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PROLOGUE

GAGE

‘JUST AROUND THE NEXT CORNER,’ I SAY.

‘Um, OK.’ The Porsche’s owner still looks confused. Can’t blame him. I wouldn’t have given me a ride, either – nineteen, stubbled, everything I own in a fraying backpack.

That was my final Coax spell. If tonight tanks, there’s no Plan B. This is it. Last chance.

Just focus.

The engine hums as we turn the corner. There’s Cauldron ahead, neon witch stirring her pot. Magic prickles at my skin halfway down the block – thick in the air, like walking into steam. My blood’s already thumping. Full of casters, all right. If someone recognises me, I’m dead.

I think of Ash. He’s the only reason I’m doing this. It holds me steady.

Sell the look: I undo a few buttons at my chest and slouch deeper into the seat. I’m bored. I’m dangerous. I’m someone’s problem. 

We roll to a stop. Green neon from the sign splashes across the hood.

‘This it?’ From the driver’s tone, he means, What the hell just happened to my night?

Sorry, man. Really.

‘Yeah. Thanks again.’ I unfold from the Porsche like I’ve got nothing better to do. Sling the pack over my shoulder. Doesn’t fit the image, but no way was I leaving it at the place I’m crashing.

I lean back in with an easy smile. Lift my fist. ‘Catch you later, yeah?’

He stares at my hand for a second. Then fist-bumps me. Peels off.

Good – the front window crowd saw me get out of the Porsche. My sleeves are rolled. Shirt open. As I stroll towards Cauldron, I catch my reflection in a dark shop window – hair brushing my jaw, Marks glimmering under the streetlights.

Do not fuck this up.

Showtime.

I step inside.

Cauldron’s leaning hard into its theme – crystal balls, pointed black hats, a broomstick hanging from the ceiling. These places always feel the same, though. Dim light. Marked people everywhere. The air hazy with half-formed spells, drifting like coloured smoke.

Nina Simone’s ‘I Put a Spell on You’ is playing. Of course.

I move towards the bar. Clock a table of frat guys doing shots. I can tell at a glance – they’re the only ones in here without magic.

Except for me.

I drop my pack to the floor and flash my fake ID. A dozen carved-bone Emblems hang from the leather cord around my neck.

‘Coors?’ I say.

I toss my phone on the bar. Then, like an afterthought, two more Emblems – Terror and Conflagration. One’s stained with blood. It rolls, taps the other.

Subtle flex. I don’t need to wear these – I’ve got them memorised, down to the last flick and burn.

The bartender’s pink hair is twisted into a messy bun. Her gaze tracks the Emblems, then climbs to my arms and chest, studying my Marks. She frowns.

My pulse spikes. Does she know the truth about me? Jesus, how?

‘You can wield those spells and you work out?’ she says, like I’ve broken a natural law.

The pressure eases. I tip the corner of my mouth. ‘A Coors?’

She shrugs. ‘Coming right up.’

I lean against the bar, fake-scrolling my phone. Eyes crawl over me, checking out the Marks. Not the frat boys – the Markless can’t see caster Marks unless you’re casting right in their face.

Mine are legit that way, at least. Slim gold curls and branches, saying I’m top-tier, strong in every type of spell. I keep my shirt open like I’m proud of them. Like they weren’t cast on me instead of by me. Throw in the Porsche, and with luck I’m just another asshole under Family protection.

Not a traitor with a price on his head.

The bartender sets the beer on the rubber mat. ‘You new in town?’ Her Marks are broader, wilder than mine. I can tell like I’m reading her diary – she’s got the power to back them up.

I wink. ‘Nah. Just visiting.’

I pay, toss in a twenty like it doesn’t matter. Twenty-six bucks left. Don’t think about it.

She gives a What fresh hell is this? kind of nod as she pockets the cash. A Family high-up ‘just visiting’ could mean anything. Turf war. Quiet massacre.

‘Okey-dokey,’ she says. ‘Well, you have just a fabulous stay.’

The music changes. I prop my forearms on the bar and lean in, lowering my voice. ‘So, listen … is there anyone here who might be up for a job? No questions asked?’

Her eyes narrow. ‘Me, maybe. What do you want?’

I rattle off the list. Pre-cast spells, bottled. I keep my tone light. Like I’m not desperate. Like I haven’t been building to this for days.

Her face tenses. ‘That’s got kidnapping written all over it,’ she mutters.

Rescuing.

I take a swig of beer. Force a shrug. ‘Not really anyone’s business, long as I can pay.’ I tap the Terror bead, let it roll under my fingertip. ‘This one’s rare. Worth a lot.’

She huffs out a laugh. ‘Yeah, I don’t think so, dude. This is some kind of Family crap, isn’t it? No way I’m getting involved.’


Two hours later, I’m in another bar – an ordinary one this time.

I rap my pool cue against the floor, barely watching as my opponent sinks the 7 in the side pocket.

‘Good one,’ I call, a beat too late.

The place is loud. Music pounding, TVs battling for attention. My Emblem necklace is shoved in my jeans pocket. My fake Marks are hidden under a long-sleeved grey tee.

Relief. I hate showing the damn things.

No one here’s Kindred. No Family with their tightly-wound spells. No Marginals with their wild, chaotic casting. I’d know. I’d see it.

So I guess it’s not true that I’ve got no magic. Just this one … fluky little trick.

After the bartender at Cauldron shut me down, some guy said he could help, but I could tell his power wasn’t up to it. Another woman had the power, but something in her eyes made me walk.

I scrape a fist over my jaw. That was it. Every option I had tonight.

‘Woo-hoo!’ someone yells.

I glance over. A guy at a nearby table knocks back a vial of red liquid and slumps, laughing too loud. His friend’s swaying. Eyes glassy.

Bliss.

I grimace and look away. Some things I’ve seen, I really wish I could forget.

My opponent’s still lining up his shot, squinting down the table. I almost tell him he’s got the angle wrong, but don’t.

Eight months on the run. I’ve hit a dozen cities – Austin, Fairbanks, now Seattle. Always moving, always off-pattern. I stick to Marginal regions. They hate the Families just enough to look the other way.

Cauldron was it: the end of the road. The only pre-cast I’ve got left won’t help me fake anything. Porsche guy got the last one. The rest of my stash looks impressive, until someone calls my bluff.

So what the hell do I do now?

I twist the pool cue in my hands.

I will get you out, Ash. I don’t know how, little brother, but I swear it.

Nate – my opponent – manages to sink another ball. He takes a swig of beer and calls over the noise, ‘You go to school here?’

