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      It started with a crack. A roll of thunder. It might have been any other storm. It might not have been world-altering.

      And then came the howl—the roar of wind like a train blasting past just outside—and the rush of air as it was stolen from their living room. Mackenzie opened her mouth to scream for her brother, to tell him to take cover, but they could barely make out the debris pelting the windows and the creaking shift of the house’s wood frame over the noise. He looked at her, eyes wide, and she had a remembered flash of terror, of a younger Riley calling her name during a long ago car crash.

      “Kenzie!” His voice broke through now, a desperate shout in the squall of the tempest, and she was running, both of them frantic as they headed for the safety of the basement. She shoved him through the hallway, his arms rising to cover his face as the kitchen door slammed open, throwing leaves and limbs and dirt onto a rain-slicked linoleum floor. The sight seemed wrong to her, so unnatural against the lifelong image of it clean. And there was something on the wind, some strange mix of ozone and cinnamon that burned her nose, that made her wonder if lightning had struck outside. But there had been no flash. Only darkness. Wind.

      The roar.

      “Go!” she yelled, but Riley couldn’t hear her. He was seventeen, but suddenly a boy again, shielding his face from a coming blow. She had to force him through the door that led downstairs. Her eyes caught on the wooden trim, the peeling paint and the worn metal of the lock chain.

      Mackenzie gripped her brother’s arm, pulling him with her down the basement steps. It was dark, and damp, and the tearing wind was louder than the pulse that thundered in her head. She shoved him toward the heating system where it fronted a small concrete alcove she’d been terrified of as a kid. Riley wasn’t a child, but she held him to her, covered his ears to shield him from the otherworldly scream of uprooted wood and twisting metal, waiting for the fury to cease.

      It didn’t cease. It carried on and on, growing wilder, bringing with it strange scents and inhuman shrieks. Light flickered through the cracks, electricity buzzed and popped in an overhead fixture that hadn’t worked in years. It was a horror film, and the buildup of fear had them hearing things they could not have heard. Between the wail of the storm, rending metal and screams had given way to harsh shouts in a foreign tongue, and to cries in their own language that did not feel recognizable. The words were familiar, but wrong. They did not make sense. Creatures. Demons. Flying men. The fear, she told herself. It was fear and adrenaline and nothing else. The storm had caused explosions, from gas lines or electricity. They were hearing things that were not truly there.

      Mackenzie had no idea how long the tempest’s rage lasted, though she would relive it in a thousand nightmares. She and Riley stayed there through the night, huddled together until the trembling in their limbs had exhausted them both. But they didn’t sleep.

      There was something in the air that warned them, some unknowable thing that swore: this was no true storm.

      In the purpled light of dawn, they climbed slowly from their alcove, stepping clumsily over a debris-scattered floor. Neither of them spoke as Riley freed the jammed door from its frame, and they each stepped into what had once been their home.

      Light came from spaces in the structure, casting shadows in unfamiliar paths. The doors had all blown open, leaves and limbs and dirt cast about. It was reminiscent of a tornado—or at least of the photos she’d seen. But that didn’t account for the pattern of the damage, for the broken bits of house that shared space with those that were intact and clean.

      Riley stared out a window edged with shattered glass. A few of the neighbors were assessing their own homes, moving awkwardly out into the street. Mackenzie must have been in shock, because the idea they might need help came slowly, moving at a speed behind that of her feet.

      She walked through her front door and onto a concrete step, crushing a feather beneath the sole of her shoe. The plume was long, and golden, and absolutely not from a bird. Thin flecks of red touched its edges, too sharp, too unnatural. She had a brief moment of confusion, of trying to piece together what it might have been, and then Riley made a noise beside her… some unidentifiable, guttural thing.

      She looked up, and saw the devastation.

      The neighbors hadn’t walked from their homes, they had walked from the places their homes had been. Mackenzie stared into the lightening sky, because the sky was all that was left. Nothing remained of the houses around them, except for piles of wood and trees. Overturned cars and twisted metal, chunks of plastic in pink and green. It didn’t make any sense. Her eyes could not adjust to it, her mind would not let her see. It was disorienting, dizzying.

      She leaned on Riley for support. And Riley leaned right back.

      “Kenzie,” he whispered. All she could do in return was let out a choked whimper.

      They walked together into the street, a dazed Mrs. Johnson standing in her nightgown, clutching the remote for her television. Something strange was happening to each of them, some unknown pull to find the source, to understand. Mackenzie and her brother walked down the center line of their small blacktop street, not stopping to speak with their neighbors. It was as if they were in a bubble, a moment of time that wasn’t quite real.

      When Mackenzie looked back on it, she would remember what she’d heard them saying.

      Magic.

      Fae.

      Monsters.

      None of that was real now, none of it sinking in. She’d convinced herself in the darkness of that basement that she’d imagined the whole thing. She’d convinced herself the truth could not have been. They walked forward to find some other reality, one that made more sense.

      She would regret that moment eternally, replay in her mind until time’s end.

      Because it was the moment their lives had changed forever.

      

      Two weeks later, Mackenzie Scott stared into the wispy clouds outside her window, alone in the house since Riley had gone. She wasn’t simply unaccompanied in their home now, but the entire street, most of the neighborhood. They had run, all of them. She couldn’t blame them. She’d have gone too if she’d had some place to go.

      But she didn’t. And she was alone. There was nothing left to do but face the facts: There were creatures outside her window, and there was no place safe on this earth.

      Chucks folded at the ankle, she tugged the strap of the backpack higher on her shoulder before wrapping a hand around the hollow metal bat. Her other hand hesitated, hovering above the door handle so that she had to force herself to release the latch.

