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SUPER NATURAL


THE NEW SUPER HUMANS, BOOK THREE






ONE


Dylan Kennedy stared into his empty tea cup as if he could find the answers to his many questions in the few scattered leaves sitting in the bottom. They were blurry—he'd gone on his sleepwalk without his glasses, unfortunately. He could feel the gaze of the others on him—Chloe and Miranda; Maia, who was aimlessly wiping the kitchen counter and acting like she wasn't listening to every word and waiting for his reaction. 
He realized he'd been silent for some time, but he couldn't be blamed for needing a few moments to take it all in. It was a lot.
More than a lot. It was . . . ridiculous. Outlandish.
Impossible.
Finally, he took a deep breath and let it out, inadvertently blowing a few errant cookie crumbs across the table.
“So, let me get this straight,” he said, eyes still focused on the bottom of the cup. “You're telling me some mysterious evil is being unleashed on the world and a group of . . . we . . . we're—”
“The Order,” Miranda said quietly.
“—supposed to use powers given to us by an old cedar chest to defeat it?” He looked up finally.
“Technically,” Miranda said, “it’s more like a small steamer trunk—” Chloe elbowed her and she glared. “What? Just trying to be clear.”
Dylan huffed. “Clear. Right.” He sat back and crossed his arms over his chest. “And my dad is somehow involved in all of this?”
“Yeah,” Miranda replied. “He’s been helping us with the journal. And, you know, with the fighting . . . stuff . . .” Her voice drifted off at Dylan’s stunned expression.
“Right,” he said flatly. “The fighting stuff.”
“Look.” Chloe pushed her own cup out of the way and leaned forward onto the table. “We're still finding our way ourselves. There are—not to sound overdramatic or cliché—forces at work here beyond our understanding.”
“Yeah, that's not overdramatic at all,” Miranda muttered.
Chloe rolled her eyes. “This fight dates back thousands of years—maybe longer,” she said. “You know, good versus evil, yin and yang, Chaos and—”
“Order,” he said.
“Right. Or in this case, The Order.”
Dylan lowered his head to his hands, clenching his fingers briefly in his sleep-messy hair. “What am I doing here?”
“It's okay,” Miranda said, reaching out tentatively, before snatching her hand back. “We know it's a lot to take in. You don't have to do anything right now. I can give you a ride home and you can get some sleep and—”
“No.” He sat up straight. 
Miranda blinked. “What?”
“I don't need sleep.” He stood up and stretched, rolling his shoulders a bit. “I need to see this chest.”
“Oh.” Chloe sat there for a moment, stunned, then jumped to her feet. “Okay, yeah. The chest. Right. Come on.”
He followed her out of the kitchen, and they went up the stairs in single file, Miranda and Maia taking up the rear. Chloe pulled down a folding ladder and glanced at him once in question before leading them up into the attic.
She clicked on a bare bulb in the middle of the ceiling and Dylan blinked against the harsh light. It was an ordinary attic, from what he could see. A circular window gave him a glimpse of the darkness outside, and the swaying light bulb cast moving shadows on the typical boxes and old furniture scattered around the perimeter.
He spotted the chest on the far side of the room almost immediately, and took a few steps toward it before he even realized what he was doing.
“I've . . . I dreamed—”
“Yeah,” Miranda said wryly. “We get that a lot.”
Dylan still wasn't sure what he thought about all of it— Chloe's crazy story and the weird dreams leading him to that moment. He'd always been more of a scientific sort, examining all angles of a situation before making a decision based on evidence and proof.
But he also believed there was more to the world than what science could explain. And this? This didn't make any scientific sense at all, but he couldn't discount the fact that he'd seen that chest before, even though he'd never actually seen it.
With another deep breath, he crossed the room in quick steps and threw open the lid. A glint of metal in its depths drew his attention and he leaned in for a closer look.
“Well?” Maia asked, and Dylan realized the three of them now flanked him, watching him closely. 
“You guys don't see it?” he asked.
Chloe shrugged, her shoulder bumping his. “We can see the chest,” she said. “But it seems like the item inside only appears to the person it’s intended for.”
He nodded slowly, absorbing that, then turned back to the metallic object.
“Looks like a shield of some kind,” he said, categorizing the item. “Circular in shape. About two feet in diameter, made of silver metal with a gold kind of braid running along the edge. It looks old. Lots of scratches, couple dents.” He was absently aware of Miranda scribbling something in a notebook. He squinted at the embossed image in the center of the shield—interlocking spirals running up to the gold braid—then lowered the lid of the chest slightly so he could see the top.
“The image carved on the chest is the same one on the shield,” he said, running a finger over it before shoving the lid back once again.
“It's the symbol of The Order,” Miranda said.
The girls were watching him wide-eyed and he reached out, hesitantly. “I guess I'll pick it up?”
They looked at him blankly.
“Right,” he said. “Picking it up. Here goes nothing . . .”
Dylan leaned down and picked up the shield, the scarred metal somehow warm to his fingertips. He flipped it over to find two worn leather straps, and without hesitation, slid his left arm into the loops.
He couldn't tell what happened first, Maia's gasp or the bright white light that filled the room, making him squint. The shield shimmered for a moment, the warmth seeping into his arm, an electric pulse working its way up into his chest, then out through his body as the glow enveloped him in a blinding flash.
Then the shield just . . . vanished. The light disappeared, leaving a slight incandescence glimmering along his arm before it, too, faded.
Dylan let out a shaky breath and realized his whole body was trembling.
“Now what?” he asked.
The girls exchanged a glance and winced.
“Well, that's a good question,” Chloe replied. “Now we have to figure out what exactly your gift is, and then you have to figure out how to use it.”
“Can I make a suggestion?” Maia asked, smothering a yawn. “It is the middle of the night, so maybe we should all get some sleep and work on that tomorrow. Maybe after class?”
“Oh, crap. Yeah,” Dylan said, rubbing his eyes. “I have a Chem exam tomorrow. I almost forgot. And I'm leading a Physics tutorial.”
“Chem and Physics?” Chloe asked.
He shrugged. “Double major.”
“Wow,” Miranda said. “And you have a job, too?”
