room for hours and hours, waiting for you to wake up. And does this chair look comfortable to you?”

She gestured to her plastic chair. Merek just raised an eyebrow. Which was clearly a mistake, because he immediately winced in pain.

“Serves you right for being so ungrateful,” Shannon said.

“I never asked you to sit on a chair for me.”

“Yeah, well, I never asked for my best friend to be able to jump to another world and leave me behind with Captain Sarcastic. I never asked to have to lie to my parents, or watch the city fall into an apocalypse—”

“What?”

“Oh yeah, did I forget to mention that?”

Shannon stood up and walked to the window. She pulled open the blinds, revealing the orange nightmare of a sky. “The world is falling apart.”

From the doorway, someone cleared his throat. Shannon looked up to see Joe, Liv’s social worker. He nodded toward the window. “There might be something we can do about that.”

“Joe!” Shannon couldn’t keep the joy out of her voice. She’d only met Joe once or twice during the past few years, usually when he was helping Liv find a new foster home after one flamed out. And even though it turned out Joe had the same back tattoo—marking, whatever—as Liv, and the same ability to open portals to another world, he’d still become a point of sanity and comfort over the past few days. When your best friend starts making out with princes and jumping through portals, it can be good to have an adult-type figure around.

Joe smiled at Shannon and then quickly and quietly closed the door behind him, shutting the three of them away from the busy hospital hallway.

“Any news?” Shannon asked.

Joe gave his head a small shake, and Shannon tried not to be disappointed. She knew it was asking a lot to expect Liv to come home in less than a day, but she still hoped her best friend made it back sooner rather than later.

“What about Daisy?”

Joe sighed. “I’ve been in touch with her parents. They’re trying to catch a flight back to LA, but all flights to and from the city have been canceled for the time being. For now, I’m keeping Daisy with me. She’s at the vending machines in the hall.” Joe looked to Merek. “I’m glad to see you’re awake. How are you feeling?”

“Like I’ve been stabbed, battered, and left to die,” Merek responded.

“Cedric didn’t want to leave you behind,” Joe said.

Merek rolled his eyes. “I doubt that very much. If anything, I am sure he was glad at the chance to finally be rid of me.”

“All right with the self-pity already, we get it,” Shannon said. “Nobody likes you, everybody hates you, blah, blah, blah.” She turned to Joe. “You said there’s something we might be able to do? About the sky?”

“Hopefully,” Joe said, and sighed. “It’s a long shot. But the sky began to change the minute Liv went through that portal. We have to assume the two are connected. Maybe opening that large portal with three scrolls had something to do with it, or maybe it was just the final portal that broke the Earth’s back, so to speak. What we need is more information.”

“Where do we get that kind of information? I’m guessing there’s not a helpful blog somewhere?”

Joe blew air through his mouth and crossed his arms. “Doubtful. I think I’ll need to go right to the source this time.”

“The source?”

“The Knights of Valere,” Joe said.

Shannon raised her eyebrows, but said nothing. She hadn’t been present the first time the ancient sect of nut jobs who called themselves the Knights of Valere had attacked Liv, but she’d been there the second time. She’d seen their leader, a man Liv referred to as the professor, try to shoot Liv to prevent her from opening a portal.

The Knights were not Shannon’s favorite people.

“But aren’t the Knights the bad guys?” Shannon asked. “I mean, you’re like Liv, Joe. A scroll. Won’t they just try to kill you?”

Joe cocked his head. “Maybe. But they’re the only ones who know anything about the portals. They may have the answers we need.”

Joe’s eyes went to the window, and Shannon’s followed. “Desperate times . . . ,” she whispered.

“But before we can even think about getting to the Knights, we first have to figure out a way to get out of the hospital.”

“Sounds like a fine idea to me,” Merek put in. He reached for the tubing in his arm again. And again, Shannon stopped him.

“It won’t be that easy,” Joe went on. “Merek, the doctors have to clear you. And after that, the police will have questions for you. They’ll want to know how this happened, who you were with . . . We’ll have to come up with a story, a good one they can’t poke holes in. I’ll tell the police you’re a minor so that I can take you into my care and there’s less chance they’ll want you to go down to the station . . . but for that to work, you need to be convincing.”

“Convincing?” Merek asked.

“Yes,” Joe said. “We don’t have time to deal with the cops and child services right now. We need to find the Knights and figure out how to fix whatever’s happening out there in the city, before things get worse and people start getting killed.”

Merek shook his head in confusion. “Who’s getting killed?”

“Los Angeles is a big city with millions of people,” Joe said. “The kind of panic this will cause, the earthquakes alone . . . we need to get out of here and find the Knights as soon as possible. So, Merek, your first interaction with the police has to be completely believable. You have to be sincere, polite, and willing to cooperate if we have even a chance of pulling this off.”

“Oh man,” Shannon said, shaking her head at Merek’s anything-but-polite expression. “We are so screwed.”