‘Just visiting.’ I glance at him, grateful for the distraction. He’s maybe my age. Seahawks tee, friendly smile.

‘Thinking of transferring, maybe,’ I lie. ‘Classes any good?’

We talk. It’s easy. It always is. I like hearing about people’s lives. Some of the Markless are assholes, sure. But most are just … regular. And their lives are like something out of a dream. Nate’s biggest problem is picking a major.

College. A real life. No Family bullshit, no turf wars. The hope I’ve been trying not to feed flickers again.

I lean towards him. ‘Can I ask you something kind of random?’

‘Go for it.’

‘How hard is it to get a GED?’

‘General Education Diploma?’

I shrug. ‘Yeah. A friend of mine dropped out of high school.’ Or maybe never went.

‘A friend, huh?’ Nate smirks, then heads back to the table. ‘Not too bad, I don’t think. I mean, you don’t seem like a total ignoramus. Study up, you’ll be fine.’

I lift an eyebrow. ‘You mean my friend’s not a total ignoramus.’

He grins over his shoulder. ‘That’s what I said. Your friend.’

We both laugh. Then I think, Shit. I was planning to hustle him. And this guilt right here? It’s why there’s a price on my head.

Nate’s cue skitters across the felt. ‘OK, you’re up.’

I chalk my stick slowly. No other opponents I could play. Can’t risk hitting another bar. My last twenty bucks is riding on this. I need enough to get out of town fast, after showing my face at Cauldron.

Come on. Just hustle him. Win, but not too clean. Let him take one. Stretch it out. He’s Markless – who cares if he gets fleeced?

I blow out a breath. I care. I haven’t believed that crap in years.

I step up. ‘Three in the side pocket.’ Thwock. The 3 kisses the 5 and drops.

‘Nine in the corner.’ Click.

I loosen a little. As always, the angles come to me. Like the table’s telling me where to shoot. The lines light up in my head, every ball falling into place like it wants to help.

I peg the 8 last. Nate groans and laughs. ‘Oh, man. You are a machine.’

I’m kicking myself now. I pocket the bet and shake his hand. ‘Good game.’

He chuckles and glances over my shoulder. ‘Let me guess – your brother’s here to kick my ass, too.’

For a second, I think it’s a joke. Then it lands. Brother.

I turn, slow.

Logan’s standing at the bar.

My stomach drops. What the hell is he doing here?

Our eyes lock. The booming football shouts, the thud of classic rock – none of it matters. He doesn’t move. Just watches me.

For a second, I think about the back door. But I don’t bolt. What’s the point? Logan actually has magic.

‘Brothers, right?’ Nate says cheerfully behind me. ‘Or someone’s, like, stolen your face and shaved it.’

‘Yeah,’ I mutter, racking the cue. ‘We’re peas in a pod.’

I grab my backpack from the floor. Logan’s propped against the bar like he owns the place. Leather jacket. Emblem cord heavy around his neck. A year younger than me, same height but wiry. Powerful casters don’t bother with gym time.

It’s been eight months. And now he’s here.

I walk over. My pulse has kicked up, but I keep my tone flat. ‘If you’re here to collect the price on my head, let’s take it outside.’

His eyes flick over to me. ‘Nice to see you too.’

Not a no. Not a yes.

‘Seriously,’ I say, quieter now. ‘Is that why you’re here?’

Logan exhales slowly, then takes a sip of beer. ‘Relax. I’m not here on Dad’s behalf.’

I go still. Logan doesn’t lie. ‘Then what?’

‘Not here.’ He frowns as his gaze skims the crowd. He’s never liked Markless places. ‘Somewhere quieter.’

My stomach tenses. ‘Is Ash OK?’

He grimaces. ‘Yeah. He’s fine. This isn’t about him.’

I try not to show the relief. From the way he says it, he doesn’t know I’ve been trying to get Ash out. He doesn’t know about the spells.

Not even Ash knows. That’s how it has to be.

‘Brandi?’ I ask, just to be sure.

Logan shrugs. ‘Still insufferable. Still breathing.’

He glances back at the TV like this isn’t the first time we’ve spoken in nearly a year. ‘Can we go?’ he says. ‘I wouldn’t have come if it wasn’t important.’

Nate pushes through the crowd, waving a twenty. ‘Rematch? Come on, I’m feeling brave.’

Tempting. A lot easier than whatever Family mess Logan just brought with him. I hesitate. Logan raises an eyebrow.

I manage a smile. ‘Nah, I’m done. Good talking to you, man.’

We shake hands again. Nate disappears. Logan wrinkles his nose like something reeks. ‘Is this seriously your life now? Playing pool and making friends with Markless randos?’

‘Just tell me what’s going on. How’d you even find me?’

He taps one of the Emblems at his neck. The Find spell.

My brow creases. ‘But I didn’t leave anything behind.’

‘A hair in the rec room.’

‘You only just found it? You guys haven’t cleaned in eight months?’

‘No, I found it an hour after you left.’ He drops his voice. ‘I just … didn’t tell Dad.’

I stare at him. The bar buzzes around us. ‘Why not?’

He flushes. Leans in close. ‘Because, you idiot, I don’t want you to die. You’re my blood.’

My skin heats. ‘So’s Dad. So’s the whole Family. You told me you’d do whatever it took for the Velascos to survive – remember?’

Logan drops back against the bar, jaw tight. ‘You’re still my big brother. And all the shit we’ve been through – that doesn’t just go away.’

He’s not wrong. I rap a knuckle on the bar. ‘So if Dad orders you to kill me, what – you’ll write me a sonnet?’

He downs the rest of his beer. Wipes his mouth. ‘I’d probably hesitate.’

That breaks me. I huff out a breath, then snort. A laugh slips free.

Logan side-eyes me, deadpan. A beat, then his mouth twitches. ‘I’m serious.’

‘You’re such a dick,’ I say.

The crowd presses in behind us. More yelling. More beer sloshed on the floor.

Logan drops his voice. ‘I wouldn’t have lied to Dad and driven all the way from Chicago if this wasn’t important. Can’t we … ?’ He gestures towards the door.

I swipe a hand down my face. The place erupts in a roar – touchdown on the screen.

‘Please?’ Logan says stiffly, and I catch the way his hand’s clenched tight on the bar.

For a second, he’s the little brother I used to protect again. Logan hasn’t needed protecting in a long time. Our paths split years ago.

Still.

I sigh. ‘Yeah. All right.’


