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Chapter 1

Libby

 

 

"Super powers really do exist," I said.

We were back on Blossom Ranch, way out back of the blueberry field, where Mal parked his camper and kept his beehives. At my words, Mal looked up from where he was painting over the occult symbols on his rescued beehive. Dark hair tumbled over his pointed face. His eyes held an extra depth of sadness--usually hazel, right now they looked more of a faded green. In melancholy amusement, he said, "Do tell."

I sat on the ground near the beehives. The bees whirled around us, busy and content. They didn't seem to mind Mal and his brush.

"I was reading about powers online," I went on. "There's this guy who's impervious to electricity. He can touch bare wires and the current doesn't hurt him."

Mal shrugged and traced white paint over a pentagram. "Strange, but not a power, as such."

"There's this other guy," I went on, "who makes himself immune to cold through meditation. He hiked up Mount Everest in shorts!"

The sad expression on Mal's face lightened as he smiled. "Meditation can be used to manage the flow of life and death motes within the body."

Motes--the vehicle for what everyone else called magic. Life in particular was full of them--plants, animals, people, anything occupied with the business of living and dying. Mal and I had run afoul of them lately. It was why I was trying to cheer him up--and also why I sat ten feet away, where his death motes couldn't suck the life out of me.

"Also," I said, "there's this guy who's a marathon runner. His body is so efficient, doctors think he could run forever if he could just eat and drink enough."

Mal arched an eyebrow. "Your point is?"

"None of these people could have discovered their power without pushing themselves." I doodled a pattern in the dust with a fingertip. "I mean, what if instead of running marathons, he sat at a desk all day? He'd never have discovered his power."

"And what if I had remained in hiding and never crossed paths with the Marchers? Or the Necromancer?" Mal's voice was bitter. "I would have remained a lich. Logical. Powerful. Immortal."

"Cold. Mean. Undead," I retorted. "You've got your soul now."

"Yes, so it can become corrupted and die." Mal shifted to the back of the beehive, which was painted with swastika-looking things. "I bear the power of the Necromancer now, whatever it may be. A demon lurks within me, ready to use me as a vessel for its wickedness."

I had seen the darkness surround him when it happened. His pupils still glowed red whenever he stepped into shadow. Despite the warmth of the August evening, goosebumps rose on my arms. I fidgeted with my long, brunette ponytail. "See, you have super powers. You just have to use them for good."

"Libby, there is nothing good about this." Mal sat back on his knees, brush in hand. His outlines blurred a little, like heat distortion--the ferocious draw of his death motes. "I have become the One Ring. Any good I attempt will turn to evil."

I wanted to give him a hug, but I stayed put. Inside me was a huge empty space where his soul had recently been. No longer could I feel every nuance of his emotions. Now we had to communicate our feelings like regular people--by misunderstanding each other in conversation.

"You've been a lich for so long," I said after a moment, "can't you use your mad skills to control your death motes?"

"I've been trying," he replied in a low voice. "The trouble is I have a soul again. Without a soul, I could pull the death motes into the hole it left. Now that it has returned, I have no room in my being. There is a reason necromancers become liches."

I sighed. "Aren't you killing your bees by sitting there?"

"Eventually." He leaned around the far side of the hive to paint over the last symbols. "Queen Anne and subjects, how do you fare?"

The hive made a musical humming. I had trained myself to understand the bees' speech, as Mal had--or maybe it was the prodigious amount of life magic inside me. 

The bees said, "We are afraid. We cannot touch the light. Our brood is heavy with dark motes."

Mal and I shared a startled glance. 

"Dark motes?" I said. "Does that mean they're dead?"

Mal stood and screwed the lid back into his paint can. "I shall retrieve my tools." He hurried away to his orange-striped camper, which was parked beside the fence that marked the back border of Blossom Ranch. It was shaded by a row of cypress trees my dad had planted as a windbreak years ago. Their shade was the only reason I could bear to sit out here--August in California's San Joaquin valley is dusty, humid, and nastily hot.

Mal returned with a chisel and a couple of tools for handling beehive frames. He pried off the hive's lid without smoking the bees and slid out a frame. The bees were so tame that they sat on the comb inside, a brown, seething mass. 