THE LOST WORLD

Liv Phillips was standing on a cliff, literally overlooking a whole new world, and all she could think about were cheeseburgers. Greasy take-out burgers that left drippings trailing down your palm, fancy LA bistro burgers you had to cut with a knife and fork, straight-from-the-grill backyard burgers slapped onto a paper plate . . .

Liv’s stomach rumbled.

Standing next to her, Cedric West, an honest-to-God, full-on prince who also happened to be full-on icing her out, gave Liv a quick side-eye.

“I can’t help it!” she said, putting one hand over her noisy stomach.

“We will eat as soon as we make camp. First, we have to get as close to the castle as possible before night falls again.”

“I know, I know,” Liv replied helplessly. “I’m aware of the plan. It’s just that my stomach isn’t.”

Cedric didn’t respond, but looked out again over the landscape in front of them.

The cliff they were standing on was large. Which was fitting, considering that everything in this world was large. The whole of Caelum appeared to Liv like someone had taken a picture of a European forest and enlarged the image one and a half times. Everything was just a little too big to be completely believable, from the rock she stood on to the tall evergreen trees that loomed up behind her and cast their small group into shadow.

They’d been walking through this world for hours, only stopping once to sleep for a bit and twice more to eat. They’d gone through their provisions quickly—their provisions being a couple of water bottles and granola bars found in the bottom of the earthquake kit backpack Daisy had pressed into Liv’s hands the day before, when she’d still been standing on a normal California beach about to jump through a portal. Now the black backpack carried nothing but a flashlight, some walkie-talkies, and the empty water bottles.

For breakfast, Liv, Cedric, and Kat had made a meal of mushroom tops that were larger than Liv’s hand. Since then, she’d passed flowers that came up to her knees and tree trunks as thick as cars. At her back was a mountain peak that reached for the sky, and although she’d been walking away from it for the better part of a day, when she turned around, it always appeared to be the same distance behind her. But though everything in this world was large, it also seemed oddly flat, as though drained of some color, some dimension. Like she was looking at an old painting where the perspective was slightly off. When she’d tried to explain this to Cedric, his eyes had narrowed, but he hadn’t said a word in response. Then again, he wasn’t saying much of anything to Liv.

So she’d spent the day trudging on behind him and Kat, trying not to slow them down with her wide-eyed wonder and questions. Both the royal teens seemed to be changed now that they were back in their home world. Cedric was full of purpose. It was as if there were an invisible string between him and the castle, and it was pulling tighter with every second.

Kat, meanwhile, was a different person altogether. Back in Los Angeles, the beautiful, dark-haired warrior had been wary and caustic, unable to trust Liv or anything else she saw around her. But now she moved with an actual bounce in her step. Her brown eyes lit up, and she seemed to almost float at Cedric’s side as she walked through the world that was hers. She was home.

Liv tried not to think about how at ease Kat and Cedric looked walking side by side in this never-ending forest. They communicated in shorthand, sometimes using a single word or even just a look that Liv could barely decipher. They were two people who had known each other since the cradle and would go on knowing each other until the end. They were betrothed, meant for each other. Sure of their place together and in their world.

The term third wheel didn’t even begin to cut it.

All Liv could do was try to push aside the part of her that was still stinging after Cedric rejected her on the Santa Monica Pier. It wasn’t easy, but at least she had a plan. Or more of an objective, really. Find Peter. Then get the hell out of here. It would be much easier to get over Cedric once he was a whole world away.

She hoped.

After several hours of walking, Cedric and Kat stopped suddenly at the cliff edge. Liv looked down and saw that the cliff dropped more than a hundred feet to the dark forest floor below, where a thick, white-gray mist swirled around the tree trunks. She felt, not for the first time, that nothing around her was quite real. Almost like she was in a dream, or a movie adaptation of one of Grimm’s fairy tales.

“We should move back from the edge.” Kat’s voice cut into Liv’s thoughts. For the first time since they’d crashed through a portal and onto Caelum’s leafy floor, Kat sounded uneasy.

“What is it?” Cedric asked, immediately on alert.

Kat nodded toward a group of thick trees in the forest below the cliff. At first, Liv couldn’t see anything. But then she noticed a slight movement—not so much in the trees themselves, but in the dense shadows around them.

“Get down,” Cedric said, his voice low. He dropped to his stomach on the cliff top, and Kat and Liv followed suit on either side of him.

With her chin pressed against the hard rock, Liv watched as the movement grew closer and closer, pushing through the forest below in a slow but purposeful trail.

“What is it?” she whispered.

Cedric put a finger to his lips.

And then the first creature burst through the trees.

Liv had to bite down on her lower lip to keep from screaming. The being—the thing—below was unlike anything she’d ever seen in real life. It stood upright like a man, but was covered in the thick, gray skin of an elephant. And it had two horns that curled up on each side of its head and ended in fine points. In one hand, the creature held a sword and, in the other, a mace. It looked like a movie monster come to life, and Liv had to remind herself she wasn’t on a set. That wasn’t makeup and a costume, dreamed up in storyboards and brought to life by human hands.

There was nothing human about it.