He smiled, preening a little at the awe in her eyes. “I'm a bit of an overachiever.” He winked, and she blushed.
“Okay,” Maia said slowly. “Dylan, instead of running you home, why don’t you stay here? You can sleep on the couch. We’ll all get some sleep and deal with this tomorrow.”
They climbed down the ladder and Chloe stopped to dig in a hall closet, pulling out an extra pillow and blanket. She handed them to Dylan. “There's another blanket on the couch, if you need it,” she said.
“Thanks,” he said, taking the load from her. “I should text my parents so they don't freak out when they see I'm not there, but I don't have my phone.”
“I have your dad's number,” Maia said. “You can text from my phone.” She went into her room to retrieve it.
“You still live at home?” Chloe asked.
“Yeah, I'm going to be in school a long time,” he replied with a laugh. “Gotta save my pennies where I can.”
They headed downstairs and Dylan placed the blanket and pillow at the end of the couch. Maia gave him her phone and he smiled his thanks.
“I guess I'll see you guys in the morning,” he said. “Not that I'm going to be able to sleep after all of this.” He lifted his own hand and flexed his fingers, wondering if it had all been a dream.
“You're not the only one,” Miranda replied. “But we'll help you figure it out. You're not alone.”
“Thanks.” Despite his confusion and anxiety, it helped to know that. At least a little.
They left him in the living room and he typed and erased several texts to his dad before he finally sent a short and to the point message that hopefully would alleviate any worries and not raise too many questions. He stretched out on the couch and blinked up at the ceiling, wondering how his life had led to that particular moment. And how the world as he knew it had suddenly turned upside down.
Despite the thoughts whirling around in his mind, exhaustion quickly claimed him, and he was asleep moments after his head hit the pillow.
[image: image-placeholder]“Dylan.” 
A poke in the shoulder dragged him out of a sound sleep and he groaned, pulling the pillow over his head as he tried to ignore it.
“Dylan. Wake up!”
Whatever annoying person was determined to bother him ripped the blankets from over his legs and he shot up, blinking sleepily.
“What. Is. It?” he growled at his tormentor. Tormentors, actually. Chloe and Miranda stood over him, fully dressed and looking fresh as daisies.
Dylan hated daisies.
“We've figured it out,” Miranda said, bouncing on her toes. 
“Figured what out?” He couldn't even figure out what was happening. Why wasn't he in his bed? Why were Chloe and Miran—
In a rush, the night before flashed back to him and he held up his arm, half expecting it to be glowing.
It wasn't.
He sat up, scrubbing his hands over his face to muffle a yawn, and Chloe and Miranda plopped down on either side of him.
“See, with Wren, it was a watch,” Chloe said. “And she could freeze time.”
Miranda nodded. “Then with Beck, it was a glove—”
“—a little more abstract, but you know, a fist—” Chloe clenched her own.
“—strength, you know. Kind of symbolic.” “And then for Maia, a cloak—”
“—and it hides her, makes her invisible—”
“—and any others she can wrap up in it,” Chloe pointed out, “metaphorically speaking.”
“Okay, hang on . . .” Dylan stood up and stepped over the coffee table. “This is way too much to keep up with when I've been up all night and haven't had any coffee.”
“In here!” Maia called from the kitchen.
Chloe and Miranda both opened their mouths to speak, but Dylan cut them off, pointing at them with both hands. “Wait,” he ordered, and they slammed their mouths shut in unison. “Coffee, then metaphors.”
They nodded and got up to follow him into the kitchen. Maia, surprisingly calm, handed him a steaming cup while taking a sip from her own. He could feel the tension behind him, though, from Chloe and Miranda. It almost vibrated around him as they sat at the kitchen table. They watched him drink his coffee, and he fought back a smile, maybe enjoying their anxiety just a little bit.
Hey, it had been a long night.
“Oh, you've got to give them a break,” Maia said with a half-laugh, tucking a curling lock of flaming red hair behind her ear. “You're killing them!”
“What about you?” he asked.
“I'm exceedingly patient,” she said, taking another sip of coffee. “Plus, I already know what they're dying to tell you.” She got up and grabbed a plastic container of muffins from the counter, taking one for herself before placing the rest in the middle of the table. Dylan chose a blueberry muffin and took a huge bite, chewing and swallowing before gulping down the rest of his coffee. He held up the cup for a refill when Maia wiggled the pot, and ignored the others while she poured.
Chloe and Miranda looked like they were going to kill him, but they split another muffin and waited.
“So,” he said finally, “you think whatever's in the box indicates the type of gift you get.”
Chloe let out a relieved breath, the words spurting forth. “Since you got a shield, it makes sense your gift is some kind of protective power.”
Miranda nodded, twisting a strand of hair between her fingers. Dylan noted absently that it was bright red now, but underneath he could make out streaks of green. She must have changed it for Christmas. Miranda was always changing her hair.
Not that he noticed. 
Okay, he noticed. 
“—stop bullets or—”
He'd obviously missed something. “I'm sorry, what?”
Miranda rolled her eyes. “I said maybe your shield can keep people from hitting you—or maybe even stop bullets or . . . fire.”
Dylan choked. “You think someone's actually going to set us on fire?” 
“You never know,” she said stubbornly.
He frowned. “It could be a lot of things, I guess.” He toyed with the handle of his cup, lost in thought.
“What is it?” Maia asked.
He shrugged. “It just seems kind of weird. I mean, why so many defensive gifts?” At their blank looks, he took another swig of coffee before continuing.
“You have invisibility,” he said to Maia. “Wren with the time thing. Even you, Chloe, with the visions. And now me. A shield.” He spun his cup slowly in front of him. “If we're supposed to be in this big battle, why not something more useful, like—I don't know—energy bolts or—”
“Telekinesis . . . or mind control,” Miranda said, nodding as she caught on. “More offensive weapons. Sure, we have Beck's strength and speed, but really, that's about it.”
“Is there anything in the journal about that?” Chloe asked. 
“I'm still working with Dylan's dad to translate the earlier parts,” Maia replied. “But from what we've read so far, we do know that the gifts given are proportionate to the threat.”
“It'd be nice for it to be weighted a little more heavily on the side of the good guys,” Dylan muttered.