      “Batter up, Mackenzie,” she muttered, resisting the urge to take one last glance at the room behind her. “The world’s not going to save itself.”

      They’d been her brother’s words to her over endless video games when they were children, and a nervous chuckle escaped as she touched the silver lever. It was the last sound she made before stepping into the bright light of the sun.

      She’d barely seen the daylight since the incident, spending most of her hours holed up in the basement on a makeshift cot to hide from what their neighbors had called spirits and fae. Mackenzie didn’t know what those monsters were, but she knew this wasn’t magic. This was real life, not some ridiculous fairytale. They were in the middle of nowhere, Ohio. It was about the most unmagical place she could think of.

      As far as she was concerned, these were beasts. And beasts could hear footsteps, they could smell their prey. So her steps were as quick and quiet as they’d ever been, though she might have been able to run cleaner without the two-handed death grip on Riley’s West Ridge Sluggers Little League bat.

      She had a plan, and she was going to follow through. No matter what.

      There was nothing else to do.

      The sights made her chest hurt, that part never went away. It had been disorienting at first, the mess of half-formed houses among piles of lumber and upended cars. But now that she understood, she could barely stand to look. Not that she’d given herself much time for that. She and her brother had gone back inside, latching a cover over their hiding spot and cowering for a full day after he’d been scratched.

      A scratch, she thought again, it was only a scratch.

      Mackenzie couldn’t shake the regret. It had been her fault. She hadn’t been brave, she’d been stupid.

      They’d been in shock, she was sure of it. Some medical form of denial. It was the only way they could have made such a disastrous choice. They’d decided the tempest was gone, the creatures with it, moved on to some other area of town. And in the tinted light of daybreak, they had walked the center line dividing their street.

      It had been one of the most incredible, terrifying things she had ever done. Their steps were slow, measured by a dreamlike sense of timelessness, and Riley, nearly eighteen and on a constant tear to prove he was a man, had slipped his fingers into hers. They’d been children once more, misplaced and alone in a way they’d never been, not even when they’d lost their parents.

      So stupid, she thought again, wiping at her cheek with the back of her hand. There were no tears there; she hadn’t truly cried since she was a girl, but somehow the shame of it remained, and the instinct to clean the dampness away before anyone would see. She bit down hard against it, determined to pay attention to her surroundings despite the hammering of her heart.

      It didn’t look much different than it had the morning after the attack, aside from the absence of people. She recalled the way they’d looked during that early dawn. No one had been doing much more than staring toward the horizon—in the direction the creatures that had destroyed their homes had flown. Except for Mrs. Miller. Once the monsters had returned, she’d just closed her eyes and screamed. It had been a never-ending shriek, like rending metal, a fitting background to the scene before them.

      Mrs. Miller hadn’t made it back to safety. She hadn’t even tried to run.

      Mackenzie took a deep breath, clamping down on the handle of the ball-bat. Each time she thought of one of her neighbors who’d not escaped, her mind gave her an image of Riley. Riley, who was out there alone.

      Riley, who had left her. To save her.

      “The Johnsons’ house,” Mackenzie whispered beneath her breath, determined not to lose her way. She’d not left the safety of the road, but she needed to keep track this time. On her own, knowing exactly where she was in this foreign landscape suddenly seemed more important.

      After she took her photos, she’d need to go back to the house to gather supplies. To wait in the safety of that basement alcove until the next morning’s dawn.

      A flattened patch of yellowed plants spread across the square of land that had once been Arnie Jackson’s house. He was retired, a lawyer or accountant, she couldn’t remember. But he’d spent nearly every afternoon in that garden, unable to bear the sight of a single weed. Mackenzie had never taken food from him in the past, but she would have given just about anything to have a chance at one of those red, ripe tomatoes now.

      “Fourth Street,” she said, glancing at the crossroad with a growing unease in the pit of her stomach. She was getting nearer and nearer to the spot where it had happened.

      Where they’d gotten Riley.

      Movement caught her attention, a small, skittering mass near the front of what was once the Ellis place, and she froze, grasping the bat with the loose, ready-to-swing grip her mother had taught her. Heart racing, chest heaving, she watched, waiting for the thing to move for her. But it did not. Its glassy black eyes narrowed for a moment before flicking to the ground beneath a shattered wooden door where a wad of paper rested. The paper must have smelled of food; the creature’s clawed hands, nimble as a squirrel’s and in contrast with its spiky, matted fur, clasped the garbage, shredding it to bits as it searched for the source of the scent.

      Mackenzie slid slowly to the side, away from the creature. It was a small thing, hidden in the shadows. It would not hurt her. It was not like the others.

      She glanced back as she moved, uncertain now that the daylight held as much safety as she’d hoped, but when she reached the next crossroad, she realized it was mere blocks from the site near the park where the truly dangerous ones—the ones that had come at her brother—had been. She wiped a hand across her forehead, brushing back a loop of chestnut hair that had somehow managed to escape her ponytail, and fought the instinct that told her to run. It was safer now, so much easier since the others had moved on.

      But she couldn’t keep from remembering, couldn’t stop the image of that first up-close encounter with the thing that had cut her brother. She could still feel Riley’s fingers tighten in her grip, sense his terror that not only mirrored, but magnified her own as creatures filled the sky, soaring birdlike overhead. They had arms and legs, humanesque forms. But they were no humans. Feathers and horns, claws, teeth… God, their teeth. They had laughed and cackled, screamed in incoherent streams that sounded at turns tribal and Latin, and some other long-lost tongue Mackenzie had never truly heard. She and Riley had been stunned into mute disbelief as the creatures dove and withdrew, circling closer and closer as they went.

      “Sixth,” she said now in a breathless whisper. “Sixth Street. Only three blocks to go.”