Half an hour later, we step into my hotel room. Though ‘hotel room’ is generous.

I grope for the light. A bare bulb flickers on overhead, showing the sagging bed and plywood walls blotched with stains. Logan takes one look and stares at me in disbelief.

I drop my backpack on the bureau. ‘All right. What’s going on?’

‘You’ve been staying in Marginal places?’

‘They take cash. And they ignore you.’

‘That’s because they’re full of criminals.’

Look who’s talking. ‘Just tell me what you came to say.’

He starts to speak. Stops. Lets out a breath and rubs the back of his neck. ‘Let me just warm up first.’

‘Heater’s broken.’

‘What a fucking shock,’ he mutters, and touches one of his Emblems. A shimmer flickers. The spell darts over, and the heater’s coils start to glow.

‘Thanks,’ I say dryly.

‘My pleasure.’ He peels off his jacket and hurls it onto the rickety chair. ‘What are you even doing here? You’re a Velasco!’

His forearms are covered in Marks. Like mine. Only not like mine at all. A small, new tendril’s appeared on his wrist.

My gut tightens. I fold my arms. ‘Yeah, don’t pretend you don’t know why I left.’

He steps in close. ‘Literally all you had to do that night was follow orders. That’s it. But no, you couldn’t even—’

‘Get out of my face,’ I say, low.

His nostrils flare. He starts to say something else, then stalks to the window. Knocks his fist against the sill.

I massage my temples. The businessman begging on the floor. His toddler shaking in the corner, eyes huge. Dad’s voice: ‘Always such a gentle soul, aren’t you, Gage?’

It’s been weeks since I let myself think about that night. Half an hour with Logan, and it’s right back under my skin.

I drop my hand. The air feels tight.

‘So I guess you’d have done it,’ I say.

At the window, Logan grimaces. ‘Not saying it wouldn’t have sucked,’ he mutters. Then he glances over. ‘I don’t think Dad wanted to put the price on you. You defied him. In front of everyone.’

Heat flares. I shove up my sleeve – flash the Marks Dad cast. ‘How much longer could I have kept this up anyway? Fake Marks, pre-cast spells – I’m practically a Markless!’

Logan’s back at my side in a second. Grabs my arm, hard. ‘Don’t ever say that. No matter what, you’re family.’

Am I?

I yank my sleeve down. Maybe Dad was right. Maybe I am soft. But lately I’ve started to think maybe I still have a soul to save – gentle or not.

Finally started to feel clean.

Rain starts up, pattering on the window. I clear my throat. ‘So how’s Ash, really?’

Logan snorts. ‘I mean, he’s thrilled that his favourite brother took off without a word, but he’s fine. Anyway, this isn’t why I came.’

He goes to his jacket and pulls something from the inside pocket. A sealed glass vial. He holds it up.

At first I think it’s Bliss. No Kindred would go near that shit. But then in the thick, red-tinged liquid, I see it – something writhing in the centre like it’s trying to claw its way out of its own skin.

Vengeance.

My gaze snaps to Logan’s. In his eyes I see the old anger. The pain. Everything freezes.

‘The blood debt,’ I breathe.

He gives a tight nod. ‘She’s finally surfaced, big brother. We can pay it.’

I’d waited years for those words. I didn’t think I still was. I sink onto the bed, rubbing my fist across my mouth. Suddenly I’m ten again, hiding in the closet with Logan and Ash.

Listening to Mom scream.

The bed creaks as Logan sits beside me. He grips my shoulder. His eyes are bright.

‘You’re the oldest,’ he says huskily. ‘The debt’s yours to claim. For all three of us.’ He offers the vial. The thing inside squirms. ‘For Mom.’

I let out a breath. Bow my head. My fingers lock behind my neck.

‘Yeah,’ I whisper finally.

I take the vial.






CHAPTER 1

LANA

THE GAS STATION DOOR JANGLES AS I PUSH THROUGH. HARSH fluorescent lights, rows of overpriced snacks. An attendant slouches behind the counter, staring at his phone.

Pay for the gas and get the hell out. But my stomach twists, hollow and angry. The last food I had was that stale granola bar they slid under the door in Solitary.

Before I can talk myself out of it, I head for the cooler. My boots echo too loudly. It’s after one a.m.; I’m the only other person in here. Way too noticeable. I resist the urge to glance at the camera, even though I can feel its beady glass eye trained on me.

I swing open the cooler. I spot a tuna mayo sandwich, and my chest tightens. Mom used to make those for me when I was sick.

Mom. My family.

My backpack seems heavier suddenly, the straps digging into my shoulders. No. I only glanced at the file before shoving it in there – I got it wrong; I had to have. But caseworkers don’t just lie, right?

I do not have time for this crap.

I grab a meatball sandwich instead. A few cheese-and-cracker packs. A Coke. As I head for the counter, I snag a bag of trail mix. The crinkle of the plastic sounds deafening.

Almost home free. Just pay and go.

The attendant straightens, sliding his phone into his back pocket. Gary, says his name tag. He’s a little older than me – twenty, maybe.

‘Pump two,’ I say quickly. I pile the food onto the counter.

‘Cool. Lemme just heat this up for you, miss.’ He unwraps the sandwich – wait, it’s a freaking panini – like he’s competing for Slowest Human Alive.

My temples pound. The camera’s perched in the corner, angled right at me. My reflection in the window – long auburn hair dulled by industrial soap, jeans, a backpack – looks like every wanted poster ever.

‘… Great,’ I manage.

‘Takes a few minutes.’ Gary jabs a button on the sandwich press. ‘Makes ’em taste a lot better, though.’

Oh good, because that’s definitely my top priority right now.

Gary scans everything in agonising slow motion. With the gas, it’s almost eighty dollars. I unzip my backpack (do not think about the file) and grab my wallet. Miraculously, my money was still in there when I liberated my stuff from the office.

I pay. He hands me my change. I try not to fidget as my gaze flicks to the timer on the press. Just go back to your phone, Gary.

‘Where you headed?’ he asks.

930 Fifth Avenue, Apartment 11B. The address comes automatically. I have to get there; my family needs me.

But what if what the file said is true? I slam the thought away.

‘Memphis,’ I lie.

Two minutes. I tense as Gary gazes at the forecourt. Oh, shit – please do not notice the stolen truck.

‘New Day,’ he muses, reading the logo on the side. ‘That a rehab place?’

I exhale slightly. At least he’s never heard of it. An eighteen-year-old driving a truck from a ‘troubled teen’ facility might set off alarm bells.