"The young bees look healthy," Mal said. "I feared they had developed foul brood." He returned the frame to its place and replaced the hive lid, frowning. "The Necromancer took this hive and used them in his resurrection ritual. I don't understand how he changed them."

"Death bees," I muttered. "Or are they zom-bees?"

Mal actually grinned, as if my quip had startled his sense of humor awake. "That was painful. And unnecessary."

I grinned, too. "What kind of honey would zom-bees make?"

Mal's lip curled. "The kind that would create undead and thralls on the fly."

"So, what about ..." I moistened my lips, hesitant to bring it up. 

"My mother?" Mal went as pale and still as a glacier. "I don't know what she might do. I have no experience with revenants."

Yesterday the Necromancer--Mal's father--resurrected his long-dead wife as a super-zombie called a revenant. Or something that looked like her. The Marchers killed the Necromancer, but the revenant escaped. The thought of that monster roaming the valley made me feel like a caterpillar was climbing my backbone. 

"Didn't your dad give her a mission when he summoned her?"

"Not that I heard." Mal paced a safe distance away from his beehives, hands behind his back, eyebrows scrunched. "He bound her to his will, though. I am uncertain of the implications of such things."

"But he's dead now," I said, watching him pace. "Didn't that break the binding?"

"He gave me his power as he died," Mal said. "I fear he also transferred the binding."

"Great!" I punched a fist into the air. "That means you can tell her to go die again, and she'll do it."

He shook his head. "I have attempted that already. I am uncertain how to touch the binding. It is buried deep in the power upon me. I wish to tamper with it as much as I would enjoy submerging my face in sewage."

I made a face. "Ew."

"Ew, indeed."

"Maybe you could--" Despite the heat radiating from the ground beneath me, a  cold draft crept over my shin and left arm. It felt like icy air for a second--but it was the prickling, lifeless cold of death motes. "Is that you?"

"What?" Mal gave me a curious look.

"This cold." I flinched away from it and stood up. My whole body tingled and I began to drip sweat. "I think it's making my life motes react. Are you feeding on me by accident?"

Mal backed away from me and pulled his arms across his chest. He shut his eyes for a few seconds. "No, I'm sensing nothing from you. You're out of range."

Something rustled behind the cypress windbreak. Both of us whirled to face it. More cold rippled through me. "Crap, something bad is over there."

Several bees flew to investigate. Three of them fell out of the air, dead. The rest flew back to Mal and me, their humming voices discordant with fear. "It is a moving death! Flee!"

"Zombie," Mal growled. "Libby, stay back."

"A zombie!" I had killed a zombie cat a few weeks ago by sucking the death motes out of it. It almost killed me. This felt bigger than a cat. Mal and I had destroyed three zombie Rottweilers, and the Necromancer had raised a bunch of human zombies to fight the Marchers. I really didn't want to deal with another one so soon.

Mal crept toward the fence, half-crouched, ready to leap away. While I had carried his soul, I would have been able to feel exactly how nervous he was, but now I had to guess. While I was freaking out, he usually stayed calm and controlled.

A red fox slipped under the fence and faced us. A bullet hole stood out in ugly black and red on its forehead. Someone had killed it with the express purpose of zombifying it. Its eyes were sunken and glazed. A living animal would have been panting, but this thing kept its jaws shut. It ignored Mal and walked toward me, stiff-legged, like a puppet on strings. 

The cold feeling intensified. My insides shivered and my heart began to race. I backed away. "Mal?"

He stood still, lips pursed, doing yoga breathing exercises. Then he sprang after the fox and grabbed the scruff of its neck.

The fox thrashed its head from side to side, then reared up on its hind legs, jaws wide open. Mal grunted, struggling to keep ahold of it. "It should not be this strong!" He yanked something invisible out of the animal's back.

The fox dropped to the ground, once more properly dead.

I drew a relieved breath. "You got it! Wait--are you okay?"

Mal doubled over, hands on his knees. I stepped toward him, but he snapped, "Stay away!" His eyes glowed red and his voice had taken on that stereo tone, another voice speaking alongside his.

"Oh no," I whispered. My fear took on a different flavor. "You powered up the death motes, didn't you?"