      She could still see the thin black pupils piercing the gold irises of the beast that had come at them, the way his deep-set eyes narrowed on his prey, the darkness that lined them making them only more alien. She and Riley had run. At the beast’s first dive, a primal drive had taken over and she and her brother had moved, pulling their grip free to save themselves.

      His instinct had been to run toward home, to the house they’d grown up in, to the one place he’d always felt safe. But not Mackenzie. Mackenzie hadn’t felt those feelings about her home for the last nine years. There was only one place she could go. One place she could remember that sense of safety. To the park. To the tree where she’d sat with her mother so many years ago, and her only sanctuary since.

      The tree that would be gone now. The tree these monsters would have taken from her.

      Now her feet stopped of their own accord, and she looked up, searching the sky for the unearthly crack she’d seen when her brother had been attacked. This was exactly where she’d stood then, but the shock of that event was gone. It felt so different now, less like awe and more like pain.

      Then she had gazed at the vast opening that tore through the sky, lost in wonder for unmeasured moments. Moments that might have helped her save her brother, might have kept the beast from reaching him.

      When she had looked back, seen that Riley had turned, she’d run for him, leaving the gaping hole in the universe at her back. She’d come upon them just as the creature, cloaked in fur and painted with a dark red that she would later decide was blood, struck out at him, thrusting his claws forward to hook Riley’s arm, scarring him.

      Marked, the shaken news anchors were calling it. Bits and pieces of information were all Mackenzie and Riley had been able to get, scratchy clips they could barely decipher through the static of a battery-operated radio she’d played with as a kid, and a few wild postulations they’d found on Riley’s wireless tablet before the internet had quit. Riley had been terrified. Marked, like something out of a sci-fi film. For nearly an hour, she’d had to convince him this was not some zombie plague. They were just creatures, just claws. He’d been cut as the thing had tried to grab him.

      But that wasn’t it. Because they’d Marked more than just Riley. Thousands. Tens of thousands. Maybe more.

      Since those first few nights, the house had been mostly without power, though now and again the lights would flicker, a low brownout-type draw that destroyed more appliances than helped her get any sort of contact with the outside world. And that was what she needed: to let them know.

      But as she stared at the sky now, thin wisps of cloud ornamenting a cerulean blue, she did not see an otherworldly glow. There were no lights, no colors, no sounds that vibrated through her skin. The gap was gone.

      She took a breath, glancing around for some sign, some indication of the epicenter she’d been so certain was here. Shifting her pack, and not bothering to take out the camera she’d intended to use for proof, Mackenzie stepped forward, almost afraid to disturb the scene. To wake a sleeping dragon.

      Even more so here than near their home, the trees were uprooted, buildings demolished, walkways deserted. A small, wiry-haired dog skittered across the roadway, head dipped low and shoulders hunched, searching for home, or food, or fleeing from something Mackenzie couldn’t see. Water rushed somewhere beyond what was left of the park. The scent of smoke, acrid and cough-inducing, lingered everywhere. Metal road signs skewered the ground, nowhere near their original stations. The ground was littered with splinters of wood, shards of glass, but nothing looked familiar. Nothing seemed the same.

      She moved hesitantly forward, simultaneously yearning for and dreading the site of the tree.

      In the scope of what had happened, it was such a small, ridiculous thing. But it was the one place her mother had taken her, a spot where the two of them could read and talk and simply be.

      It was all she had left.
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      Mackenzie had a sinking feeling the tree, like everything else, was gone. That this one last link had been taken from her too. She feared it almost more than the other truths, because now that the hole in the sky had disappeared, her entire plan for redemption was wrecked. She’d been going to take photos and report it, location and all, to the authorities, so they could end it for good. She’d been going to get her brother back.

      She glanced one more time over her shoulder at the place the opening had been. She hadn’t imagined the purpled, cosmic-photo-looking rays encompassing the gaping crack in the sky. A portal, an effing sci-fi movie-worthy gateway that had released the apocalypse on West Ridge, Ohio.

      It couldn’t have been. Portals weren’t real. But when she’d turned that day, no longer transfixed in its sheer impossibility, she’d known it was. That thing that was attacking her brother was no illusion. It was all real. Mackenzie had found the epicenter, the source of these monsters, and no amount of disbelief would make it go away.

      She hadn’t told Riley about the portal. Once she’d seen him with the creature, all either of them had cared about was getting to safety. She should have told him, she realized now. She should have said she needed him. It might have kept him from leaving. They might have made this plan together.

      An unearthly shriek jerked her head up. There was a laugh, some hideous, skin-prickling cackle, and the sound of breaking glass. Mackenzie dropped into a crouch, unceremoniously dumping the pack to get a better grip on her bat.

      The sound had come from the landing near the bridge, a seating area for the narrow runner’s path that eventually crossed over a rocky ledge on the east side of the park. She hurried forward to the only remaining cover within reach. It was an overturned pickup, windows busted and cab mangled, but large enough to hide her slender frame. She fought for calm, pressing her fingers tight into the grip of the bat to steady her breath.

      One…

      Two…

      Three…

      She cursed. Counting wasn’t going to work. There was no way she was going to keep her cool with these monsters so near. She should have never left the house.

      Her mouth was parched, her neck beading with sweat. “Get it together, Mackenzie,” she muttered, closing her eyes for one long instant to gather the courage she’d need to come up with a plan. “See where they are, that’s all you need. Find them, and then you’ll know how to get away.”

      She drew the bat up tighter, leaning so, so slowly to peer around the bed of the truck.

      Five of them. Five full-size monsters gathered over the body of a boy, not fifty feet from where she stood. But that wasn’t what turned her stomach.

      That wasn’t what made her run.