‘Something like that,’ I say.

‘For Bliss?’

My stomach clenches. ‘No,’ I say too sharply.

Gary blinks. I force a ‘nice girl’ smile. ‘It’s more for … you know. Other drugs.’

‘Real ones, huh?’ He laughs. ‘Saw a thing online saying Bliss is literally just sugar water. People who get hooked on it are so weak. Like, how do you ruin your life over a placebo?’

As if I haven’t asked myself that a million times. Anger and sorrow coil in my throat.

‘Yeah, wild,’ I say flatly.

‘Seriously. Between Bliss and those gangs, it’s like the world’s gone nuts.’

‘Gangs?’

‘GWEPs,’ he says, like it’s obvious. ‘Y’know, Gangs with Evil Powers. Heard of ’em?’

I have – but I shrug, my gaze darting to the timer. Fifty-two seconds.

‘Ah, man. They’re crazy. My cousin’s buddy swears he saw some of ’em once. Says one made a fireball, just – poof – out of nowhere. Lit up his truck for no reason.’

I nod like this just makes so much sense, but I’m barely listening.

GWEP stories are always circulating online. If you believe the hype, Gangs with Evil Powers are right up there with those creepy black-eyed children you’re not supposed to open your door to. People claim they’re taking over the world. That they murder people with a flick of their fingers; that they have the police in their pockets and there’s a conspiracy of silence.

Unluckily for me, I have non-fictional things to worry about.

The sandwich press beeps. Finally. Gary carefully lifts the panini with tongs, like it’s the most important task of his lifetime.

‘Here you go,’ he says, sliding it into a paper bag.

Headlights sweep across the windows, and my hand freezes. Out of the corner of my eye, I see a police car pull into the lot. It stops directly behind my truck, lights glaring against the back bumper.

My pulse trips over itself. But I take the bag.

‘Thanks,’ I get out.

‘Have a great night,’ Gary says. ‘Be careful out there.’

‘You too,’ I mutter. I grab the rest of the food and make myself walk towards the door. My feet feel like they belong to someone else. Do not look suspicious. Do not look suspicious.

The door jangles again as I step outside. The warm night air is suffocating. The Coke feels clammy in my grasp.

The two cops are still in the car. The one riding shotgun glances at me, talking on the radio. I somehow keep walking as the driver’s door swings open. Do. Not. Hesitate.

I climb into the truck as the driver cop heads for the gas station. My backpack hits the passenger seat. I shove it aside, drop the food next to it. My fingers fumble with the keys, but I manage to jam them into the ignition.

The engine sputters once, and my heart stops. Then it roars to life.

In the rearview mirror, the cop’s face is shadowed, unreadable. Is Driver Cop talking to Gary? Is Gary telling him all about New Day?

I want to floor it but don’t. The gas station shrinks behind me as the black ribbon of highway opens up ahead. My pulse pounds. I’m technically an adult now. The system won’t bother paying for another ‘troubled teen’ place if I get caught stealing a car again. It’ll be prison – or straight into a psych ward.

If those documents are true, maybe a psych ward’s where I belong.

My jaw tightens. The file’s outline bulges against my backpack. I glance at it for half a second, then snap my eyes back to the road.

‘Yeah, sorry,’ I mutter. ‘I can only handle one crisis at a time.’






CHAPTER 2

LANA

FOR THE FIRST HALF HOUR, I CAN’T STOP CHECKING THE rearview mirror. Every set of headlights tightens my chest. But no blue lights appear.

Finally, I exhale, easing my grip on the wheel. OK, adrenal glands. Chill.

The smell of the panini is driving me insane. When I spot an exit, I take it. A few minutes later, I’m parked on a quiet dirt road, surrounded by fields.

My hands tremble as I tear into the panini’s greasy wrapper. It’s pretty much cold, and it’s crappy gas station food – but compared to what I’ve been eating, every bite is nirvana.

And this Coke? Possibly the best thing I’ve ever tasted. At New Day, they’d hold back water as punishment. In Texas. In the summertime.

Seven months I spent there, for running away from foster care and stealing a car. I was seventeen. They’d sentenced me for a year. The judge at my hearing claimed New Day would address my ‘mental health needs’, but no one who’d even glanced at the place could buy that. I mean – barbed wire, hello?

When the panini’s gone, I demolish a couple of cheese-and-cracker packs, though I’d planned to save them. Finally I slump against the seat.

The only sound’s the distant hum of cars. The moon hangs low, painting the truck’s hood silver. For a second it’s almost peaceful – until that weird sense of urgency starts building again. Get to your family. Go. Now.

I nearly throw the truck in gear, but then my gaze slides to my backpack and my stomach clenches.

The urgency started a few days ago. It’s what sent me crawling through air ducts like a deranged ninja to escape. I have to get to Manhattan. My family needs me. There’s something important I have to do – life or death.

What, though? Why can’t I remember?

I rap my fist against the wheel, sick with the memory of what I glimpsed in the file.

I have to read it, don’t I?

Then I remember what else I stole from the office and straighten, relieved at the distraction. My phone. I’ve been charging it on the drive, stashed under the passenger seat since I went into the gas station.

I pluck it out. Still no messages from Mom. I frown. Where is she? I texted her hours ago. No matter what, she’s always kept in touch – even when things got really bad and I landed in foster care.

Is she still on Bliss? I almost laugh. Stupid question. She hasn’t managed to kick it since she swigged her first vial.

I text her again: Hey, you awake? Are you OK? I stare at the text bubble, hating the familiar knot of dread and anger tightening in my chest.

I start to put the phone aside – then see a text from an unknown number.

Hey Rusty, if you’re reading this, you got your phone back! So I guess you’re finally out of that zoo from hell. Yay! CALL ME. Crys.

A grin creases my face. Crys, who’d whispered jokes during ‘group therapy’ – which was really just the staff ganging up on you, like they had a hundred bucks riding on making you cry. For Crys, it was telling her she was a slut and her boyfriend had been using her. For me …

Admit it – your name is Anna! You’re delusional, aren’t you? There is no family!

Most of the kids at New Day had seemed half-convinced that, in my case, the staff had a point. But Crys never once looked at me like I was insane.

Not even when I told her how my memories started.

Talking was forbidden, but once, while we scrubbed the bathroom floor as punishment, I told her in whispers: how on my first day of high school, a girl named Becca asked if I had any siblings. I started to say no – it had always been just me and Mom – and then I suddenly remembered the two cousins I’d grown up with.