Miranda snorted. “Seriously. But it's all that Yin/Yang, balance of good and evil stuff, you know?”
“So you're saying we have what we'll need,” Dylan said. “We just have to figure out how to use it?”
Maia picked apart her muffin, eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “Maybe we have so many defensive gifts because we're not supposed to actually fight anyone.”
Chloe nodded slowly. “The people causing all the trouble so far are being influenced, and it makes sense that the people in the clearing—the people from my vision—are, too. Maybe that's why. We're supposed to protect them—get them away from that influence?”
“And we use these gifts to protect them,” Maia replied. “Not to hurt them.”
Dylan crumpled up his napkin and got up to throw it away.
“Well, that's all well and good, but we still have to figure out how. And even if we get them all away from the—what are we calling it anyway?” he asked Miranda.
She shrugged. “Big black chaos smoke monster?” 
“That's a mouthful.”
Miranda smirked. “The journal calls it all kinds of different names, but I think Chaos will suffice.”
“Chaos. Right. So, once we break the connection, we still have to do something about him—It—whatever.” He swished a mouthful of coffee around for a moment, then swallowed. “And we still have the more immediate problem of—excuse me for being self-indulgent for one moment—not having any idea what my shield actually does.” He sat back down. “Any idea of how—”
The doorbell drew all their attention and Miranda got up with a quiet groan. “I'll get that. Pour me some more?” She slid her cup across the table toward Maia. “I'm going to need it to get through my classes today.”
Dylan waited until she'd left the room before he asked quietly, “Who else knows about this?”
Chloe shrugged. “Just us. Ethan. Beck and Wren, of course. And my Aunt Cara knows some of it. I had to ask her about my mom.”
“And she was a Seer? Like you?” 
“Apparently so.”
“How's your aunt handling it all?” Maia asked, setting Miranda's now-full cup on the table. “Is she freaking out?”
Chloe sighed. “Aunt Cara worries. She does. But she trusts me.”
“And she doesn't try to stop you. Keep you out of it?” Dylan asked.
“Would your dad?” she shot back with a bit of ire. Maybe he had seemed a little too accusatory in his tone. “Knowing what he
knows. What it could mean if we fail. Would he keep you out of it?”
“The answer to that question is yes,” a voice said from the doorway, and Dylan looked up and winced at the sight of his father standing there, a dark look on his face.




TWO


Dylan's stomach dropped. “Dad, what are—”  
“Get your things. We need to get home.”
Dylan looked down at his pajama pants, rumpled t-shirt, and bare feet. “I, uh, don't actually—”
His father rolled his eyes in a look Dylan had seen many, many times before. The God help me, this is my flesh and blood look. “Get in the car.”
Chloe cleared her throat. “Professor, I think you should know—”
“I know what I need to know,” he snapped with a glare. “I know my son disappeared in the middle of the night. I know I got a text this morning saying he was here and that he'd explain later.”
“Dad, if you'd just listen—”
“I don't want to listen!” He pushed his glasses up and Dylan realized his hand was trembling. “I want you to get in the car. I want to go home. I want to get you away from . . . here. Right now.”
“Okay,” he said quietly, getting to his feet. “I'm coming.”
He nodded at Chloe and the others, who looked on with wide eyes. He could feel his dad's shaky breaths as he squeezed past him through the kitchen doorway, his steps as they echoed Dylan's quiet padding when they made their way out the front door and to the car.
He watched his father drive out of the corner of his eye, not sure what to say—not sure if anything he could say would make it better or worse. The silence weighed heavy in the car, thick like he could almost feel it, making it hard to breathe. He rubbed his eyes and wished he had his glasses—like they would help him see the situation in a clearer way.
“Dad—”
“Do you have any idea—any idea—of what you're dealing with here?”
“I know—”
“No, you don't,” he spat, white-knuckling the steering wheel as he took a corner just a little too fast. “You have no idea. You think this is like some movie—or one of your comic books—and you guys will fight the bad guy and save the world. But this is not a movie. And the bad guy is—it's not just a bad guy. It's evil. Pure evil.”
Unable to help himself, Dylan hummed, “Dun dun duuuun . . .”
His dad glared at him, and Dylan held up his hands. “Sorry. Sorry. It's just pure evil—kinda melodramatic, you know?”
“Dylan—”
“Dad, I understand that I don't truly get what's really going on here,” he said, trying to exude calm, even though calm was pretty much the opposite of what he was feeling. “But you do. You know what they’re up against and I know you’ve been helping them prepare, so how can you get angry at me for—”
“Because you’re my son!” he shouted, eyes blazing. “What I do or what I don’t do isn’t the point. I’m not going to let you get hurt! You don’t understand what’s at risk.”
“I get it,” Dylan replied, his own voice rising. “I mean—I get that I don't really get it. But apparently I've been chosen—”
“I don't give a damn!” He slapped his palm against the steering wheel and Dylan jumped, wide-eyed. He'd never seen his dad lose his temper before. He'd always dealt with Dylan's mischief and mayhem with a steady disposition and logical consequences. This—this was new, and Dylan wasn't quite sure how to handle it.
“Dad—”
“No,” he said, his voice quieter, but firm. Indisputable. “No. Absolutely not. You will not be a part of this. You will stay away from Chloe Blake and her friends. You will stay away from all this insanity. You will finish college and go to grad school and you will not. Defy. Me. Not in this.”
“Dad, I'm an adult—”
“An adult living in my house,” he retorted, jaw clenched. “An adult with a future that I will not let you throw away.”
Dylan's heart pounded in his chest and he turned to look out the window at the drizzling early morning rain dripping from Christmas decorations and barren tree branches. He noticed his father didn't ask him to agree to the mandate, and he wondered if it was because he assumed he would, or knew he wouldn't.
Or couldn't.
They rode in silence the rest of the way, gravel crunching beneath the tires as they pulled into their driveway. He didn't look at his dad as he got out of the car, shivering at the combined sensation of the chilly rain on his neck and the damp ground beneath his bare feet.
“Dylan.”
He turned around as he reached the front door to see his father watching him, a sad, lost look on his face.
“You know—you know I'm only trying to keep you safe, right?”