      It was possibly the worst decision of her life, worse than the night they’d walked down the center of their street. But Mackenzie didn’t think about what the monsters might do to her. She didn’t think that she could be in that poor boy’s position as quick as a heartbeat. All she could think of was Riley.

      Riley, who might be out there. Riley, who was on his own.

      Her response was automatic. By the time the boy’s blond, blood-spattered hair came into view, proving he was most definitely not her brother, it was too late to change her mind. She was already committed.

      The bat swung, striking one of the beasts square across the back. It hit with a solid thud, but the monster did not go down. He only flinched, as did the rest of them, spinning around to stare at her. It was less than one full second before her victim retaliated, not even enough time for her to reset her swing.

      He struck her. A man-sized fist crashed solidly into her sternum, taking her wind and her grip and every single thought. She landed hard on the concrete walkway, her head smacking the ornamental stone border. Light burst in her vision, sound ringing in her ears; she could not catch her breath.

      Her instincts told her to run. She fumbled for some handhold to get to her feet, but the monsters weren’t watching her. They’d resumed their torture of the boy, kicking and spitting on his prone form, cursing him with their strange, unfamiliar tongue.

      Mackenzie’s reflexes had taken over, or she might have realized how alien, how surreal the entire scene was. Instead, all she could think was she’d lost her bat.

      She rolled to her knees, coughing at the first intake of breath, and sank her fingers into the cold grass of the park’s lawn. Later, she might be able to determine whether it was the familiar feel of that grass, the knowledge of its immutable loss, or the sheer rock-bottom hopelessness of her situation that caused what she did next. Because in that moment, there was absolutely nothing like thought.

      Her hand wrapped around the base of a rusted metal pipe, some remnant of a decorative park bench or iron railing, and she lifted her head to find the monsters before her. She moved on impulse, one swift thrust that shoved her from the ground and into the group. She screamed, hurling her arm forward with every drop of anger and fear and emotion she’d had in the last nineteen years. She would kill these things. Kill them or die trying.

      There was a sudden shift, a realization from the crowd that a human girl was swinging a rusted pipe in their direction, and then confused chatter, clipped orders, pointing and waving of hands. A shriek broke this commotion, the first monster she’d hit staring down at his claws where some thick red sludge oozed through his fingers. Mackenzie had caught the thing’s stomach, opened his guts with the jagged edge of her makeshift bat.

      “Come on,” she muttered. “Come at me now, you—”

      Their leader stepped forward. The fact that he was the largest wasn’t what made her designate this creature as their lead—though he was massive—it was the way he carried himself, the way he moved. His shoulders were straight, wide set and drawn backward. His eyes were on her, dark beneath the ridge of a caveman brow, his lips pulled back in a snarl over man-eating teeth. And he had wings. Wide, golden wings cut like shards of glass instead of feathers. They flicked a warning. She tried not to stare at them, or his bare chest, painted with red-brown dots and uneven lines, or the fur mantle over his back, leather-like straps holding it in place as they crossed his shoulder and abdomen, knotted string hanging down to meet the woven blue cloth that covered his legs.

      “Vanshay-ya,” the monster hissed, and the intensity of his voice nearly caused Mackenzie to drop the metal pipe.

      She glanced at the others, three watching her with narrowed eyes and the fourth crumpled in on himself as he clutched his abdomen. “Get away from me.”

      The thing towered over her, deep gold eyes daring her to move. “Vanshay-ya,” he said again.

      The boy on the ground behind her uttered something unintelligible. His voice was low, but with an air of authority. Like he was giving a command. He must have been hallucinating. He should have been asking for water. Begging for mercy.

      In the back of her mind, she was disappointed for him that his last words were so incoherent, but she didn’t figure hers were going to be much better.

      Now that she wasn’t swinging, the reality of her situation was creeping in. Her palms sweated against the grit of the pipe, and she yearned for the soft, familiar grip of the leather-banded baseball bat. She shifted her weight, the heel of her shoe brushing against the bare arm of the boy behind her. There were two of them there. Two humans against five monsters. And from the sounds of the boy at her feet, he didn’t have much longer to live.

      “Let us go,” she warned. They might not understand her, but it made her feel better. Like she wasn’t just lying down to die.

      She raised the pipe a fraction, readying herself for the final blow, but a screech shot through the silence, piercing Mackenzie’s ears so that her shoulders drew up in automatic response.

      She stared skyward at a winged form flying above. It fell into her mind somewhere between a pegasus and a dragon and she cursed, in absolute awe for what had to be the fifth time this week.

      Her eyes shot back to the monsters, the taste of panic and dread thick on her tongue. They were not looking at her. The smaller beasts had turned their gazes to the heavens, expressions so alien she could merely discern hints of concern and distaste. Only their leader had not been distracted by the sight. He glared at the boy on the ground, unspoken threats clearly recognizable, despite the unfamiliar features and terrifying war paint.

      It was paint, Mackenzie realized now that he’d shifted his focus. His skin was tanned beneath, a hint of flesh showing at the corner of his brow, the tips of his ears. A thin scar crossed his cheek, faded with time. His hair was spiked, and at each side of his head, he wore a small curved horn. No, no, no, she thought, not wore. They’re his. He’s a creature, a demon. A magical fairy that came through the sky.

      She might have shaken her head at the impossibility of it, but Mackenzie was frozen, her throat seized against the need to swallow, her chest petrified around burning lungs. This was not imaginary. He was real. He was a monster.

      He was a mere arm’s length in front of her.

      The boy muttered something and she resisted the urge to kick at him, shush him before he got them both killed. But the monster only hissed strange words that might have been an oath, and spat toward the body on the ground. Suddenly there was a screech, a chorus of sound, and the others rose into the air behind him. Her heart leapt, thundering, but she didn’t even have the chance to hope before the lead monster’s clawed hand thrust out, colliding with her chest to knock her backward.