I’d stared at Becca with my mouth hanging open. Cousins? How could I have forgotten them? Which version of my past was even true? I couldn’t recall their names, but I could see them. Twins. A boy and a girl. My age.

As Crys and I scrubbed, I stopped short of telling her how more memories kept coming – until, by the time I was sixteen, they were all that mattered. A grandmother. Aunts and uncles. My real first name.

Not to mention the rest of it.

‘You probably think I’m crazy,’ I muttered, attacking a stain like it actually mattered. Our orange jumpsuits were damp to the knees.

‘No,’ Crys said.

When I shot her a sceptical look, she lifted a shoulder. ‘Memory’s weird. Maybe you blocked everything out. Who knows? But, Rusty, you are not insane.’

Now, in the cab of the truck, I rub my hands over my face. Can I still believe that, after what I saw in the file?

Without thinking, I jab the call button. The phone starts to ring. Wait, what the hell am I doing? It’s the middle of the night. I’m about to hang up when the ringing cuts off, followed by a rustling noise – like someone sitting straight up.

‘Rusty!’

I sit up too, smiling. ‘Hey! Sorry, forgot about the time. I saw your text and—’

‘Oh my god, it’s really you! Where are you? Are you OK?’

‘I’m fine. Well, fine-ish. I’m kind of on the run.’ The words sound stupidly dramatic, even to me.

‘You escaped?’ Her voice jumps an octave.

‘Yep. Got myself thrown into Solitary. There’s that loose ceiling panel, remember? I broke into the office, got all my stuff back, then stole a truck.’

A beat of silence. Crys bursts out laughing. ‘Seriously? You went full-on action hero!’

‘Not quite,’ I say, though my lips twitch.

There’s a shuffling noise on the other end, then a deeper voice. I hear Crys hiss, ‘Ty, it’s Rusty – the one who saved my life that time!’ And then distantly, ‘Oh, shit! Is she OK?’

I smile. ‘I mean, technically, you probably wouldn’t have died.’

‘Not up for debate. Life saved. Undying gratitude.’

‘So you’re still with Tyler?’ I wince. ‘Sorry. I didn’t mean—’

‘Yeah, you did,’ she interrupts, amusement in her voice. ‘Yes, Rusty, we are still together.’

‘Hey, that’s great. I’m really happy for you.’

‘You sound surprised, Cynic.’

‘Maybe a little, Hopeless Romantic.’

‘No lie, it’s tough,’ says Crys. ‘We’re both working, going to school … but you can’t live your life for your family. Ty’s the one, you know?’

‘Sure, I know,’ I say.

Total lie. I’ve never felt whatever’s making her voice so soft. Honestly? I’m not even sure it exists. ‘True love’ is just propaganda spewed by the romcom industry – nothing I’ve ever seen has convinced me otherwise.

Tyler was why Crys’s bigoted, ultra-religious parents shipped her to New Day. Any boyfriend would’ve been taboo, but Tyler? They lost their minds. When Crys turned eighteen and still wouldn’t repent, they cut her off – so New Day kicked her out.

Tyler had driven all the way to Texas to get her. We’d watched from a window as she screamed ‘Ty!’ and raced to him. He’d swung her around in his arms, and they’d kissed like the end credits of a movie. Then just stood there, holding each other.

That was months ago, though. And knowing the guys I’ve hung around with?

Yeah, sorry. Still surprised.

‘So where are you?’ Crys asks.

‘On the side of a road. In my stolen truck.’ I rub my forehead, trying to gear myself up to tell her about the file, so that she can tell me they’re lying shits and I can ignore them. Instead, I hear myself describing how Gary babbled about GWEPs.

‘Oh my god, he sounds like my cousin Ben! Remember? I told you about him and that creepy tattooed guy in New York?’

‘Maggots,’ we intone together. God, I’ve missed Crys.

‘Yep,’ she says. ‘Ben swore Tattoo Guy cursed him, then next thing he knew, maggots were coming out of his water taps. Anyway, what now? Where are you going?’

My mouth opens automatically – 930 Fifth Avenue, Apartment 11B – then closes again.

That address is the only solid thing I can remember. But after what I think I saw, maybe I’d be an idiot to still go there.

I don’t look at my backpack. Something like fear slithers through me.

‘New York,’ I say finally.

‘To see your family?’

I tense. When she’d assured me I wasn’t crazy … well, I hadn’t actually told her that much, had I?

I never mentioned that I still can’t recall any of my family’s names. That my memories are Swiss-cheese patchy. That, oh, by the way, we help people, I’m pretty sure we’re fighting against dark forces, and there’s something urgent I have to do.

Because that would sound kind of insane, wouldn’t it?

I lick dry lips. Suddenly I know there’s no way in hell I can tell Crys what I saw in that file.

If I hear the truth in her voice, it will break me.

Only seconds have passed. I rub my hand on my jeans. ‘Yeah, to see my family. Listen, I better go.’

‘No, wait! Are you OK? You can’t just hang up—’

‘I’m fine,’ I cut in. ‘But I should probably get moving.’

‘OK,’ Crys says finally, her voice reluctant. ‘Take care, Cynic. Stay in touch. Promise me.’

‘I will, Hopeless Romantic,’ I say softly.

But I have a feeling I won’t.

I hang up. The silence feels immense.

Screwing my eyes shut, I conjure my most treasured memory: sitting by a fireplace, the glow of the flames flickering over everyone’s faces. The adults are telling stories about our family legacy. Stories you can be proud of. I catch my cousins’ eyes, and we grin at each other.

I love everyone in the room so much it hurts.

‘Oh god, I want it to be true,’ I whisper.

I steel myself and unzip the backpack. The sound’s too loud in the quiet truck. It’s packed tight. I tug out a few things and my fingers brush cool metal.

The Nikon.

Something twists in my chest as I lift out the camera, its lens catching the dim light. A worn buff envelope’s tucked underneath. I’d printed my photos out so they’d feel real.

I swallow and brush my thumb over the lens. Mrs Tanaka and my photography class – her bright smile lighting up every time I got a shot right. You have an excellent eye for composition, Anna.

Jesus, quit stalling.

I put the camera aside and yank out the file. Anna Johnstone. That’s not my real name – I just know it, like I know I have grey eyes.

‘Well, it says Anna Jane Johnstone on your birth certificate,’ therapist after therapist pointed out, their voices always so kind, so reasonable, as they dealt with the broken, bonkers girl. ‘If that’s really a lie, what name should be there?’

I know my real first name. But I never told them.