The thing was joined by a second creature, and then a third. They kept coming, walking in a straight line just at the base of the cliff, pushing aside saplings and bushes in their way. Their heads swiveled to look around them, but, mercifully, they never looked up. Liv’s muscles felt tight with the strain of staying still when they wanted so badly to get her far, far away.

Finally, the creatures moved out of sight. The forest swallowed them back up until they were shadows cutting through the mist, and then nothing.

Liv saw the tension leave Cedric’s shoulders, which was her own cue to finally exhale.

“Wraths,” Cedric said, answering her earlier question.

“That’s what wraths really look like?”

Cedric just gave a quick nod and jumped to his feet.

Liv stared at the direction in which the wraths had disappeared. She’d been close to wraths before—much too close for comfort, in fact—but that had been back in Los Angeles. There, the wraths were affected by quelling, which was the Earth’s way of covering up any magic that crossed its borders. To human beings, wraths looked like any other man or woman you might pass on the street. But Liv, who had her own bit of magic on the very skin of her back, could see snippets of the truth behind the human facade—the all-black eyes, the too-many teeth, the pointed nails. Remnants of the wraths’ true, unrepressed form.

Which, apparently, included horns.

Kat also stood up and put her hand to her hip, where Liv knew a knife was hidden in the lining of her pants.

“I have never seen wraths this close to the city before . . . aside from our last night in the castle.”

Cedric’s eyes were still in the direction of the retreating wraths. “Is it possible they already have free rein over our lands this far from the castle? There must have been some sort of resistance after the takeover of Westing.”

“Westing?” Liv asked.

“The main city surrounding the palace.”

“Wait, Westing as in . . . West? Like your last name?”

Cedric nodded, his eyes still scanning the distance. Kat just rolled her eyes, like Liv’s questions were too dumb to merit a verbal response.

“Those wraths looked as though they were scouting. But for what?” Kat said, turning to Cedric.

“I do not know.”

“I would feel much more comfortable if we had silver weapons before advancing after them,” Kat said, once again gripping the knife hilt at her hip. “It is no use cutting down wraths with this single steel blade only to have them rise up again moments later.”

Liv shuddered at the image. “Like Freddy Krueger.”

Unsurprisingly, both Cedric and Kat ignored her.

“The largest cache of silver weapons is in the castle,” Cedric finally said.

Kat shook her head. “But it will be impossible to get to the castle if we do not know how far out from Westing the wraths have spread. We have no idea how many lie in wait between here and there, or even how many are still within the city walls. It makes more sense to first find any Guardians who made it out of the city. Maybe we can gather more information, more fighters. . . . We should head south toward the villages, and prepare to launch a full assault from there.”

Cedric seemed to consider this.

This time, Liv stepped forward. “Wait. That’s the opposite direction of where we’ve been going. You said that Peter was most likely at the castle. That’s where we need to go.”

Cedric turned to Liv. When he spoke, he didn’t meet her eyes. He looked at her forehead, her ears. “I can only guess that is where Emme took your brother. I do not know for sure.”

“All we know for sure is there are more wraths outside Westing than we anticipated,” Kat said. “We will need better weapons and more men to cut through them.”

“But . . .” Liv felt panic creeping over her as she imagined what might have happened to Peter, what might be happening to him at this very moment. “My brother went through that portal alone, and he might not have known how to do it right. If he went through like Malquin did the first time, without wrath blood on him, he could be hurt. He could be dying.”

Liv’s thoughts lingered on Malquin, once just Joe’s brother and a scroll, like her. But he’d gone through the portal incorrectly years before and been twisted up by it. His arm was permanently withered . . . not to mention his mind. Liv wouldn’t risk that with her own brother.

“I need to find Peter as soon as possible. It’s the whole reason I’m here.”

“Yes, I am aware,” Cedric said, voice cold.

Of course he was. And of course he was mad about it. After learning that Malquin wanted to use Liv, Peter, and Daisy to open up a giant portal between their worlds, Cedric had wanted to keep them out of Malquin’s hands at all costs. And instead here she was, playing right into them. Liv knew she was probably walking right into a trap set by Malquin, but this was her brother. She’d only just gotten him back after years of being apart—and she wouldn’t lose him again. She would run into a trap for him if she had to. She would sprint.

Only, she needed Cedric at her side. She’d threatened to come through the portal alone, but a part of her knew that he wouldn’t let that happen. He’d abandoned his own plans to come with her—she’d left him with no choice. And he’d barely looked at her since.

She missed the Cedric she’d first met in Los Angeles. The one who’d spooned maple syrup right into his mouth, the one she’d been able to open up to about her parents, the one who used to look right at her, just look and look and not turn away. . . .

“I know you’re angry with me,” Liv said, choosing her words carefully. “But if Peter is at the castle, that’s where I need to go.”

Kat responded first. “You cannot find it without us.”

Cedric looked off into the forest and said nothing. As if sensing his weakening resolve, Kat moved toward him and put one hand on his shoulder. “Remember, we must make the choice we know to be right, no matter what . . . else . . . gets in the way.”