      For an instant, she thought she was falling, but she was merely bent back, the hooks of his talons fastened into her shirt and towing her skyward.

      It was only a breath, the blink of an eye, and she was flying, feet lifted to dangle midair as her body hung beneath the beast who’d grabbed her.

      Visions of flight and prey birds rushed her, but this thing had no need of his wings, even if she was his carrion. They pressed flat against his back as he rose, sleek as any man. His claws ripped into the fabric he clung to, a thin leather jacket the only thing that kept the meat of her frame intact.

      She glanced at the ground beneath her, impossibly far away. It was flattened earth and upturned sunshine. It made no sense at all.

      A heartbeat later, the creature’s claws opened, dumping Mackenzie to plunge into the empty air below.
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      All she could feel was air. Terror burned through her, cutting hard against an icy wind.

      Her back slammed into the remains of the railing. It knocked the breath from her chest; what was left of the curved iron bars caught the edge of her shoulder and flipped her forward, head over heels to stare into her descent, straight into the rocky wash below. Falling, flailing, her arm smacked against the spindles, the cuff of her jacket catching the jagged end of a broken rail. It didn’t slow her momentum, but jerked her hard enough to throw some instinct into action, her fingers curling automatically around the metal. The force of it wrenched her shoulder and swung her to slam into the side of the rock ledge before gravity pulled her back to level, hanging—swaying—by a tenuous grip.

      Her body was fire. Everything screamed.

      She was going to fall.

      She was going to die.

      There was a sound over her ragged breathing, a whimper that barely registered as her own. She could see nothing but the floor of the empty creekbed, so far below.

      Her fingers ached, her whole body trembled. Riley, she thought. He’d come home to an empty house.

      There would be no one left for him at all.

      There would be nothing. Nothing, nothing, nothing.

      Like the empty air below.

      A hand smacked the torn leather of her jacket and she screamed. She couldn’t be sure what would be worse, the monster coming back for her, or someone untangling her grip even faster than it was managing on its own. Her free arm came up, scrabbling to catch some part of the bridge, and the wind caught the loose hair that had covered her eyes, finally freeing her to see something aside from the ravine floor.

      Someone was holding her, gripping her jacket as he lay face down on the wood planks of the bridge. He was pale and ragged, blood splashed across the ridge of his cheek and nose, and she realized it was the boy, suddenly much larger, much older up close.

      “Grab on,” he said, indicating his forearm with a nod. She stared at him, eyes flicking only momentarily to her grip on the rail.

      She would have to let go.

      The boy took a deep breath, and she could see it was straining him, remembered how weak he’d been only moments before.

      “Okay,” she said finally, nodding her confirmation.

      He waited, watching as she did not, in fact, let go.

      “What is your name?” he asked.

      “What?”

      “Your name.” His words were clipped, harder to get out than they should have been. “Tell me your name.”

      “Kenzie,” she said automatically. “Mackenzie Scott.”

      “Mackenzie, take my hand.” His other hand appeared, reaching forward.

      She stared into his eyes, dark gray and pinched with pain. She was too immobilized by fear to release her hold, to trust her life to anyone else.

      His voice came softer this time. “Kenzie, please.”

      Neither of them could keep their grip much longer. If she didn’t trust him to hold her, she would categorically die.

      She held her breath, unsticking her fingers to clamp around his hand. The threads of her jacket began to snap, straining at his clutch on the sleeve, but he was drawing her up, struggling to maneuver between the broken railings. She kicked out, finally able to gain purchase on the base of the bridge, giving her leverage to press herself over chest-first onto the platform with the boy.

      In a matter of seconds, Mackenzie was panting, gasping for air as she lay flat beside him. Body trembling, limbs like jelly, she hugged the wood planks lining the floor of the walkway.

      Alive.

      It was only when her gasps subsided that she heard the low cough. The boy curled into himself, flat on his side as he heaved on the planks of the bridge.

      “Oh, God,” she said, scrambling to her knees alongside him. “Are you okay?”

      His only answer was a shake of his head.

      She glanced at the sky, searching for more creatures, and saw the dragon-bird-thing circling high above. She touched his shoulder, his side. “We need to get inside. Can you stand?”

      He managed to get to his feet, but barely. Mackenzie slipped awkwardly under his shoulder to support some of his weight. Mackenzie wasn’t short, but even with the way he was curled into himself, she could tell she’d severely misjudged him as a “boy” when he’d been lying on the ground. It was probably owing to the five massive monsters that had been standing over him at the time.

      “Did they scratch you?” Mackenzie asked. “Those things, did they cut you with a claw, Mark you?”

      His chest stiffened under her grip, but he only looked at her sidelong, the blood spattered across him drying to a deep red. Like the monsters. She decided most of the blood had not been his, and gestured toward the road. “We have to go.”

      Mackenzie stepped forward, pulling him with her as she scanned the streets for any sign of the creatures. It wasn’t going to be an easy walk, but none of the structures here were safe. Everything had been flattened, torn, twisted into rubble. She and Riley had been lucky in that aspect. Of all the houses on their street, 1024 Oak Lane had fared the best. The upstairs rooms had a new view to the skyline and several downstairs windows were busted out, but for the most part their home remained intact. Riley had wondered at it aloud, but not Mackenzie. They’d had their share of bad luck in life. It was about time something fortunate happened.

      “It’s only a couple more blocks,” she assured the boy, feeling his heaviness grow with each passing step. “It’s safe there. I promise.”

      He coughed, hand coming away from his mouth wet with blood, and Mackenzie’s stomach dipped. He was hurt worse than she’d feared. They might have dropped him from a height like they had tried with her, or kicked and punched him hard enough to damage his insides. She was going to be sick. The thought of him dying, the last person here—this boy leaning on her shoulder—was too much.