Instead of answering, he ran to the nearest cypress and pressed his hands against the trunk. The green needles turned brown and crunchy. Branches sagged away from the trunk.

"You killed the tree," I said, blinking.

"It was the tree, or you," Mal said without turning.

I drew a couple of quick breaths. My whole body wanted to run for the house, hide in my room, and cower under the bed. Mal had always been varying degrees of dangerous, but this new version was downright horrifying. "Wh--why me?"

"I had to dump the zombie's death motes," Mal said, straightening, "or risk absorbing every life mote on this ranch. The only way to do that is to pass them to something living."

I tried to find something positive to say about this. "At least you could pick a target."

He gazed at the tree for a moment, then shook his head. "Libby, I may have to leave Blossom Ranch. This will continue happening. I have no desire to destroy your family's property."

The words fell upon my heart like hammer blows. I hung my head. I'd been afraid of this. Mal and I have feelings for each other. This often leads to us doing stupid things to protect each other--like taking care not to hurt the other with magic.

"What if more zombies come?" I said. "That one walked right through my barrier."

"It came through the gap," Mal said. "You shall have to close it."

I had created the protective barrier around the ranch in such a way that there was a gap like a gate where Mal could get in and out without being hurt over and over. I'd forgotten about it until that second.

 He gazed across the fields, rubbing his chin. "That does beg the question of where the fox came from, and who made it."

"Duh," I said. "There's this revenant running loose out there."

Mal went to his camper, climbed inside, then emerged with a road map. He set it on the ground and backed away. "Look at the dark barriers again--their pattern."

The Necromancer had spent the last six months walking the south valley, leaving behind these complicated trails of life and death motes. Power flowed along them like electrical wires. Mal had spent a lot of time mapping them--breaking them did fun things like rip all the life motes out of you.

The map showed lots of lines converging on our ranch in a big spiral. The lines led from the Bear Mountain cemetery, as well as the National Cemetery eleven miles away. Plenty more led away and stopped, which was as far as Mal had been able to follow them.

"Why do all these barriers lead here?" I asked.

Mal inched close enough to see the map. "My father was intent upon hardening me into a full lich. These barriers should have dispersed with his death. The fact that they have not worries me. Also, that fox followed the barrier here. There may be more coming."

"And you want to leave," I said, folding my arms. "'Gee, Libby, I'm sorry that I'm a life-sucking monster now. I'll just leave you to face the zombie apocalypse alone.'"

Mal gave me a slow blink, acknowledging my sarcasm and refusing to respond. "Contact the Marchers and have them help you build stronger barriers. Watch over my bees."

"You're seriously leaving?" I exclaimed. "Where will you go?"

"Not far, I assure you." He gazed at the map and rubbed the back of his neck. "Do you see this farm, here? I had noticed that it had a For Sale sign. I made inquiries about it this morning and discovered that it has been foreclosed on. No one lives there. The land has been leased to the surrounding farmers."

"So, what?" I said. "You're going to break in and be a squatter?"

"I shall simply park my camper there," Mal replied. "I have no desire to enter the house. We can keep in contact over the phone." He pulled a cheap prepaid phone out of his pocket. He'd finally succumbed to the need to use modern technology to communicate—or my bugging him about it had paid off.

We exchanged numbers, me with the sensation that the ground was giving way beneath me. After those weeks of closeness, of carrying him in my head wherever I went, he was leaving. Rationally, I understood why--he was a walking time-bomb--but emotionally, I was a screaming toddler.

"I'll be back tomorrow, most likely," he said, giving me the smile he saved for me. "We must meet with the Marchers and collaborate on a plan of action."

This cheered me a tiny bit. My voice shook as I said, "I can handle tomorrow."

He lifted his fingers toward my face, but didn't touch me. A thread of cold cooled my skin--the caress of the death motes. He must have sensed it, because he turned without another word and walked to his camper.

I watched him drive away, feeling like an abandoned puppy.

 


Mal

 

Leaving Libby was one of the hardest actions I have ever performed. 

When the Necromancer gave me his power, he turned me into a black hole--a yawning, gulping pit of death that sucked life motes out of every living thing around me. Already my bees were showing signs of stress in my presence. Libby, too, although she did not yet show it, was constantly losing life motes to me. I could not stop it. I am worse than a vampire, worse than the lich I used to be. 