Cedric took a deep breath and was quiet for a moment. Then he lifted his head, and his voice was clear. “I still believe Emme would take Peter straight to the castle, as that’s the most likely place for Malquin to be as well. But you are right, Kat. We need to know more about the movements of the wraths before we get too close.” Cedric paused. “We will follow them. The wraths are heading in the direction of the castle already, so it will not send us too far off track. If we get close enough, we may be able to hear them speaking. We might find out for sure that Peter is there, and we might gain information enough to launch an attack, if necessary. Is that acceptable to everyone?”

Liv and Kat both gave tentative nods. When they noticed their mirrored movements, they each quickly looked away.

“Wonderful,” Cedric said. “Now, to get down from this cliff.”


Growing up in the city, Liv had sometimes wondered if she was secretly an outdoorsy person, the kind who might like camping or even horseback riding, if given a chance. Now she knew the answer was a definitive no. Unfortunately, Caelum was pretty much only outdoors. They hadn’t passed a single home, shop, castle, or even another person on the way from the portal. They weren’t even following an established trail. After making their way down the side of the cliff, Kat and Cedric began looking for signs in the dense woods to point which direction the wraths had gone. Liv followed a few paces behind, mostly trying not to trip on the rocks and roots in her way.

Kat reached out to a tree with thick, green-gray leaves. She touched a branch that was snapped clean in half. “They are not exactly hiding their tracks.”

Cedric shook his head, his expression troubled.

“Isn’t that a good thing?” Liv asked.

Kat and Cedric just exchanged a look and said nothing. Liv fought not to roll her eyes and instead forged ahead, one foot after another. Every step she took would bring her closer to Peter. Of course, she didn’t know what would even happen once they got back to LA. Would they have to go into hiding? Or leave the city she loved and start a whole new life?

She sifted through her enemies in her head. The Knights wanted her dead because she was a scroll. Malquin wanted her and one of her siblings to help him open a highway portal between Earth and Caelum. One that was powerful enough to stay open on both ends and provide passage for his monster army. Earth’s quelling prevented portals from staying open on that side, while in Caelum they remained forever, a gash torn in the sky. But even though Malquin had forced Liv and Daisy to help him open a portal in the warehouse, it hadn’t stayed open for very long. They’d been interrupted, and the portal had closed, bringing down a whole Venice block with it.

Was the other end of that portal still open somewhere here on Caelum? And could Malquin still use it to bring his wrath army through to Earth, even if it would now be a one-way trip? Liv didn’t know, but she shuddered at the thought of those monsters filing through the portal, landing less than a mile from the bodybuilders, stoners, and smiling tourists of Venice Beach.

Though if Malquin could still use that portal to get back to LA, he might not need Peter and Liv at all anymore. He might even let them go. . . .

Liv heard a sharp snapping sound on her right.

She whirled her head around, but saw nothing. Well, nothing aside from leaves the size of her face and tree trunks that might have broken a chainsaw in two.

Up ahead, Cedric and Kat were talking in low voices. Liv ran to catch up.

“It does not make any sense,” Kat said, trailing her fingers over the top of a bush that looked like it had been recently trampled. “They did not veer from this trail.”

Cedric shook his head. “Wraths are slow, particularly when they move in groups. We should have reached them by now.”

Liv heard another snapping noise, this one directly behind her. She forced herself to turn her head slowly. Again, she saw nothing. Green and shadows, shadows and green. Close to the ground, the grayish mist thickened over massive tree roots.

“We should be right on top of them,” Kat said.

“Unless . . .”

Another snap.

“Um, guys?” Liv said. Her voice sounded muted, as though it were being choked by the denseness of the surrounding trees.

Snap. This time, the noise came from Liv’s left.

“Unless . . . ,” Kat echoed, her eyes wide.

“They are on top of us.”

The words had barely left Cedric’s mouth before the forest erupted with noise—breaking, growling, snapping, yelling. The wraths came from every direction. They pushed themselves forward from behind trees, sprang up from positions near the ground, knocked over smaller saplings and bushes.

Up close, the wraths were so terrifying, so alien, that Liv momentarily forgot how to breathe. The creatures were tall, some nearing at least seven feet, and many of them had horns that were longer than her arms. Their eyes were flat, black circles tucked deep behind mounds of gray flesh that was pocked, bunched, and stretched over squarish faces. And their mouths . . . their mouths were wide, with cracking lips that spread apart to reveal overcrowded rows of teeth.

Liv forced herself to move toward Kat and Cedric until their backs were to one another. They looked out onto the ring of monsters that surrounded them. There were nine . . . ten . . . eleven? They kept coming.

The wrath nearest to Liv moved forward on its thick legs, which were covered in a rough-looking brown fabric. In LA, the quelling had disguised some wraths as human women and some as men, but here the distinction wasn’t at all clear. As the creature approached Liv, she saw a belt strapped to its waist, and secured to the belt was an axe. The sharp edge of the axe was a disturbing brown-red color.

The wrath stopped, six inches from her. Half of its mouth stretched upward in a sneer. Or was it a smile?

Liv screamed.

That’s when the wrath’s arm shot out. Its thick, coarse hand wrapped around her throat. And squeezed.