      “What’s your name?” she asked, forcing her feet to keep moving, pushing down the dread.

      He took a shallow breath, and coughed. Mackenzie didn’t stop. She couldn’t leave him there to die in the street. She tightened her grip on his waist, pressing her hip hard against him for support, and took another step.

      “Hunter,” he said between gasps. “My name is Hunter.”

      “Two more blocks, Hunter.” She nodded toward the two-story white Colonial standing between the remains of its neighbors. “That’s us.” His eyes flicked to the house, its white shuttered windows and gingerbread trim. It had been pretty once. She’d drawn pictures of it as a kid, crayon outlines with oversized daffodils and a bright purple window shade that indicated her own room.

      Now, it was as if the whole scene was washed in a haze of gray. That giant yellow sunshine was gone; the thing that remained had peeling paint and torn-off shingles. Its dormers had been battered by wayward limbs, a gaping hole that stared at the sky.

      “It’s sound,” she said. “We’ll be safe inside.” And when night fell, if he was still alive, they’d hide in its basement.

      He didn’t respond, only dragged himself forward. It must have taken them a dozen times longer to get back as it had for her to reach the park site, but she had no true way of knowing. The importance of time had ceased after the monsters came. There was only the relative safety of light, and the seemingly-endless hours she’d spent alone in the darkness of night.
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      They had walked through the antique iron railing that fenced in the house more than an hour ago. Mackenzie knew this because inside the hallway rested the only remaining furniture that had not been overturned: a too-heavy grandfather clock. She had deposited Hunter onto some cushions on the floor, because the couch and chairs had been braced against every door after Riley had been attacked. She stood in the kitchen, staring down at the stranger’s motionless form, more than a little aware of the waning light outside.

      Her fingers tapped against the counter, click, click, clicking away the seconds with the tick of that clock. He had barely moved. Since the request for baking soda and chalk, an antidote for what ailed him, Hunter hadn’t spoken a word. He’d not even groaned. Poisoned, he’d said. Not beaten, not dropped from the air, but poisoned.

      By monsters.

      She had stepped back from him then, stared in dull shock as the boy she’d found lying on the ground was now sprawled very un-boy-like over the cushions of their brown woven sofa, and watched as he mixed the white powder with the dregs of a cola they’d found in the unplugged refrigerator. It had made a paste, thick and foaming, and Hunter had choked it down. She’d had some ideas about poisoning, some notion of needing to induce vomiting, or of definitely not, but the answer was the first option, apparently, because Hunter began heaving in a matter of breaths. Mackenzie had kicked a bowl toward him, the plastic basin they’d used to catch a drip from their now leaky ceiling, watching in horror as black bile rose from his stomach. She had been frozen ever since, petrified of nearing him as he retched, and then afraid to disturb him once he’d fallen silent.

      But now the sun was getting low and she couldn’t leave him be.

      Sweat had beaded on his forehead, grabbing locks of dark blond so that they clung to him, mussing what was already a disheveled, bloody mess. He’d brushed a forearm across his face, clearing a cheek of the red, but smearing it across his brow. He needed cleaning up. She could at least do that.

      The water in the basement was for drinking, but Riley had managed to save some rain from the small pots and pans that he’d poured into a larger plastic tub. She thought she remembered the tub having once held gardening tools, but that had been long enough ago that all evidence of dirt had dried and flaked away, leaving only sun-faded plastic.

      Mackenzie shuffled through the cabinet drawers to find an old dishcloth before she filled an empty container with rainwater. She knelt beside him as the rag soaked, pushing the hair off his brow with the tip of her pinky before wringing the cloth. He had a kind face, peaceful with sleep and smooth beneath the filth. It had been hard to tell when he’d been in so much pain, but she guessed he must not be more than a year or two older than she.

      Riley wasn’t a boy any longer either. He was going to be eighteen soon, and he would have gone off to college if not for this bizarre invasion. She’d never have protested him leaving for school, but his chances of being killed there were considerably less than the current case.

      She felt the weight of his note in her pocket as she brushed the damp cloth over Hunter’s brow. I am Marked, Kenzie. They will come looking for me, and there’s no way I can chance it, not with you. He didn’t want to risk her by staying, and she’d have never let him out of her sight.

      Hunter’s fingertips brushed her wrist and she jumped. “Oh,” she said, “I just—” She was as awake as he now, her gaze trailing over the dishcloth, stained a rusty red. “How did you get so much of their blood on you?”

      He shifted, pressing himself up to lean on an elbow. His eyes were blued steel, lined in coal and cut through with silver. They were like clouds and storms and all the things she’d never really given credit to in poetry and romance novels. It made her feel silly to have noticed, but she was so near him. He coughed. “I guess you weren’t the only one who got a couple of good blows in.”

      Refusing to be distracted by the line of his jaw, she shoved the damp cloth into his hand, stood. “We need to get downstairs.”

      His brow drew down, something in his gaze giving her the impression he didn’t quite trust her.

      “It’ll be dark soon,” she explained. “They’ll come back. And down there is the only place it’s safe.” No place was truly safe, not anymore. But she didn’t need to tell him that. “Clean yourself up. I’ll go grab some clothes.”

      He nodded, taking a moment to glance around. The kitchen was a mess. After the first night, she’d not even bothered cleaning from the storm. They’d only worried about sealing up holes. About barricades. She bit down the urge to tell Hunter there weren’t normally leaves and trash strewn across the floor, let alone half their belongings.

      With a muttered curse, she realized the bat that usually rested against the door frame was gone, abandoned in her fight with monsters. She glanced back at Hunter—whose gaze was narrowed on her—then the lowering sun through the kitchen shutters, and decided to make a run for it without a weapon in hand.