I wish I had a name for what I have become.

I did not immediately go to the abandoned house. Instead, I drove eleven miles out of Arvin to the National Cemetery, where my father built the center of his power.

The graves of a thousand soldiers occupied a corner of the land, their markers in orderly white rows. However, I was interested in an acre of green lawn that filled a circle made by the road. This lawn had witnessed my father's gathering of power, the creation of the revenant, and his subsequent death.

Under the shadows of evening, it appeared that vandals had thrown a party there. There was a great burned spot in the center of the lawn. There was at least one broken bottle. There were also heaps of dry, dusty bones here and there, robbed from the nearby graves and reanimated for a while. Yellow police tape blocked off the whole area, but there was nobody around.

I parked in the empty parking lot. By tomorrow, people would arrive to clean away the litter. Possibly they would not notice their life force was being siphoned away by the violent amount of death motes underfoot.

I walked to the burned circle. My father's corpse lay where he had died. Barely twenty-four hours after his death, the bones were dry and white, as if they had been bleaching in the sun for years. There was a faint odor of decay.

I gathered the remains of the broken bottle that had housed his soul and sprinkled it over the bones. Then I fetched a cord of firewood, newspapers, and lighter fluid from my camper. I built a pyre around the bones.

The work kept me from dwelling on circumstances too deeply. Better not to think about my father. He had been an evil soulless lich, defiler of the dead, and an endless enemy who wanted me to take up his profession. But he had been family--no matter how much I dreaded meeting him, his presence was a constant in the shifting world in which we struggled.

Now that my soul had returned, my feelings were an ever-changing ocean of negative and positive. Grief, loss, betrayal. Joy, hope, determination. It overwhelmed me. I couldn't think it through--I had to ride it out, adrift on my own emotions.

"Well, Father," I said as I drizzled lighter fluid over the pyre, "you succeeded. You raised something that looks like Mom. I am a monster. Congratulations."

I wanted to add something about the afterlife, but he and I knew the sort of damnation a lich subjected himself to when he stripped out his soul. "You ... you knew this would happen," I said. A lump in my throat made speech difficult. Curse this emotional sea. "I'll not be seeing you."

I yanked at the life motes within the wood. The pyre ignited, red flames roaring to life. I backed away to a safe distance. Even now, I half-expected the Necromancer to rise from the ashes like an unholy phoenix. But the fire crackled and flickered, giving no indication of something attempting to escape. I watched it with a weight of sadness in my heart.

The immense power upon me stirred. It looked through my eyes at the fire and stretched like a hungry cat. Black shadows flickered down my arms and encased my hands without my having summoned them. It tugged me toward the fire. Its intent was clear--it wanted me to absorb both the fire and the death motes that were being burned out of the Necromancer's bones.

"No," I snarled at it. I dragged the power back inside me, but it slipped from my grasp. A sense of mockery flitted across my consciousness.

Blast. I was human now. My soul lived inside me again. As a lich, my soul had been sundered from my spirit and placed inside a puzzle box, which had become my phylactery. The vacated space inside me had filled with death motes, which provides a lich with the source of his power.

Now my soul had been returned. No longer did I carry the well of death that had been my standby for six decades. My heart beat in my chest, sometimes hard enough to choke me. My blood flowed warm in my veins. No longer could I subsist only on honey--my body demanded large quantities of food. The annoyances of life were once again mine.

Therefore I could not master this entity that sat upon me. I lacked the death mote reserves, the calm logic, the dearth of emotion.

But I retained my knowledge.

I poked a smoldering log out of the fire. I kicked ash off it with one shoe, then returned to my camper for salt, honey, and rowan berries. This gave the ash time to cool. I scooped it off the burnt grass and mixed the reagents in a small glass bowl. Then I began painting symbols onto my skin--the runic signs to bind and contain.

The hungry entity upon me snarled and tried to knock the bowl out of my hands. I shuddered and dropped the bowl, but the sticky substance did not spill. I painted a symbol on the back of each hand, on each elbow and shoulder, my knees and feet, shedding articles of clothing in the process. The entity struggled and snarled with each addition. Its hunger mounted within me, savage and alien.