Dylan swiped raindrops from his hair and nodded, but he didn't meet his dad's intense gaze.
“Yeah,” he replied. “I know.”
He walked through the house and directly to his room, stopping short of slamming the door. His father . . . he would have to figure out how to deal with his father. But Dylan knew that he couldn't let this go. There was no way. It wasn't his style. Even if he was afraid and didn't know what he was doing, he couldn't stop until he figured this thing out.
He understood it was dangerous. He also understood that the threat wasn't only to him. It was a threat to his friends, his family . . . everyone in the town—maybe even more. If they didn't stop this . . . this thing, who knew what would happen?
Dylan retrieved his glasses from the bedside table and picked up his phone, knowing what he had to do. He felt a twinge of guilt—just a twinge—but it was something he could live with.
He thumbed through his contacts and dialed a familiar number.
“Hello?”
“Hey, Wren-like-the-bird.” 
“Dylan? What's up?”
He took a deep breath and shoved his glasses up onto his nose. “I need your help.”
[image: image-placeholder]An hour later, Dylan paced back and forth in his room, dodging the bed, the Xbox controllers, and the pile of books near his desk. He stopped to stare out the window, fingers tapping impatiently against his thighs, before turning around and starting the circuit again. 
“Come on, come on,” he muttered, bumping the books and sending them scattering across the floor. He sighed with frustration and bent to retrieve them, only to stop short when there was a quiet tap at his door. He all but ran to it and whipped it open, grabbing Wren's wrist and dragging her inside before he shut it quickly.
“You sure nobody saw you?” he asked in a hissed whisper. 
“Of course not. I used the watch," she replied. "I would have just come in, but I didn't want to give you a heart attack, you know, materializing from thin air.” She waved a hand with a flourish.
Dylan snorted. “Yeah. Okay, that was probably a good idea.” 
“So.” Wren clapped her hands together and looked at him expectantly. “You ready?”
He gulped. “Umm . . . yeah, I guess. How do we—” He moved toward her, then stepped back, unsure.
She laughed. “It's easy. Just take my hand.” She held it out and Dylan wiped his sweaty palm on his jeans before grabbing it. “Now, it's going to get a little weird,” Wren said, and her hand began to glow, the light peeking out from between their joined palms, then growing to envelop them both. 
“Whoa,” he murmured.
Wren smiled and opened the door. “Now, where can we work where your dad won't notice?”
They walked down the hallway and Dylan glanced toward his dad's office door. It was cracked slightly and he jumped when he spotted his dad standing behind his desk, staring right at him.
“Don't worry,” Wren whispered, squeezing his hand. “He can't see you. Look.” She pushed the door open a little farther and Dylan's mouth dropped open in awe.
“Wow,” he said, taking in the scene around him. His father continued to look toward the door, unmoving, his hand lifted and reaching for something—his phone, sitting atop of a pile of books, perhaps. Dylan took a few steps closer, noticing for the first time, the stale taste of the air he breathed, the ruffled piece of paper that didn't quite rest on the desk surface, as if his father just set it down.
“You really can stop time,” he murmured, waving his free hand before his father's unblinking eyes. "This is so weird."
Wren huffed out a laugh. “Yeah, I know. But we should probably get going.”
Dylan nodded and let her lead him out of the room, his gaze focused on his father until the last moment. Wren carefully pulled the door nearly shut, her lips pursed as she tried to ensure that the gap was the same width as before.
They went outside, and Dylan gaped at the frozen state of the world—the rain suspended in midair as they walked through it, dispersing the drops. His dog stood frozen on his hind legs, barking at a cat floating mid-jump halfway between the top of the wooden fence and the ground.
“Dylan?” Wren jerked his hand a little. “Where are we going?”
He startled. “Sorry . . . sorry. There's a shop out back. It's used mostly for storage, so nobody should go out there.”
The walls of the detached two-car garage were lined with cardboard boxes, but the center was pretty open, except for a couple bicycles and Dylan's old skateboard. Once they shut the door and Wren released his hand, he shoved it all into a corner and held his arms out, standing in the middle of the empty space.
“Now what?”
She smiled. “Now, we work.”
Wren led him through some visualization exercises for about half an hour, encouraging him to recall the feeling he'd experienced when he first picked up the shield. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath and tried to concentrate.
“Feel the energy,” she said. 
Dylan snorted.
“Come on, you have to focus.”
He opened his eyes. “I'm trying. It's just so . . . Use the Force, Luke, you know?”
She rolled her eyes. “Dylan, if you're not going to take this seriously—”
“I'm taking it seriously, I swear!” He closed his eyes to prove his point. “I'm feeling the energy,” he said, in a low voice, adding, after a moment, “Okay, I'm really not. I have no idea what I'm doing!” He threw up his hands.
“It takes time,” Wren said. “You need to focus.” 
“Like I haven't heard that my whole life.”
“I know, but—” She cut off at the sound of Dylan's father calling his name.
“Crap!” he muttered, slipping over to peek through a dusty window. “He's headed this way.”
“Come on,” she grabbed his hand and the eerie glow slid over them once again. They made their way out of the shed, closing the door tightly behind them, and Dylan didn't waste any time admiring the frozen raindrops or examining his father poised mid-step with a newspaper held over his head in the middle of the yard.
They slipped in the open back door and Dylan stopped. “Okay, you better get out of here,” he said, peeking back through the door.
“You sure?” she asked. “You don't want to go back to your room?”
“Nah, this is good.” He smiled at her. “Thanks, Bird.”
She rolled her eyes and smiled back. “Keep practicing,” she said, then released his hand and vanished.
The pitter patter of raindrops and the shouts of his father made him jump, and he couldn't keep himself from looking around quickly, trying to spot Wren.
“So cool,” he murmured, heading back to the door. He stepped into the rain, not wanting his already damp hair to give away anything.
“Dad? What's wrong?”
His father spun around, the newspaper hanging limply from his fingertips. “Where have you been?”
“What do you mean?” He shrugged and ran a hand through his hair. “I've been in my room.”
“I just checked. You weren't there.”
“I went to the bathroom,” he said, forcing a note of irritation in his voice to override the nervousness. He turned and walked back into the house, and after a moment, could hear his father following behind him. Dylan shook out his hair as his dad closed the door, gaze piercing as he focused on his son.