      She took the stairs two at a time, sidestepping the missing plank that had not been missing two weeks ago, and held her breath as she swung the corner into the chaos of her brother’s room. Hunter appeared larger than Riley both in height and the width of his shoulders, but her brother had taken to wearing whatever vintage shirts they’d been able to find at the secondhand shop. The money she earned only went so far, and Riley had never complained.

      She grabbed two of the larger tee-shirts and a gray and red flannel top. If they were a bit snug, Hunter would have to make do. She wasn’t about to risk hitting up her father’s room. Not after the ceiling collapse.

      “Mackenzie?”

      She spun, heart in her throat and ready to swing.

      It was Hunter, just standing there, holding a hand to his midsection.

      “You said Mackenzie. Mackenzie Scott.”

      She stared at him, unable to form a response… until he held up the letter bearing her legal last name: Green.

      She glared at him. “Are you going through my mail?” It had been on the floor beside him, along with some other paperwork knocked from the counter in their haste to block the exits.

      He tossed the envelope on Riley’s desk, his voice level. “I can think of no reason for you to lie to me.”

      She crossed her arms, throwing the tone right back. “For one, you’re a stranger. And two—” Her gaze flicked to his midsection, the way he was holding himself. “How did you even get up here?”

      “I can’t stay here,” he said.

      He didn’t trust her; it was as plain as that. Why she should care was beyond her, but she couldn’t help but be annoyed. “I just saved your life. What’s your problem?”

      “Why were you there? At the threshold?”

      “You saw it? You know it was there?”

      The boy, this stranger, didn’t answer. He simply watched her.

      She let out a puff of air. They were both on edge, but there was no sense in hiding anymore. “Scott is my mother’s maiden name. I started using it a few years after she died.” When he didn’t move, she said, “You can leave if you want, but it’s going to be dark soon and I wouldn’t be running around out in the open when night falls.”

      She tried to brush past him, furious for no good reason, but he caught her arm. “The gateway. Why were you there?”

      Mackenzie’s eyes met his, frozen in the force of his gaze. She’d been startled, and then angry, but now, up close, she could see the sweat beading his brow, the way his shoulder trembled and curled in toward his side. Her eyes trailed down, tracing the line of his arm.

      “Hunter, you’re bleeding.”

      She stared at the hand that had been pressed to his side. Red seeped through the material of his shirt. It hadn’t been like that before. Hunter swayed, the fingers on her arm sliding free as he moved back.

      Mackenzie grabbed him before he fell into the door frame, slipping under his arm the way she had near the park. There was a rustle of leaves outside, the bite of wind from Riley’s busted window, and she shivered. “Come on,” she said. “We have to get to the basement.”

      The trek downstairs was considerably harder than their walk home, not only because the way was more treacherous, but because the adrenaline from facing the monsters was gone. And Hunter was a lot heavier than he looked. She was careful not to bump his side, and when they finally made it through the kitchen hallway and down the narrow basement stairs, she fell with him onto the cot where they sat for a moment, backs against the cement wall and panting for air.

      Mackenzie eventually caught her breath, but Hunter wasn’t doing as well. He’d not vomited since taking that homemade concoction more than an hour ago, but his skin was cold and clammy. “What happened, Hunter? What’s wrong with your side?”

      “The metal—” He grimaced. “They cut me; I must not have gotten it all out.”

      His breathing was labored, and she knew she needed to help him, but the wind had picked up outside, and the whistles and clatters had her all twitchy. “Lie back. Just give me a second and I’ll check it out.” She jumped up, securing the basement door with an old empty freezer and two heavy wood slats. No light came through the door jamb and a chill ran up her arms. Shaking it off, she turned, the dim light of the basement coming from a fortunately timed brownout.

      “This probably won’t last long,” she said, gesturing toward the light fixture as she hurried back to the cot to kneel at his side. “We usually don’t get more than a few flickers after nightfall—”

      Her words cut off as she raised the hem of his shirt. His stomach muscles contracted at the move, the angry red wound on his side weeping fresh blood through a thick black rot. “Hunter,” she whispered.

      He shook his head, staring at the basement ceiling. “It’s the poison. You have to find the metal, get it out.” He handed her a flat piece of metal from his pocket. It might have been a keychain once, or a medallion, but she didn’t look at it long, only stared at the man lying on her family’s basement cot. “One of us has to dig it out.”

      She didn’t move, and he reached for the trinket. “No,” she said, fingers wrapping around the cold metal. “I can do it.”

      He nodded, wiping the blood clean with the hem of his shirt, and let his head fall back to the mattress. Mackenzie stared at the wound. It had hurt him, she could see that. Not by the way his jaw clenched or the way his muscles quivered, but by the red ring of heat surrounding the cut, the pale sheen that had taken over his skin.

      “They stabbed you,” she said, more to herself than anything.

      “Threw me onto the metal,” he murmured. “That’s how the poison got inside.”

      He wasn’t making sense again, and Mackenzie worried that she’d waited too long. Not leaving him in the street to die was one thing; being trapped in her darkened basement with a body, that was a whole other. She squeezed the narrow end of the medallion between her thumb and forefinger, pressing her other hand to his side. He tensed, muscles tightening into cords.

      The wound was only a few inches wide, but appeared to run deep. She held her breath, separating the cut and wincing at the sight of open flesh and actual tissue.

      She could only pray she wouldn’t pass out.