THE FAST AND THE FURIOUS

Liv couldn’t breathe.

The thick fingers wrapped around each side of her neck were like two sides of a vise, moving closer and closer together. Her vision started to go black around the edges. She could barely see as Kat struck out at the wrath before she was knocked to the ground by another one of the creatures.

Through the escalating ringing in her ears, Liv heard a single, muffled sound: “Stop!”

The hand kept squeezing.

“Malquin has been looking for her. He will want her alive!”

The hand stilled.

“She is a child of the scrolls, the one Malquin has been searching for. If she dies, he will surely kill you,” Cedric said, his voice strained.

“You know nothing of Malquin or what he will surely do,” the wrath said in a low, inhuman growl. If boulders could split open and speak, Liv thought they might sound like this creature. But after a few seconds, the wrath’s hand loosened on her neck. Just a fraction of an inch, but enough for her to take a breath of air.

“You can easily determine if what I say is true,” Cedric replied. “Check to see if she is a scroll.”

One beat passed, then two. Liv’s breath was still raggedy, but at least her vision was returning.

The wrath spun her around so she was facing Cedric and Kat, who now both stood in defensive positions. But despite their fierce expressions, they looked small, tiny even, surrounded by the circle of monsters. Kat held up one small knife, while Cedric had no weapon at all.

The wrath who held Liv tossed her backpack aside and lifted the back of her shirt. She struggled, but it held her firm. The wrath’s eyes combed over her back for a few seconds before it threw her to the ground.

“She comes with us,” the wrath said. It nodded to Cedric. “And you, are you a scroll as well?”

Cedric hesitated, his jaw tightening. It was clear the wrath didn’t know who he was. Would it be more or less likely to kill him if it knew he was the prince? Cedric seemed to be thinking over the same question. But he thought for just a beat too long.

“Evidently not,” the wrath said. It made a small motion with its rock-like head. “Kill them.”

“No!” Liv tried to scream, but her voice was raspy and thin coming from her bruised throat.

Kat and Cedric had already sprung into action. Cedric whirled around to the wrath closest to him, one with a sword that dangled from its belt. Cedric kicked out at the wrath’s knee, and when it connected, Liv heard a snapping sound, followed by the creature’s bellow. Cedric gripped the handle of the wrath’s sword and pulled it out in one sure motion. He barely had it pointed outward before another wrath was upon him.

Cedric swung out at the second wrath, and the blade connected. Thick blackish blood ran from the creature’s neck as it sank to its knees. But two more wraths were already charging Cedric, and he had to duck to avoid their fists.

While Cedric bent low, Kat jumped high over a swinging mace that was aimed at her legs. The tops of her toes barely grazed the weapon. But before she touched the ground, she was burying the tip of her knife into the shoulder of the wrath who held the mace. It screamed, with a voice like metal dragging across concrete.

Liv watched helplessly as Kat and Cedric dodged each blow, all while more wraths closed in. She had no weapon, and she searched the ground for something to grab . . . a rock, a stick, anything. Her hand closed around something cool and thick. It was a knife attached to the waist belt of the wrath Cedric had knocked down. The creature was still gripping its knee and yelling; it didn’t notice Liv creeping up at its side. She closed her hand around the hilt of the knife and pulled it free. For a second she just stared at the knife, unsure what to do with it. Then she spun on her knees and thrust it into the foot of the wrath closest to her.

The creature roared and kicked Liv in the gut with its free leg. She went flying backward, landing on rough ground and unable to pull in a breath. Above, she could see a circle of whitish sky, the tips of the trees. Kat appeared in her line of sight, stepping backward as she dodged a wrath’s claws. But Kat didn’t see the second wrath, the one who came up behind her.

Liv tried to scream Kat’s name, but she still couldn’t pull enough air into her lungs. She only got out a nnnhhh sound before the wrath behind Kat took another step forward and thrust a knife into her side.

Kat’s eyes widened in surprise. Her mouth dropped open. In the moment that she put together what had happened to her, the wrath in front of her kicked her to the ground. Kat went down hard, landing nearly on top of Liv.

Cedric turned, screaming Kat’s name.

But he couldn’t get to her, because two wraths caught him by the arms and held him. He struggled against them, his arms straining, his eyes fixed on Kat and the spot on the lower right of her shirt that was quickly turning red. He didn’t see as a third wrath came up from behind him. He didn’t turn his head as it lifted up a sword.

Liv tried to scream as the sword swooped down toward the skin of Cedric’s neck, but she was too late, it was too late . . .

The sword froze in midair, and the wrath gripping it froze also. A thin arrow stuck out from the creature’s neck, its silver tip dark with blood. The wrath fell backward. When its body hit the ground, Liv could feel the vibrations ringing in her own head.

There was just a second of silent confusion as the wraths looked to their fallen companion. Then everything turned to chaos.

Arrows came from everywhere and nowhere, traveling silently through the air and landing in the wraths, who yelled and turned their attention outside the circle, trying to locate the source of the arrows.