“I know what they're capable of, you know.” 
“Who?” Dylan tilted his head and frowned.
“You know who.” His dad crossed the room and dumped the newspaper in the trash. “Those girls can sneak in and sneak you out. But I expect you to respect my wishes in this, Dylan.”
He forced himself to meet his father's gaze, fighting down the guilt twisting in his stomach. “I know, Dad.”
His father's eyes narrowed, then he nodded once. “Your mom will be home soon. You better get ready.”
“Ready?”
He huffed. “The Christmas party at the Williams', remember?”
Dylan mentally kicked himself. With everything going on, he'd completely forgotten.
“Oh yeah,” he said. “Yeah, sure. I just need to change and I'll be good to go.”
His dad nodded again, his jaw tight, and turned to go back into his office, pointedly leaving the door wide open.
Dylan sighed and returned to his room, hoping he wasn't making a terrible mistake.
And if he was, that his dad would forgive him.
[image: image-placeholder]A hundred feet away or so, a tall, thin man stood sheltered from the rain by a towering pine tree bordering the Kennedy's winding, gravel driveway. He watched, unmoving, ignoring the wind kicking up around him, his unzipped jacket flapping open as the biting drops splashed against his skin. 
In another life he was . . . well, nobody, really. A quiet man working a tedious job. No family. No friends to speak of. When Gina Talbot came to him, all smiles and temptation, it was easy to leave all that behind. To become more than he was. She promised power and reward and all he had to do was let it happen.
Let It in.
“Anything?” The woman in question sauntered up to him through the trees, also unbothered by the gathering storm. Her hair was wet, dripping onto her shoulders, her dark skin gleaming with dampness.
He shook his head. “All quiet here.” He eyed her sideways. “How about the others?”
Gina frowned at him. “You let me worry about the others.” She stood next to him, eyes focused on the house. “When's the last time you saw anyone?”
“Dad came out a few minutes ago, then went back inside with the boy.”
Gina hummed, thoughtful. 
“What is it?” he asked.
She shrugged. “Nothing. The father seems to be doing our job for us. Keeping the boy out of it. We just have to make sure that continues. You need to make sure.”
A sudden rage flared inside him; an urge to wrap his fingers around her neck and squeeze.
“You could do it,” a voice said from deep within him. “Wouldn't it be fun?”
His fingers flexed, but when he went to reach for her, he found himself paralyzed. Gina smirked at him, and he could hear laughter inside his head.
“It likes to play,” she said, her grin widening. “But we're on the same side, right?” Her smile froze and in a flash she had her hands around his throat, thumbs digging into  his flesh. He gasped, unable to breathe . . . unable to move. Black swirled in Gina's eyes and out her nose and mouth as she cackled wildly in time with the laughter in his head. Spots swam in his vision and his knees buckled.
Then, just as fast as she'd come after him, she stepped back, and he fell to his hands and knees, choking as he sucked in ragged breaths.
Gina snorted and nudged him with a shoe. “No hard feelings,” she said. “It's all in fun, right?”
She stood silently while he climbed to his feet and his breathing slowed to normal.
“Just remember,” she said quietly. “It's strong. Stronger than you. Stronger than me. As long as you do what It wants, It will give you what you want.” She glanced at him, then swept back her hair, wringing out the water.
“Keep watching the boy. If anything changes, you know how to reach me.”
He nodded and didn't take his eyes off the house as she walked away through the trees. The anger at his impotence curdled in his stomach, but he stood his post, unblinking.
“Yes,” It whispered. “Good. Stick with me and you'll get it all. I promise.”
His lips quirked a bit in satisfaction as he embraced the darkness.




THREE


Chloe pressed her forehead against the car window, absently watching the rainwater trickle down the glass as the blurred flash of colored Christmas lights twinkled in the background. It didn't look like Christmas Eve, but then, it rarely did in her hometown. Washington was more prone to gray and drizzle than to snow and starlit nights. Miranda shifted gears and the VW choked a little as they passed the  Welcome to Lamsden sign. Chloe was vaguely aware of Maia fidgeting in the backseat and shot her a questioning glance over her shoulder.
“You okay?” she asked.
Maia jumped a little, obviously lost in thought. “What?” 
“You seem a little off.”
“Oh, no.” She shrugged a shoulder and tucked a lock of curly hair behind her ear. “Just feels weird not being home for Christmas, you know?”
“Did you talk to your mom?” Miranda asked, and Maia's lips lifted in a small smile.
“Yeah, we Skyped for a bit,” she replied. “She's hanging out with some friends from work tonight, so we couldn't talk for long. She's good though. Wished everyone a Merry Christmas.” She chewed on her lip and looked out the window. Grad school was expensive, and a plane ticket home wasn't in the cards for Maia this year.
“I know she wishes you could have come home,” Miranda said.
Maia twisted her fingers together, her cheeks coloring a bit. “I know.”
Chloe knew that there was probably more to it, but obviously Maia didn't want to discuss it right then. If she'd learned anything during the craziness of the past few months, it was that you had to give people time and space to deal with things on their own sometimes.
“It'll be fun,” Miranda said, trying to break the melancholy mood that had settled in the car. “We always have a blast with Chloe and her aunt. And it'll be cool to have Wren there, too. The women of The Order.” She lowered her voice on the last bit, wiggling her fingers in the air, then grinned. “If it gets too boring, we can always watch a movie or something.”
“Speaking of The Order,” Maia said. “Professor Kennedy gave me the journal. He dropped the final translation in my campus mailbox while I was out.”
“Coward,” Miranda muttered, but Chloe shot her a quelling glance.
“Let’s not worry about it now,” she said. “Put it all on the back burner for Christmas, at least?”
The other girls nodded, and Chloe let out a quiet, relieved breath, glad to focus on family and friends for the next couple of days. The house was going to be full, but Chloe thought it’d be nice. Ethan was spending the holiday with his own family, and it would be weird knowing he was in the same town, but not seeing him for a while. They'd been all but inseparable for the past few months, so although they wouldn't be together, she was sure they'd be texting and talking on the phone.