I flip open the file, and phrases from four years of documents leap out.

Nicknamed ‘Rusty’ because she refuses to answer to ‘Anna’ … became extremely agitated … apprehended in a stolen vehicle, trying to reach New York …

Then I find it.

When Anna was 16, a caseworker who was briefly in New York investigated the address Anna insisted belonged to her large extended family: 930 Fifth Avenue, Apartment 11B, Manhattan. The current residents had owned the property for decades yet didn’t recognise Anna’s name or the photo shown to them.

Several independent attempts have been made to investigate Anna’s claim, resulting in the same information: the current owners have lived there since the 80s and have no teenage family member matching Anna’s description.

Anna has been told repeatedly that her mother is her only family but refuses to believe it. An increase in Zoloft is recommended, from 0.5 to 0.9 ml …

A car passes. I barely notice. Shit. Shit. They never told me this. I mean, they told me I was delusional, but they never told me this.

I keep turning pages. Different agencies, different states. All saying the same thing – I have no family at that address. They can’t all be lying. What for? They didn’t even know I’d see this file.

I picture knocking on that Manhattan door and seeing blank faces. My throat clenches. For years, they’ve told me I took solace in delusion when Mom started using. That I built a fantasy life.

Oh, god. Could that actually be true?

Mom, I remember suddenly. I grab my phone. Nothing.

Her last text was … I check. Over three weeks ago. Hey honey!! Woop woop!!! Just wanted to say I LOOOVE you!!! Heart eyes emoji, heart eyes emoji, grinning face grinning face grinning face.

So, still on Bliss, obviously.

I scroll back. The others are the same – like receiving message after message from Tigger. I frown. Why isn’t there anything more recent? Me not responding has never stopped her.

I text again: Are you OK?

I eat the last few crumbs from the cheese-and-crackers pack. Drain my Coke. Watch the screen.

Nothing. Mom’s a light sleeper and practically glued to her phone. She always texts back within minutes. Always.

I try calling. Straight to voicemail. As her cheery voice chirps ‘Hey there, this is Claire’, I decide my next move.

I can’t think about the file yet. But Louisville – where Mom lives – is on the way to Manhattan. Seeing her sleazy boyfriend Kyle is pretty much the last thing I want to do, but I need to make sure she’s OK.

Sometimes it feels like I’ve spent the last four years doing that.

‘It’s me. Call me, OK?’ I say tersely at the beep.

I hang up and start the ignition. Damnit, Mom. I’ve been here before – my worry is a stupid waste of emotional energy. She probably just forgot to charge her phone. She’s probably too busy bopping around on a pink happy-cloud.

At least, that’s what I tell myself.


Before my life imploded, Mom and I moved around a lot for her job. I never knew my dad. Life was mostly OK – until Mom got depressed when I was fourteen.

Like a grey blanket dropped over everything.

I remember her sitting on the sofa staring at one of those reality TV shows she hated. I asked if she was OK. Three times. No response. Eventually, I gave up and went to my room, stomach tight.

Months of that. Months.

Then I got home from school one day and she was blasting Metallica so loud that our rented floors juddered. I edged into the living room, staring. That morning she’d been literally crying into her cornflakes, and now here she was, dancing around in faded jeans and playing air guitar.

Um?

‘Honey!’ she cried when she saw me. She came bounding over. ‘How was school?’

‘Fine. Uh, Mom … ?’ I motioned to the Bluetooth speaker and she grinned. She had on a concert T-shirt, her pale, smooth arms looking toned.

‘Took a day off,’ she said. ‘It’s just been constant stress lately. I needed a sanity break.’

OK, this wasn’t completely out of character. Before her depression hit, Mom could be pretty cool. Once she let me play hooky for a solar eclipse. We hiked up into the mountains to watch it – and the utter stillness, with even the birds going quiet, had been breath-taking. And creepy. And wonderful.

It was just Mom-from-this-morning versus Metallica-Mom that had my mental wheels spinning.

‘Are you OK?’ I said cautiously.

‘What? Yeah, of course.’

‘You just seem …’

‘What?’

‘Happy,’ I finished lamely, and grinned – because to be honest, this was pretty great. A weight eased off my chest.

I didn’t start noticing the sweet smell on her breath until a few weeks later, once Bliss had taken over everything. Sometimes she’d end up collapsed on the sofa, smiling vacantly at the ceiling, the cotton-candy fumes cloying in the small room.

I still can’t go near cotton candy without gagging.

The empty little glass vials were even worse. After a few months I began finding them everywhere. Under a sofa cushion. Nestled in a jar of cotton balls in the bathroom.

Once I found one propped against the toaster, a happy face drawn on it with a Sharpie pen. That was bad enough – like, Screw you, Anna! – but then in my bedroom I saw she’d also drawn a happy face on Woof, my ancient stuffed dog.

I stopped short, feeling punched. Woof was the only childhood toy I’d kept through a dozen moves. Maybe it was babyish, but I still slept with him – holding onto him at night made me feel safe.

And now he had a ghoulish crescent-moon smile scrawled on his face.

I tried to wash it off, but he always had a faint mark there. A clown mask he couldn’t take off. I buried him deep in my closet.

‘I just wanted Woof to be happy! Everyone should be happy!’ Mom trilled when I confronted her.

That’s when I knew I’d lost her.






CHAPTER 3

LANA

IT’S LATE AFTERNOON BEFORE I REACH THE RUN-DOWN house in Louisville where Mom’s lived for the past two years. I park at the kerb of the weed-strewn lawn. All the curtains are closed. That’s weird – when Mom’s on Bliss, she likes lots of sunlight.

The street’s quiet as I climb from the truck and start for the house. I knock at the battered screen door.

No answer.

The mailbox hangs on the porch wall. I creak open its lid – peer inside. It’s stuffed with circulars and bills. One’s from Louisville Housing: Final Notice.

A terrible sense of dread suddenly trumps the urgent feeling that I need to reach my family. I ring the doorbell, then bang on the inner door. ‘Mom? Mom!’

Silence. Somewhere down the street, a dog barks. I try the doorknob; to my surprise, it turns. I lick my lips and step inside.

‘Mom?’ I call. ‘Kyle?’

Their small living room is dark, the shabby furniture steeped in gloom. Fast-food wrappers lie scattered everywhere. I sniff the air for the heavy, sweet scent of Bliss. I’m expecting to feel irritated: All this worry for nothing, as usual. Thanks a bunch, Mom.

But there’s only the smell of stale cigarette smoke.