Through the dense tangle of limbs and fallen bodies, Liv could see only the darkness of the forest. Cedric took advantage of the interruption and broke free from the wraths who held him. He pulled the first arrow from the neck of the fallen wrath, spun around, and jabbed it into the shoulder of the nearest creature.

The group of wraths began to thin out. Some had fallen, while others disappeared back into the trees. The wraths who’d been struck with arrows didn’t get up again.

Liv pushed past the ache in her abdomen and lifted herself off the ground. She crawled over to Kat, who was breathing heavily. Liv gently rolled her over to get a better look at the stab wound.

“Is it bad?” Kat asked, her voice catching.

The gash was just above Kat’s right hip. Liv couldn’t tell how deep it was, but the area of T-shirt around the wound was dark with blood.

“Barely nicked you,” Liv said, struggling to keep her voice light.

Liv caught Cedric’s eye just after the wraths he was facing retreated back into the woods. He raced over to where Kat lay on the ground and dropped to his knees.

“I am all right,” Kat said before Cedric could even get a word out.

“Kat—”

“I said I am all right,” Kat responded. Slowly, teeth gritted, she sat up, one hand to the wound on her hip. “Make sure they are truly gone.”

As the last of the wraths scattered into the trees, the forest went still. It was just the three of them, surrounded by a few wrath bodies, each with one or more arrows sunk into their thickened skin.

Cedric’s eyes stayed on the tree line. He tilted his head upward, and Liv followed his gaze to the cluster of branches in the nearest tree. The branches moved slightly, and Liv put one protective arm over Kat, who brushed it away with a grimace.

Then something dropped down from the trees and landed on the ground with a grunt. The something stood, and Liv could see it was a young man. He was tall, with light-brown hair that fell past his ears. He wore what looked like a silver breastplate tied over green-and-brown clothes that had been patched over more than a few times. His face and nose were long and thin, and something about him looked familiar to Liv, but she couldn’t quite place how or why. In his right hand, he clutched a bow.

The young man locked eyes with Cedric, and both of them went very still. Cedric still clutched his sword, and the young man’s face was impassive. The seconds dragged by until, at the same time, Cedric and the young man both dropped their weapons to the ground. They ran at each other, and for a moment Liv thought they were going to start throwing punches.

Instead, they hugged.

“You’re alive,” the young man rasped. He laughed then, an incredulous laugh. “Our prince—alive!”

“Thanks in no small part to you,” Cedric said, then motioned to Kat. “Though I think we will need more of your help.”

“I told you—” Kat started.

“Yes, yes, you are all right,” Cedric said. “Still, some bandages and a chance to rest would not hurt.”

“We can certainly be of assistance there,” the young man said. He put out a hand to help Liv off the ground.

“Sorry, but . . . who are you?” Liv asked.

“You can trust him,” Cedric said, slowly helping Kat to her feet. “Liv, meet Rafe Maxillion Harcourt, first son of Duke Harcourt and master both of the bow and of excellent timing, thankfully. He is Merek’s brother.”

Liv’s eyebrows shot up. “Oh.”

Rafe winked. “Pleased to meet you.” He turned to Cedric. “Forgive me, but I was under the belief you were either locked up in a dungeon or dead. But clearly that’s not true, so—where in hell have you been?”

Kat snorted in response before Cedric could reply. “Funny you should ask.”





RED DAWN

It turned out an apocalypse did little to help LA’s traffic problem.

Shannon’s head was swimming in exhaust fumes as she gazed out at the slowest-moving jam-up of cars she’d ever seen in her life. And worse, she was stuck in the passenger seat and couldn’t even express her frustration by pounding on the horn. At the wheel of his decade-old Jeep, Joe was too cautious and levelheaded to honk at the hundreds of cars in front of them on the 134 (though no one else on the road seemed to share his stance on honking).

“Another breakdown,” Joe said, pointing to a stalled-out car on the roadway up ahead.

Shannon groaned. “Seriously, Joe, if you stop and pull a Good Samaritan with every car we pass, we’ll never get to Pasadena.”

Joe sighed. “This one looks abandoned anyway.”

She felt a stab of guilt as they inched past the car, which was not only empty, but also had its windows smashed in. A pile of blankets and debris was littered outside the car’s doors, and Shannon could only guess what had happened to the people inside. She tore her gaze away.

Even if she wanted to, she couldn’t help every single person who was currently trying to evacuate the city. What she could do was try to stop things from getting worse. Which was why she’d persuaded Joe to take her with him as he went to track down a lead on one of the Knights of Valere. Daisy and Merek had come along as well—Daisy because she was still waiting for her parents to come and get her, and Merek because, well, he had nowhere else to go after being released from the hospital.

Shannon’s phone buzzed in her lap. She sighed, but knew better than to ignore it.

“Hey, Mom, what’s—?”

“Where the hell are you?”

Shannon’s mom had never sworn at her before, not once in her life. Not even when she’d “borrowed” the van at fifteen, before she technically had her license, and it accidentally got towed from the beach.

“I’m safe, Mom. Don’t worry.”