Her phone buzzed, and she smiled at his latest message:
Dad's going on and on about MBA vs. law school. Kill me now. Chloe shot back a quick reply and glanced out the window at the side mirror. She could see the headlights of Wren's mom's car following close behind. Since Wren and her mom were new in Gatesburg and had no other family around, Aunt Cara had encouraged Chloe to invite them, and she was glad. Not only because she liked Wren, but for some reason she felt settled having the girls around. Safe. She couldn't explain it, most likely because the reasons were not entirely of this world or whatever. The Order was a team, she supposed. It only made sense that they would feel better when they were together. She only wished Beck could have been there. And Dylan, but of course that was impossible at the moment. Beck was with his own family and Dylan? Well, Dylan was forbidden to even see them, so Chloe figured spending Christmas together might have been pushing it.
The squat, brick rambler Chloe called home came into view, blinking red and green lights along the roofline reflecting off the damp concrete, and they pulled into the driveway. They opted to leave the presents in the trunk until the rain let up, and rushed to the front door, coats pulled over their heads to protect them from the icy drops.
“Merry freaking Christmas!” Wren called out as she and her mom followed them in. The blonde hunched over a small poinsettia to try and protect it from the rain.
Chloe's Aunt Cara whipped open the door before they could even knock. “Come in, come in before you wash away!” she said with a laugh, waving them in. They hung their coats on the hooks by the door and Chloe shivered, shaking the damp from her hair. She made the introductions and Wren handed over the poinsettia, to Aunt Cara's delight.
A fire burned in the little fireplace, only used once a year for the Christmas Eve celebration, and mismatched stockings hung from the mantle. Aunt Cara made sure there was one for everyone, even the guests. Chloe smiled at the sight of her own stocking, decorated with a sequined reindeer with googly eyes. A Christmas tree stood before the picture window, trimmed with multicolored lights, handmade ornaments, and strings of popcorn sprayed with glitter. The air smelled of cinnamon, baked bread, and roasted turkey, and Chloe's mouth watered.
Miranda's parents were already there, wine glasses in hand as they welcomed their daughter home. It was . . . nice. Calming. A respite from the madness they'd all been dealing with since Chloe's first vision.
It was almost enough to let her forget, for a little while at least.
Dinner was a loud, festive affair, full of laughter and eating too much. For those precious minutes, thoughts of battles and danger fell away, and the younger members of the party enjoyed themselves.
“And then, these two—” Miranda's dad pointed with his fork toward her and Maia. “—came back in the house, covered in mud from head to toe!”
“We were having a spa day!” Miranda protested loudly to be heard over the laughter.
“It was very rejuvenating,” Maia added with a haughty sniff. 
“Well, it took three baths to get it out of your ears,” Miranda's mother said with a wide smile. “How old were you anyway? Five? Six?”
Maia cleared her throat and looked down at her lap. “Six. Miranda was five.”
Miranda had told Chloe the story. It was the summer Maia's father had left for the first time. Her mom had been devastated, unable to care for the little girl in her grief, so Maia had spent a month of the summer in Lamsden with Miranda's family. He'd come back, that time. And everything went back to normal, at least for a while.
The laughter stopped and Chloe could feel the instant the joviality turned sad, as memories emerged of the reason Maia had been there in the first place.
“Well, I can highly recommend the regimen,” Miranda said, trying to break the tension. “I mean, look at this skin.” She waved her hands toward her own face. “Not a wrinkle in sight!”
And with that, the somber mood lifted and the happy conversation continued. Maia shot her a grateful smile and Miranda grinned in response, nudging Maia's shoulder with her own.
After dinner, Chloe and Wren came in from the kitchen and whisked Miranda and Maia away to Chloe’s room as the adults settled around the fire with glasses of wine.
“What's going on?” Miranda asked as Chloe closed the door behind them.
Chloe shrugged. “Looks like our vacation from The Order will have to wait.”
Wren glanced at her before she spoke. “Dylan called me. His dad isn't too thrilled with all of—” she waved a hand “—you know.”
“I got that impression,” Miranda replied. She crossed the room and sat on Chloe's bed. “Professor Kennedy contacted Maia earlier.”
Maia nodded. “He basically told me we're on our own, from here on out. Then he said he'd already translated the journal.”
“Well, that was fast,” Wren said.
Maia huffed out a laugh. “No, I mean he'd already done it. Before he ever met us. Remember he'd had the thing for years— you think he could resist knowing what it actually said?”
Chloe crossed the room and sat on her bed. “So he lied.”
“I guess he wanted to make sure we were worthy or whatever before he passed it on.” Maia shrugged. “Anyway, like I told you guys earlier, I have the translation now.”
“Why you?” Wren asked. “I thought Miranda's the Scribe.” 
“My guess? He didn't want to face her,” Maia replied. “Or maybe he's trying to keep it professional, you know, since he's my advisor. Pretending this is still just research for a project that he promised to help me with.” She'd lifted her satchel and rifled through it to retrieve the translation and offer it to Miranda. “I’ve been going through it, but haven’t found anything new yet.”
Miranda took the stack of pages, flipped through them absently, and let out a frustrated breath. “Sure would be easier with the help of someone who’s been reading it for years. Jerk.”
“Oh, don't be too hard on the professor.” Wren leaned against the desk and tucked a strand of pale blonde hair behind her ear. “He's worried about his kid. Trying to protect him.”
“Well, we need all the help we can get,” Miranda snapped. “The chest supposedly gives us who we need, but because of Dylan's dad, now we're down one.”
“Not really,” Wren said quietly. “Dylan still plans to join us. I saw him yesterday afternoon.”
“You snuck him out,” Maia said with a slow nod. “Any luck accessing his gift?”
“Not really,” she replied. “We didn't have much time before his dad came looking for him. Maybe you could try to help.”
Maia winced. “I really don't want to tick off my professor.” 
“Then don't get caught,” Miranda suggested.
Maia's lips quirked. “Yeah, I just meant maybe we should keep working on Professor Kennedy. He knows what's on the line here. Maybe he just needs some time to come to grips with everything.”
Chloe got up and started to pace. “You're right. But we need Dylan, so even though I don't like lying to his dad, I think we—” Her head snapped to the side, a shiver running down her spine.