I turn on a lamp and stiffen. An empty handgun case lies open on the dusty coffee table.

I stare at it for a long moment, the car keys stabbing at my palm. I force myself to move from the living room to the kitchen. I reach the doorway and my gaze flicks left – a shadowy corridor, with the bedroom door at the end.

I step into the kitchen. ‘Hello?’ I call shakily.

A cockroach scuttles away as I snap on the light. More fast-food wrappers. A pile of dirty dishes that looks like it’s been there for weeks. My pulse thuds as I glance back towards the corridor.

I don’t want to go into that bedroom. I don’t want to see whatever’s happened with that gun.

I swallow hard. I slip off my backpack and set it on a kitchen chair. Then I find a knife in a drawer and brace myself.

The thin carpet muffles my steps as I creep down the corridor.

‘… Mom?’

Nothing.

Clutching the knife, I ease open the bedroom door. An unmade bed. Clothes, empty bottles, the smell of unwashed sheets.

The curtains are drawn. I edge inside, groping for the light switch, then freeze. I can hear breathing – someone’s in here! My heart goes berserk; I spin to face them.

‘I’ve got a knife!’ I cry.

The gun’s in Mom’s hands. She drops it and jumps back.

‘Rusty?’ she gasps.

Fury floods me. ‘What, were you going to shoot me?’ I yell. ‘Why didn’t you answer the door?’ I find the light switch, slap it on.

We used to borrow each other’s clothes – now mine would fall right off her. She’s wearing panties and a grimy T-shirt. Her auburn hair hangs lankly; her grey eyes look huge.

She sinks onto the bed. ‘I … I didn’t hear it. Asleep, I guess.’

I gingerly pick up the gun and put it on the dresser. ‘Is this thing loaded?’

‘Of course.’

‘Why of course?’ I slap the knife down next to it. ‘When I saw that empty case I thought maybe you’d done something to yourself, OK? Or that Kyle—’ I’m trembling with adrenaline, hating myself for getting sucked into Mom’s drama. Again.

Her forehead furrows, as if she’s only just registering I’m here. ‘Why aren’t you at … that place?’

‘That place was called New Day, and I escaped.’

‘Escaped?’

‘It was basically a prison,’ I say shortly. ‘I’m not even kidding.’

Mom stares at me. ‘I believe you. But if they’re looking for you, they might come here, and …’ She trails off, gripping the edge of the bed. ‘I can’t cope with that,’ she whispers.

‘Well, I’m so sorry to inconvenience you, Mother.’

If I stay in this room, I’ll say something I don’t mean. Or worse, something I do. I go back to the filthy kitchen and find a glass that doesn’t look too diseased. I get some cold water from the dispenser at the front of the ancient fridge and drink it slowly.

Count to ten.

As I put down the glass another memory comes: I’m in an airy apartment overlooking Central Park, standing on tiptoe at the window. Golden curtains gleam in the sunlight as I peer down at the leafy expanse.

I’ll have a lot to share with you someday, Lana, says a voice.

Lana. That’s me. I smell Grandmother’s cinnamon scent – feel her warm hand on my shoulder.

It all seems so real.

I lean against the counter for a long moment, rubbing my temples. Finally I head back into the bedroom. Mom’s sitting waif-like where I left her. She glances up fearfully.

The complicated mix of emotions that hits me is too much. I crouch in front of her and take her hands. ‘Mom, if you didn’t hear the door, then why did you already have the gun here in the bedroom?’

Her thin fingers go tense.

My throat is sand. ‘Were you thinking of … using it?’

‘Not today,’ she says in a small voice.

Oh god, she’s worse than I’ve ever seen her. I shift to the bed and touch her arm. ‘When did you stop taking Bliss?’

A laugh chokes out of her. ‘A few weeks ago. Big improvement, huh?’

No wonder she looks like a strung-out 90s rock star. I don’t know what the hell Bliss actually is, but she’s never lasted more than a month without it. I recall Gary at the gas station, talking about sugar water and placebos, and want to punch something.

A thought occurs; I glance around the room. ‘Wait – where’s Kyle?’

‘We broke up.’

‘So there is a big improvement.’

A faint smile. ‘He wasn’t that bad.’

‘Mom, he looked like a lizard.’

‘He didn’t want to get clean, that’s all.’ Mom hugs herself. ‘Oh god, Rusty, I’m so sick of the whole thing. Trying to get it, and then getting it but it hardly lasts. And then coming down from it, which is just – agony. But even that’s a feeling, it’s better than …’

I will not cry, I think – but her expression is so raw it hurts.

Something like a sob escapes me. ‘Mom, remember Idaho? My first day of high school?’ She stares at me blankly.

‘I asked if I had any cousins – remember? Because I’d started having weird memories, like these two cousins I’d grown up with! I could see them. And you told me it was just us, but – but the memories kept coming! A grandmother, and aunts and uncles, and—’ My real name.

I stop, feeling like I might shatter into pieces.

Mom slowly shakes her head, lips trembling. ‘I’m sorry, baby. It’s just us.’ She touches my face. Her hand is cold. ‘I wish – I wish I wasn’t all you have. I don’t blame you for imagining something better.’

I can’t speak.

She slumps forward, her fingers scraping furrows in her unwashed hair.

‘I hate what I’ve become,’ she whispers.

My chest clenches, and I wrap my arms around her: the woman who tucked me in at night, who read me stories and kept me safe.

Mom. Bliss. My delusions versus the cold, printed facts in my file.

‘Mom, I think we need help. Both of us,’ I get out.

Her hand comes up and squeezes my arm. She doesn’t answer, but a shudder runs through her. She rests her head against mine.


The convenience store is just around the corner. I shop hurriedly, grabbing food for the journey – jerky, crackers, bottled water.

Mom’s agreed to come away with me for a fresh start, and I want to leave fast, before she changes her mind. I’ve got to get her out of this state – all her old Bliss cronies are here. If she falls off the wagon again, that stuff will kill her.

The government says Bliss is chemically harmless. That addicts just get ‘hooked on the idea of happiness’. Yeah, sorry. Anyone who’s watched that stuff destroy someone they love knows that’s bullshit. Bliss consumes you. You stop caring about food, sleep – anything but your next vial. Eventually, your body just gives up.

There’s got to be a treatment programme somewhere that does more than shrug and say, It’s all in your mind. I’ll find it or die trying.

And then … I hesitate, the pain of my lost delusions stabbing me again.

And then I can start thinking about my own issues.