“Don’t worry? I’m beyond worry. How could you just leave? Do you even know what’s happening out there?”

“I’ve got an idea—”

“Shannon Ning Mei, this is not a game. What could possibly have possessed you to leave the house at a time like this?”

“I had to, Mom. I had to check on Liv and make sure she’s all right.” The lie came out smoothly, but Shannon’s hand that held her phone twitched a little, and she was glad her mom couldn’t see her.

“I am sure Liv is perfectly fine.”

“She doesn’t have a family like I do, Mom. She doesn’t have anyone.”

A pause. “I understand why you’d want to make sure your friend is okay.” Her mom’s voice was slightly softer. “But you’re my daughter, and I need to know that you’re okay. I need you here.”

“I told you, Mom, I’m safe.”

“Where are you? I’m coming to get you.”

“No! Mom, I’ll leave soon. I mean right away. I’ll leave right away.”

“You better, Shannon. I want you home before dark, or I’m calling the police.”

“I think they’ve got other things to worry about—”

“Shannon Ning—”

“Okay, okay. No need to keep middle-naming me. I’ll be home before dark.”

They said good-bye and Shannon hung up, then let out a huge breath.

“I don’t feel comfortable with you lying to your parents,” Joe said, his eyes on the road.

“Would you rather I told them we were on the hunt for former members of an ancient sect bent on keeping magic portals from opening on Earth?”

Joe sighed again, and Shannon looked out the window as they moved toward an off-ramp at a glacial pace. The truth was, she hated lying to her parents, too. It felt different now than it ever had before, which was funny, because trying to save the city was a much better reason to disobey her parents than cutting class to get tickets for a Taylor Swift concert.

But then again, she’d never seen her parents this upset before. Her mom, an environmental scientist who gave lectures on American wastefulness and had never set foot in a Costco, had already bought out several shelves’ worth of canned goods, bottled water, and toilet paper from the local store. Shannon’s dad, meanwhile, had started obsessively watching the news, his eyes bouncing between the CNN talking heads on TV and the CNN app on his tablet.

Not that the news had any more . . . well, news on what was causing the “abnormalities” in the atmosphere. But there was plenty of information on the results. People were getting out of the city as fast as their hybrid cars could take them.

Shannon felt restless and stuck. And worse—she felt powerless to help her parents. Just like everyone else in Los Angeles, they were desperately trying to understand why all this was happening, why their lives had turned upside down in an instant. Unlike everyone else, Shannon had a good idea what was going on. But she couldn’t tell her parents about Liv’s tattoo, or portals, or any of it—not without sounding crazy. And even if she did tell them the truth, and they believed her, what exactly could they do with that knowledge? They weren’t scholars on arcane magic or whatever energy worked the portal stuff. There was nothing they could do to fix things.

But the same wasn’t true for Shannon. She could do something—she could help Joe. Even if it meant being stuck in traffic for hours on end in a car that was honestly starting to smell.

“This world has far too many people,” Merek said from the backseat. A bicyclist moved quickly past his window, and he flinched backward. “Do you not feel cramped all the time?”

“I do right now,” Daisy responded, squirming away from him. “Seriously, Joe, how small is this car? You could have at least gotten an SUV.”

“I don’t think social workers make SUV-level salary,” Shannon responded.

“Hey,” Joe replied. “You’re right, but still. Hey.”

“Are we there yet?” Merek asked, completely oblivious to how annoying that question was during a long car ride. Daisy snorted, and even Joe managed a small smile.

“Now, now, don’t make Joe turn this car around,” Shannon said, grinning.

Merek looked between them, confused at their smiles. “I do not understand half the things you say, let alone why you dragged me along on this ridiculous mission.”

“It was this or stay in the hospital,” Joe replied.

“With the tubes,” Shannon added.

Merek made a face like he didn’t care, but Shannon could see him half shudder as he turned to face the window, ignoring them once again.

Eventually, Joe turned onto a small side street on the outskirts of Pasadena. The houses had mostly dirt lawns, and the few palm trees wilted in the hot, still air. Joe parked in front of an adobe house with faded Spanish tile on the roof.

“This is it,” he said.

Shannon reached for her door handle, but Joe stopped her.

“I think it would be best for the three of you to wait in the car, at least until I make sure it’s safe.”

“I thought you said there was only, like, a twenty percent chance a Knight actually lives here,” Shannon said. Even though Joe had spent years trying to keep Liv, Daisy, and Peter safe from the Knights who’d killed their parents, he said he’d only picked up on their actual trail a few times. And he’d never gone looking for them before.

“That means there’s a twenty percent possibility it’s dangerous.”

“So you drove us all this way just so we could sit in the car?”

“You’re the one who begged to come, Shannon. If you want to help, this is how you can do it. By listening to me and keeping an eye on these two.”

“Hey!” Daisy and Merek both said in unison from the backseat.

“Sorry, guys, but Daisy, you’re only thirteen. And Merek, you could still pull your stitches out at any moment.”

“Wait—what?” Merek asked, eyes wide. “That could happen?”