“Chlo?” Miranda crossed to her and reached out slowly. “You okay?”
“I don't—” Tingling raced along her skin, familiar, and she suddenly realized why. “I feel like—” Before she could finish the sentence, the room around her vanished, melting away like a film image caught in the heat of a light bulb, and suddenly she was standing in an open field.
No, not just any field. The field.
She turned in a slow circle, astounded to find herself in the place she'd seen so many times in her visions. She was in the center of the clearing, the grassy field butting up to thick forest on three sides. In one direction, she could see a hill, the front face scooped out to form a cliff maybe twenty or thirty feet high. In the other, the whirling pillar of smoke, the crowd of people fighting, but they were frozen in place. Chloe took a step forward, anxious to make out the faces around her. Maybe this was her chance to finally get some answers.
But she blinked, and they were gone. 
It was quiet. The sun shone overhead, a light breeze swept through the grass and she could hear the faint sounds of birdsong and nature. There was no longer any sign of the mob of people or the swirling black cyclone.
“Chloe.” A voice she didn't recognize hissed behind her. She spun around, but there was no one there.
“Hello?” Her voice cracked, and she swallowed before trying again. “Who's there?”
“Chloe.”
She whipped around again and the air filled with a vicious cackle, the disembodied voice taunting her, whispering her name over and over.
Chloe. Chloe. Chloe. The words overlapped, faster and louder until they melded together into a pulsing beat of unrelenting noise. It pounded at her, like fists against her mind, and she clapped her hands over her ears. “Stop it!” she screamed.
In a flash, the clearing was gone, a stifling darkness enveloping her as the tormenting voice grew even louder. Invisible bonds wrapped around her chest, making it difficult to breathe, and she dropped to her knees. The voice shrieked, a chilling sound she could feel to her very bones, and she clenched her eyes shut and fell to the ground, curling into a terrified ball.
“Chloe!”
She looked up, startled by the familiar voice. “Ethan?”
He stood before her in the darkness and gasped for breath, matching her own strangled inhales. The bonds tightened around her—around him? She couldn't tell anymore. She couldn't breathe and Ethan's pleading eyes bore into hers as she felt herself fading away into unconsciousness, her eyes fluttering shut as the darkness closed in.
She drew a breath, and realized that the pressure on her chest had eased. Her whole body trembling, she inhaled deeply . . . desperately . . . and finally opened her eyes.
She was back in her room, Miranda hovering over her as Wren and Maia watched with concern evident on their frightened faces.
“Chloe, are you okay?” Miranda asked.
“I—” She sat up and her head spun. Chloe closed her eyes and rubbed her temples. “I think so. What happened?”
“You tell us,” Wren said. “One second you were talking, the next you zombied out and fell to the floor.”
“Come on,” Miranda slipped an arm around Chloe and helped her to the bed. She sat down and the dizziness finally receded.
“I saw—” A knock at the door made her jump, still on edge after what had happened. A moment later, Aunt Cara poked her head in.
“Everything all right?” she asked. “I thought I heard someone yelling.”
Miranda opened her mouth to reply, but Chloe squeezed her hand, silencing her.
“Sorry,” she told her aunt. “We just got to laughing and things got a little out of hand.”
Aunt Cara raised an eyebrow, but nodded after a moment. “You girls ready for pie?”
Chloe could tell the others wanted to decline, wanted to talk more about what had happened to her, but she couldn't do it. She needed a moment to absorb it herself.
“Pie?” she said, forcing cheer into her voice. “You don't have to ask me twice!”
They trailed down the hall after Aunt Cara, but Miranda grabbed her wrist to stop her before she could enter the kitchen.
“Chlo, what the hell happened?” she whispered.
She knew she wasn't going anywhere until she gave her something of an answer. “I think—I had another vision.”
“Here?” Miranda looked shocked. “I don’t know why, but I thought we’d get away from all that stuff when we came home.”
Chloe shrugged. “I kind of thought that too,” she said. “But the professor said my gift may be getting stronger . . . ”
“Then it doesn’t really matter where you are,” Miranda said quietly, dragging her back a little from the kitchen doorway, and motioning for Wren and Maia to go on. “Later,” she mouthed to them. To Chloe, she said, “What did you see?”
A chill ran over Chloe's skin at the memory. “It was more than seeing,” she said. “It was pretty overwhelming, like I was right there—” Laughter from the other room drew her attention and she tugged at her wrist to free it. “We'll talk about this later?”
Miranda looked like she wanted to argue, but nodded instead. “Later, right. Just don't forget anything. I'll want to write it all down.”
Chloe almost laughed. Like she could forget any part of the frightening vision. It was seared into her brain . . . appeared behind her eyelids whenever she dared to close them. What she'd seen may shed more light on what was to come—if she could bring herself to analyze it—but it also shook her badly . . . more than anything else had so far. She couldn't help wondering if they were in over their heads.
And for the first time, Chloe was starting to wonder if they could come out of all of this in one piece.
[image: image-placeholder]On the west side of Gatesburg, a sleepy little college town currently undergoing a rather disturbing transformation, a woman heading home from a late-night trip to the grocery store spotted a man camped by the side of the road. He sat huddled under a tarp, a shopping cart overflowing with stuffed plastic bags and boxes close by. 
The rain had slowed to a quiet drizzle, but still the woman worried about the man, out in the cold on Christmas Eve.
With a wary glance up and down the empty road, she pulled over and fumbled in the back seat for the blanket she always kept there. Pulling her hood up, she ran to the man's makeshift campsite, hunching over to protect the blanket from the rain. She crouched down at the entrance to his tarp-tent and smiled, trying to appear nonthreatening.
The man sat hunched, knees pulled up to his chest and his head tucked down. She wasn't sure if he might be asleep.
“Hi there,” she said. “It's kind of cold out here, so I thought you might be able to use this.” She held out the blanket and waited.
Slowly, the man raised his head, and the woman gasped at what she saw. It wasn't the man's weather-worn skin or his unkempt hair and beard. Not his threadbare shirt or the missing tooth evident between his barely parted lips.
It was his eyes.
They were black, fathomless, swirling with something that looked like smoke, although that didn't make any sense, at all.