I’m about to go pay when I remember something. I grin and check out the ice cream freezer. Häagen-Dazs Belgian Chocolate, definitely. I grab a pint. Mom used to call ice cream ‘Stress Solution’ – she’d get us some whenever I was upset.

A few minutes later I’m walking down Mom’s street. The humid Louisville night presses down. It’s fully dark now, mostly silent. Down at the far end it sounds like a party’s going on.

The streetlamps cast pools of light up and down the sidewalk. As I near Mom’s house, my steps slow: a sleek black Audi’s parked in front. A tall, brown-haired guy is heading up her path.

I stop in my tracks. Is he from New Day? Wait, no – he’s around my age. A stubbled jaw, high cheekbones. He walks like he doesn’t want to be seen, but knows exactly where he’s going.

A suspicion drops coldly into my mind.

His fists are jammed in his jacket pockets. He goes onto the porch and rings the bell. The door swings open. Mom’s wearing jeans, the same T-shirt. She looks fragile – like she’s asking a question.

The guy slowly takes something from his jacket pocket. A vial filled with red liquid.

Bliss.

And here I’d been picturing me and Mom eating ice cream together while we packed for a new life.

It feels like I’ve been kicked in the stomach. I drop the groceries and sprint for the door. The guy whirls around as I leap up the porch steps.

‘Did you call him the second I left?’ I cry.

Mom shakes her head, grey eyes huge. ‘I – I don’t know who this is.’

‘Yeah, it’s always such a mystery when the friendly neighbourhood Bliss dealer shows up!’ I push past her and rush through the living room to the kitchen. I grab my backpack off the chair and swing it over my shoulder.

‘My god, how could I have been so stupid?’ I mutter. Tears are pricking at my eyes and I hate it. ‘I actually thought you were sincere this time.’

Mom follows, gripping her elbows. ‘He just appeared! He was saying things that don’t make any sense.’

I start towards the truck – I can’t go through this with her again – but then stop.

The dealer’s still standing in the front doorway. He’s probably heard everything.

‘What’re you staring at?’ I snap.

No reply. His eyes are locked on Mom. And now that I’m really looking … he doesn’t seem like a Bliss dealer. Too clear-eyed, too steady. Obvious muscle under the jacket and tee. He’d almost be hot, if he wasn’t staring at my mother like a psycho.

My skin chills. I start to tell him to get off our porch, we have a gun – but the words die as I spot the leather cord around his neck.

Those carved pendants. Why do they seem so familiar?

His eyes sweep Mom up and down, taking in her terrible thinness – her unwashed hair.

‘Bliss,’ he murmurs. He gives a kind of strangled laugh.

He looks at the vial still in his hand – suddenly shoves it in his jacket pocket and strides off. I see him stop in the front yard, raking his hands through his hair and hunching over a little, as if he’s in the throes of some terrible decision.

What. The. Hell?

I’ve been standing frozen like an idiot; now I glance a question at Mom. She shakes her head again. I should call the police, I think. Yeah, great plan with my stolen truck.

I step out onto the porch. My eyes lock on the guy’s wrists, where I can see elaborate tattoos, just visible in the light from the doorway.

Everything freezes.

I’ve seen tattoos like that before. They’re so important! Why can’t I remember?! I stare at the golden swirls and branches. The answer’s right there. There’s something about those tattoos, those marks—

Marks.

My heart thuds painfully. I feel electric as I descend the steps. Take a few slow paces towards him.

‘Who are you?’ I ask.

He straightens – this time his gaze seizes on mine. His lip curls. ‘You look just like her,’ he says, low. ‘Did she tell you all about it? Did you have a good laugh about how my mom screamed?’

‘What?’

He pulls the vial from his pocket again. I inhale. Not Bliss – there’s something alive inside, writhing. My skin crawls. I step back without meaning to.

The guy briefly shuts his eyes. Then his jaw hardens as he looks at me – at Mom, standing in the doorway, gripping the jamb.

‘Neither of you is worth it,’ he says.

He drops the vial on the concrete path.






CHAPTER 4

LANA

THE VIAL SHATTERS IN A BURST OF LIGHT. THE THING INSIDE surges out towards the house – small at first, swelling fast. Some kind of creature, blood-red, furious.

And suddenly I know it means death.

‘Mom!’ I yell.

It’s already reached the doorway. Its arms are knives, hacking and whirling. Mom staggers back, and I race towards her.

A fireball erupts. The world bucks sideways – red light and flame blast out from the house. A shockwave slams into me, heat licking my skin.

I crash to the ground with a scream, covering my head as debris rains down. When I look again, the blood-coloured creature, huge now, is writhing around what’s left of the house like a giant snake.

One of its tendrils lashes at me. I jerk back – and blue light flares from my chest. The tendril slams into it – I feel the punch – then it snaps harmlessly away.

I gape. Did I do that? Before I can take it in, my mind shudders.

Like a mental wall’s starting to collapse.

I scramble up. Without thinking, I grab hold of an inner power. A shape appears before me: green, with simple coils.

Somehow, I know what to do. Stop this! I pour all my power into the shape, letting it roar through me, then hurl it at the house. I gasp and almost lose my footing. A sharp pain swirls over my arm.

‘No!’ a male voice chokes out.

I feel strong energy and quickly turn. The guy’s touching the cord at his neck. A dark cloud rushes towards me.

I cry out, twisting away and shielding my face. Another sharp blow – the bluish light, weaker this time, protects me again. The dark cloud shivers, disperses.

Breathing hard, I straighten, staring at the house. My green shape’s attacked the red one, but it’s losing. What the hell are they? How did I conjure one? A whistling shriek as they pummel each other. The blood-coloured shape rears up and devours the green.

It flashes brightly, then vanishes. Suddenly there’s only the sound of burning.

Mom. I lunge towards the door. The guy grabs my arm, spinning me around.

‘Let go of me!’

His face is tight with anger – sorrow. ‘Still want to know who I am? Gage Velasco. My mother’s blood debt is fulfilled.’

As he pushes me away, I spit out, ‘Yeah, whatever my mother did to yours? I bet she deserved it.’

I pelt towards the front door, hanging off its hinges. The flames’ crackling echoes in my ears. A wall of solid heat hits me. I push through it, holding my arm over my mouth.

In the living room, half the ceiling’s collapsed; the TV’s on fire. Mom’s lying near the kitchen, limbs sprawled.

She’s surrounded by a perfect unburned circle.

How? The hairs at the back of my neck lift. I kneel hurriedly beside her. Oh god, there’s blood on her forehead. Is she
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