      Leaning forward, she forced the split further. Hunter hissed. The hand that held the tool was shaking; she didn’t have much time before courage deserted her completely. She shifted in the dim light, and a new stream of black dripped from the severed meat of his side. “There,” she said, “I see it.” She was moving before she had a chance to appreciate what she was about to do, talking herself through it aloud. “It’s a shard of rusted metal. Probably from that fencing or whatever the busted pipes were I found.” Her mouth twisted as she pressed the blade of the medallion into the gash. “Must have shifted when you moved from the kitchen, opened the wound back up…”

      The fragment of iron clinked to the basement floor and her face pulled up in disgust. Her fingers opened reflexively, pulling away from his bloody side. She grabbed a scrap of towel from beside the cot—one of her father’s old shop rags—and pressed it to Hunter’s skin.

      She was so glad he couldn’t see her expression right then.

      His hand came down, covering hers over the makeshift bandage, and she could feel the tremble in his fingers as he fumbled to take over the task. She pulled her own free, groping for some new duty. “Can you… Should I go upstairs and get gauze or bandages? We don’t have any ice, the power…”

      “Thank you, Mackenzie,” he said. She knew he’d meant it as a denial, but she started toward the door anyway. “No,” he told her.

      Mackenzie turned, concerned by the vehemence in his voice. “Don’t go out there,” he said. “Not alone.”
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      Mackenzie had dated her share of boys. It had never been anything serious; to protect Riley from social services, she’d always shut things down the moment they’d mentioned meeting her parents or stopping by the house. Still, on occasion, she’d been in close proximity to a guy. And given that she’d spent the last few days hiding in a recess behind the house’s basement heating system—alone—she certainly didn’t mind the company.

      What she hadn’t expected was to fall fast asleep on top of a stranger the moment her exhaustion won out. Sure, she’d barely escaped with her life, but nothing quite prepared you for waking to find you’d been drooling on the new guy for the last few hours.

      Forcing down a terrifying remainder of the dream that had woken her, the echoed sound of beating wings, she cleared her throat, pushing off Hunter in the dim light to glance at the covered windows.

      “It’s not yet daybreak,” he offered.

      She rubbed a hand over her face, disappointed she’d let them fall asleep without moving behind the heating system, but the winds had quieted outside, the air calm. They might not have been as safe as she’d like, but they were awake now and mostly unharmed. Her gaze returned to Hunter. “How’s your side?”

      He patted a hand over his stomach, one of Riley’s old elastic sports bandages hidden beneath the hem of his shirt. “I’ll be fine in a few days.”

      Her fingers caught in the matted hair that had pulled half-free of her ponytail, apparently having teased itself to Fashion Week level in her sleep. She pulled the band loose to run a few fingers through the tangle, scrunching her face at each tug. It didn’t hurt near as bad as her neck and shoulder, but as long as she didn’t use that side she’d be fine.

      Her movements stilled when she realized Hunter was watching her. He’d lost his pallor, but that was about all she could tell in the muted light.

      She moved to her knees on the floor in front of him, sliding a cardboard box from beneath the cot. After handing him a bottle of water, she leaned forward to light one of the stubby emergency candles they’d found that first night. She smiled, thinking of Riley’s face when he’d spotted the words “Emergency Kit” on the outside of the box. He must have thought there was something in there that might save them. She imagined an End of Days remedy instead of candles, batteries, and a foil blanket, her smile widening.

      “What is it?” Hunter asked, his words low, even in the hush of the space.

      Mackenzie glanced at him, their faces too close in the solitude of the basement. She shook her head. “Nothing, just thinking…” Her words trailed off, Mackenzie unable to speak her brother’s name aloud. Strange, given that he’d been the only thing on her mind since she’d woken to find him missing days before.

      She thrust a package of crackers at Hunter, taking the red-capped jar of peanut butter from the bottom of her stack. “I’ve been saving this, but I suppose we could use it now.”

      Her stomach dipped. Thoughts of starvation were gone since yesterday, the notion of hiding out here smashed by her new plan to help, to tell the authorities what she’d seen, where the portal was so their armies could find it. She stared at the three block letters, the bold stripes of color lining the jar. “I know it was there, Hunter. The portal. I saw it.” Her eyes moved upward in the flickering light of the candle, catching on his. “Those things came from inside a crack in the sky.”

      Hunter’s gaze never faltered, locked with hers in unflinching distrust. Why were you there? he’d asked. The gateway.

      “Look,” she started, her voice barely above a whisper. “I know it’s crazy. It sounds completely insane.” Peanut butter forgotten, she dropped the jar into the box, curled her fingers into the edge of the cot beside him. “But you can trust me, Hunter. I’ve seen it myself.” She exhaled heavily. “I don’t know what happened to you. I don’t know why you’re afraid to admit it. But I’ve seen it too. That first night, before the phones went down and Riley was attacked, they didn’t believe me. I called the authorities and no one listened to me. They probably had a million calls after that. A million lunatics on the other end of the line.” She shrugged. “Why would they have believed it? But that doesn’t mean it didn’t happen. That doesn’t mean we can’t help now that they’ve seen for themselves.”

      She shook her head, blinking hard against tears that wouldn’t come. “This isn’t a finale for me; this isn’t something I can give up on. I only have one thing left in this world, this whole monster-riddled place. I have to help them find it, Hunter. I have to tell the authorities where those things came through. It’s the only way to help him now.”

      Her words hung in the space between them, a narrow strip of confession. She needed this stranger to confirm she’d not lost her mind.

      “Riley,” Hunter said.

      Mackenzie’s smile was sad as she reached into the box beside her, retrieving a plastic figure left behind from one of his games. It was a tiny gray soldier wearing body armor, his oversized, cherry-red ray gun at the ready. “My brother. Riley.” Her chest squeezed. He ran off in the night. The night, for God’s sake! What was he thinking? She wouldn’t let those fears run wild. She would only hope that he’d made it.
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