It only took a moment for that smoky darkness to take advantage of her frozen, shocked state. To reach out to her, wrap around her, and slither into her wide, shocked eyes and gaping mouth. To settle under her skin until she inhaled sharply at the rush of power running through her blood.
Only a moment for her to spot the knife sitting by the man's booted foot, the metal glinting under the streetlight.
Only a moment for her to grab that knife and slice it across his throat.
He didn't even fight back. He just sat there, staring at her with those black eyes, blood spurting from the open gash beneath his chin. She watched, head tipped, as if observing a particularly interesting bug.
The sound of a siren and shouts in the distance finally caught her attention and she stood and tucked the bloody knife into her purse. She walked, unconcerned, back to her car, and drove away in the direction of the disturbance, drawn to it like a moth to a flame.
A man stepped out of the shadows and approached the dead man's encampment. He bent over to peer under the tarp and frowned, taking in the scene and categorizing what he saw.
Then, he pulled out his cell phone and made a call, walking away from the scene until he disappeared into the night.




FOUR


Miranda was worried. 
Chloe's vision had significantly affected the festive atmosphere on Christmas Eve. Miranda had done her best to disguise her concern, and with Maia and Wren's help, diverted attention from Chloe as much as possible. For her part, Chloe had tried to fake a smile and upbeat attitude, but it was obvious—to Miranda, at least—that she was putting on a show. Feigning a headache, Chloe had gone to bed early. Miranda, however, felt like it was her duty to keep up the facade and stayed up late with the others. Eventually, Wren and her mom, Tonya, had left for their hotel, planning to return in the morning for brunch. Miranda's own parents were a little taken aback when she'd said she would stay the night at Chloe's, but shrugged it off. The two girls had been joined at the hip most of their lives so sleepovers were customary, even if Christmas Eve made it a little more unusual.
Maia opted to go with them, the Summers’ guest room more attractive than the Blake’s sofa bed.
It was midnight by the time Miranda could find refuge in Chloe's room and the old air mattress and sleeping bag she'd claimed as her own since she was a little girl. Chloe was already curled up under the covers, but for Miranda, sleep didn't come easy, and it wasn't for lack of exhaustion.
Chloe was restless, tossing and turning most of the night, with whimpers and gasps giving evidence of nightmares. Once, she sat straight up in bed with a muffled scream, crying out Ethan's name, her face lit by the streetlight outside. Miranda met her terrified gaze, and her blood ran cold at Chloe's expression, stricken and pale, eyes glassy with unshed tears.
“Chlo?” she whispered. 
“I'm fine.”
“Are you—”
“I said I'm fine.” Her voice cracked. “I can't—not now. Can we just . . . not now?”
Miranda couldn't fight the pleading in her friend's voice. “Okay. Tomorrow?”
“Tomorrow.”
Quiet settled in for the remaining few hours of darkness, and Miranda was able to get a little sleep, unmarred by any more of Chloe's nightmares. When she awoke in the gray light of dawn, she could hear the patter of raindrops outside, and voices downstairs. Chloe's bed was empty.
When Miranda came downstairs, she found her friend in the kitchen, icing a pan of warm cinnamon rolls while her aunt checked on a breakfast casserole in the oven.
“Morning,” Chloe said.
“Morning.” Miranda knew the worry showed on her face, but Chloe shot her a pleading look and mouthed, “Later.” When Miranda raised her eyebrows expectantly, Chloe added, “Please?”
Miranda nodded reluctantly and grabbed a knife to finish cutting up a pile of fruit.
Christmas Day was a festive, but laid-back affair, and they all tried to forget about nightmares and visions for a while. Wren and her mom, and Miranda's parents all showed up for brunch and they exchanged white elephant gifts and had a generally wonderful time. Every now and then, Chloe would get a distant look in her eyes, but when she'd spy Miranda watching her, she'd paste on a smile and try to divert attention to someone—anyone—else.
“Is everything okay?” Maia whispered when they ran into each other in the hall, away from the others.
All Miranda could say was that she didn't know.
Eventually, the others left, stomachs full, sleepy-eyed, and ready for naps.
“We'll see you at home, right?” Miranda's father asked her.
“I promise,” she replied, unable to deny him. “I just need to talk to Chloe about some stuff first.”
Maia reluctantly went with Miranda’s parents, wide-eyed and curious, but unwilling to intrude on what even she could tell was a tension-filled situation. Miranda encouraged her with a thankful look and tried to wordlessly convey to her cousin that she’d fill her in later.
The two of them retreated to Chloe's room, and faced each other cross-legged on the bed as Chloe shared the details of her vision, and the nightmares she'd had the night before. Her hands trembled, and at one point, tears filled her eyes, but she waved off Miranda's efforts to comfort her.
“I just need to get it out,” Chloe said. “Then we can figure out how to deal with it.”
Miranda nodded and took copious notes, scrawling in her notebook as Chloe spoke.
“It wouldn't have been so bad if I wasn't in the middle of it,” she admitted. “It was overwhelming, you know? Terrifying. And Ethan—” Her voice broke, and Miranda tossed aside her notebook to wrap her in a hug.
“It's okay,” she murmured, waiting for Chloe to regain control.
“The vision started like all the rest,” she said quietly. “The clearing and the fighting and the column of black smoke. I could almost smell the trees and feel the—” She touched her arm, remembering the sharp pain of a rock hitting her elbow. “It was like I was really there.”
She paused, but Miranda didn't interrupt.
“I saw Wren and Beck . . . Maia, too, in the distance,” she said, caught up in the memory. “And for the first time I recognized some of the people we were fighting. People from town. The shop teacher from school. That woman who works at the coffee shop. Just regular people, you know?”
They sat back down on the bed, and Miranda took her hand, squeezing it gently.
“And then . . . and then it was gone. And I—” Her voice caught. “It was so dark. And I couldn't breathe. And then I saw Ethan.”
“Was he fighting, too?”
Chloe swallowed down tears and shook her head. “No. I didn't see him fighting. I didn't see him doing anything, really. It was just—it was dark, so dark. And Ethan was—I don't know how to explain it other than to say he was floating in the darkness. His eyes were black. His whole body—the darkness swirled around him, in and out of him.  And
[image: image-placeholder]
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