"As long as you reside upon me, you will starve," I told it. I painted the final sign upon my forehead.

The hungry entity was driven deep inside my being, imprisoned by the wards. It raged and thrashed, then fell deathly quiet. It would wait until my weakened, human state offered it opportunity to break free.

I sighed, dressed, and departed in my camper, leaving my father's funeral pyre to burn to ashes.

 

***

 

Driving alone to an abandoned house made me miss Libby so badly, it was like missing one of my legs.

Perhaps it was the creature that lurked inside me like a spiritual Kraken. Or perhaps it was the pieces of Libby that had remained with me when our souls were pulled apart. I still felt echoes of her cheerfulness, her passion, her tenderness. Yet we were once more separate beings. I was human--yet I had spent the majority of my life as a lich. How did one pick up the snapped threads of a life that had ended six decades ago?

I was rudderless, aimless, alone.

I pulled onto a dirt road two miles from Blossom Ranch. It led me through a grove of overgrown oleanders to the empty house. A prefabricated house stood there, still well-kept despite a month of being empty. Mulberry trees formed a sheltered cave down the north side, so I parked my camper there. I stepped onto the dry grass and extended my senses.

The sun had reached the horizon. Crickets chirped in the grass. Distant sparrows twittered their evening song in the trees. Beyond that, silence. Peace.

Good. Nothing must feed this awful entity, even accidentally.

I walked a cautious circle around my camper, trailing my fingers along the dusty brown and orange paint. I left a trail of motes in my wake--death motes that dispersed into the ground.

Whenever a magic-infused person moves about, they leave behind a trail of motes. Marchers are life-mages who make barriers of protection around homes, businesses, towns, wherever they happen to travel often. A being carrying many death motes, such as a criminal, or to a greater extent, a lich, has difficulty crossing such a barrier. They are forced to walk alongside the barrier instead. 

My father devised a type of barrier that is a combination of both. Death motes sheath a core of rapidly-flowing life motes, conveying huge amounts of power to various points around the valley. Try as I might, I could not duplicate them. The skill eluded me both as lich and human.

I unlocked my camper and climbed inside. It was tidy--a table that folded down to become a bed, a tiny stove and sink, and a minuscule bathroom. A storage cabinet held my magic reagents. I took out salt, powdered rowan berries, and an iron rod. I sprinkled them around my camper in a circle, then laid the iron rod across it. The circle ignited with silent life magic, scorching my hands. I backed away, shielding my face. Blast. This new magic, or curse, or whatever it was, rendered me vulnerable to life barriers. I had locked myself out of my camper. It was a weak barrier and would only last a few hours, but it was still inconvenient.

As I stood there, considering this ridiculous turn of events, a car pulled onto the dirt road in the distance. As if the evening couldn't get any worse, someone was coming--probably a real estate agent, or the previous resident, or someone else likely to object to my presence.

A dark blue Mustang pulled into the weed-grown driveway. A young man with a blue-dyed Mohawk stepped out and gazed about.

Naturally. Not only was it a Marcher, it was Sage Pascual, whose natural powers rivaled my unnatural ones. He had everything that I lacked: friends, a girl he was not in constant danger of harming, a home, and a good reputation. 

He spotted me and forced a smile. Apparently this was a friendly visit. "Hey, Malachi. Or should I say, Malevolent? Since you're sick amounts of evil now."

"If you are attempting to cheer me up, you're failing abominably," I said. "What do you want?"

Sage leaned against his car, keeping a respectful twenty feet between us. He stared at the ward on my forehead. The entity within me struggled to escape and feed upon him. I actually had to brace myself against it, as if resisting high tide.

"I've come to sound you out," he said. "You agreed to help the Marchers yesterday. You know, after we decided not to kill you. Ms. Robles wants to make sure you haven't changed your mind."

"Changed my mind about living?" I said through my teeth. "As you said, I'm evil, not suicidal."

He rolled his eyes. "No, I meant about helping the Marchers."

"As far as I can, yes, I intend to help." I did not move toward my shielded camper. I could not bear the thought of Sage learning that I had accidentally worked magic against myself.