“Fine, I’ll stay and watch over the backseat misfits.” Shannon sighed and lifted her hand from the door handle. “But at least leave the air on. It’s a hundred degrees outside.”

“A hundred and two, according to my phone,” Daisy piped in from the backseat.

Joe shook his head, but left the keys in the ignition as he got out of the car and headed up the dusty front walk toward the house.

Merek shifted over to look at Daisy’s phone. “That thing can tell you the current weather?”

“Current, future, whatever.”

“Can I see?”

Daisy shrugged and handed her phone over to Merek. He took it cautiously, as though it were a hot cup of coffee that might spill and burn him.

“This world has so . . . much,” he murmured. And for once, he didn’t sound snide.

Shannon wondered, not for the first time, what Merek’s home world was like, and how Liv was doing there. What would it be like to leave behind everything you knew and travel to a place so different? Personally, she’d never wanted to live anywhere but Los Angeles. She’d known what she wanted to be ever since the first time she’d seen Hannah Montana: famous. She already lived in LA, so she figured she was halfway there. She and Liv planned to go to USC or UCLA; she’d study theater and Liv would study film, they’d get an apartment together, and then they’d take over the world. One of them leaving Los Angeles—let alone their whole world—had never been part of the plan.

Shannon watched Merek, wondering if he’d had any sort of life plan before coming to LA. He glanced up from the phone screen to see her staring at him and grinned, lifting one cocky eyebrow as if to say caught you. Shannon opened her mouth to put him in his place when, suddenly, the Jeep started shaking.

It wasn’t a gentle shake, either. The Jeep lurched quickly to the right, then back again. Daisy yelped, and Merek put his hands on the back of the seat in front of him to steady himself, eyes wild. Shannon gripped the armrest and waited for the earthquake to be over. They’d been happening every few hours for the past couple of days, but they were jarring every single time.

After a minute or two, the shaking tapered off.

“It feels like they’re getting stronger,” Daisy said, her voice low.

Shannon thought she was right, but didn’t want to say so. The idea that things were getting worse made her feel restless. The air in the car felt sticky and oppressive, even with the AC on. She squirmed in her seat.

“I can’t wait in this cramped car anymore. I have to go check on Joe.”

“But he said—”

“I know what he said. But if this guy is dangerous, Joe might need backup. And if he’s not, then we have just as much right to hear what he has to say. You more than anyone, Daisy.”

Daisy shifted awkwardly, and Shannon thought of the dark marking on her back. It was identical to Liv’s, and it had the same power to open up a gateway to another world. Daisy might look like just another thirteen-year-old girl (well, a thirteen-year-old girl with a $500 Coach bag), but she had a big role in whatever was happening to their city.

Shannon hopped out of the car and a second later heard the other car doors open and shut behind her. Merek moved quickly to her side.

“Well, aren’t you the rash one,” he asked.

“You can always get back in the car if you want,” Shannon snapped.

Shannon felt just a little nervous as she walked toward the front door of the house, but there was no way she was turning back now. It felt too good to be outside the car, to be doing something.

She opened the front door, pushing her way inside. After a few steps she stopped, suddenly finding it hard to move, or think, or breathe.

She’d walked out of an apocalypse and into a horror show.

A man—what used to be a man—was lying on the living room floor. The carpeting underneath him was stained dark brown, and similar dark brown stains spotted the nearby couch, chair, coffee table, wall. Shannon covered her face with her hands to block out the smell, the sight of the blood, but she couldn’t. There was too much of it. Her knees buckled.

Merek put a gentle hand on Shannon’s back to keep her upright. She had just enough foresight to throw out an arm behind her, stopping Daisy from coming inside.

For Shannon, it was already too late to unsee any of it.

Behind the body, Joe stood with one hand on his knee, one hand clutching his cell phone to his ear. His face was a shade of white-green. He looked up at Shannon and Merek with watery eyes.

“Someone else got here first.”





WARGAMES

“This changes everything.”

Rafe split off a piece of bread from the chunk he was holding and passed it over to Cedric, who quickly put it in his mouth. He left it on his tongue for a few moments, even though he was so hungry his stomach felt like a hollow pit. The bread tasted—well, not good, necessarily, but familiar. Whole, and thick, and just a bit hard. It had obviously been made by hand, wrapped in cloth, and carried around in a pack for days.

It tasted like home.

“The fact that a whole other world exists?” Cedric spoke around the bread in his mouth. “I’d say it changes more than a little.”

“Not that,” Rafe said, waving his hand. He’d seemed mostly skeptical at Cedric’s tale of escaping from Malquin and surviving in Los Angeles for months. “I meant that you are alive. So few Guardians made it out of the wrath attack on Westing, and none who knew what had happened in the palace. After all this time . . . we assumed the worst.”

Cedric shook his head. “Our families were alive when we left, and we have reason to believe they are alive still.”

“All of them?” Rafe asked, his voice thick.

“Yes, all.”

Rafe sagged back a bit, his eyes closed in what looked to Cedric like relief. The four of his men who also sat in the circle around the fire exchanged glances, as though they weren’t sure they believed Cedric
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