He opened the passenger side door and pulled out a file holding an assortment of papers. He walked toward me, holding it out, then halted and made a face. "Phew. You stink like necromancy." He set the file on the ground and backed away.

I moved to pick it up. "Perhaps I should change my deodorant--Ye Old Corpse doesn't attract many ladies."

Sage gave a single laugh, then stared at me, as if a joke was dark magic I might use against him.

I pretended to ignore this and paged through the file's contents. Maps of the valley. News clippings about the 'disease' that was turning animals into zombies. Reports about Laura Seren--my mother, the revenant--and notes about revenants in general. 

"Your people have been busy," I remarked.

Sage shrugged. "This is the biggest threat we've ever faced. Marchers are flying in from all over the country. There's a conference tomorrow morning at our Tehachapi training center. They want you there."

Last time I was there, I had been a prisoner. The thought of returning galled me, but circumstances had changed. I nodded. "I shall attend. I no more desire the end of the world than you do."

A brief smile flickered across Sage's face. "The end of ... you're kidding, right?"

I didn't have to reply. All the evidence lay before me in the file.

Sage cleared his throat. "See you tomorrow, then." He jumped into his Mustang, executed a ragged three-point turn, and roared toward the road.

I paged through the file again, reading each sheet, taking time to digest each one. If I was to meet with the Marchers tomorrow, it would behoove me to bring new information to the table. "I have locked a hungry being inside me," while interesting, was not news. They had seen the Necromancer pass it to me and had wanted to kill me afterwards. Likely they had not altered that opinion.

I vaulted the yard fence and walked out into the adjoining carrot field. The ferny carrot tops brushed my legs. Crickets chirped in a never-ending chorus. I was the only person for acres. For the moment, loneliness was a welcome feeling.

I faced north, with the sun's afterglow on my left and deepening night on my right. I had often found the Necromancer this way, by extending my senses to find the blackest patch of shade. I was unsure what Mother might feel like. A zombie? Deeper darkness? I closed my eyes and felt the world around me through the delicate play of life and death motes.

Behind the chained activity of the entity I carried, there was another layer. A curse, or the remains of one. It was a passive darkness, broken and malformed. However, it amplified my sense of magic. The town of Arvin glowed with life behind me. Other towns and houses sprinkled the valley floor like clumps of sparkling jewels. As I adjusted to this remarkable sensation, I was able to distinguish individual people by the shape of the life in their bodies. Or was it their souls? I was still unsure as to what extent one influenced the other.

I located Libby with ease. She was in her glowing house. She herself was like a blinding bolt of lightning in human form. I could scarcely bear to feel in her direction, which troubled me. Why was she so powerful? What might that power cause her to do? Without my vampiric brother to feed upon her, or my own draining influence, she might well sprout wings and fly.

My brother, Robert, had escaped along with Mother. I sought his familiar twisted soul among the people of the valley.

After a careful search, I located him north of me--miles and miles, near the outskirts of Bakersfield, at a place called Breckenridge. Accompanying him was a patch of what I thought of as 'bleeding darkness'. If that was Mother, she was not even vaguely human-shaped--she oozed like an amoeba across my senses, leaving behind smears of death motes that faded into the earth.

They were at least twenty miles away, but between us was nothing but farmland and fences. I opened my eyes, took a bearing on the evening star, and began to run.

As a lich, I had possessed super-human speed, as my sinews were imbued with an excess of life motes that my death motes had collected.

This new passive power felt as if it had turned me into a jet.

The entity within me had been collecting life magic from the world around me for twenty-four hours. Now I called on those life motes, which was like igniting an afterburner. I ran faster, and faster, until my very bones groaned at the strain. I leaped fences and soared over irrigation ditches. It was terrifying and exhilarating. I slowed to a walk several times, both to catch my breath and assure myself that I had not harmed my limbs.

I covered the distance between Arvin and Breckenridge in an hour. It was impossible, yet my father's power allowed it. If I could use it for such speed, what had he been able to do?

Grief struck me, hard and sharp as a needle to the heart. He was gone and I could not ask him about it. Was it wrong to mourn the man who had tormented me and unleashed fresh evil upon the world?

Robert was near enough that I caught his stench--half-alive, glutted with life motes he had stolen from unsuspecting girls. As a vampire, he fed
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