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            THE HOUSE AT THE END OF THE WORLD

          

        

      

    

    
      “Maybe this isn’t as bad as it looks,” Viktor said. The sharp bark cut through the early morning air, making him wince and letting me know that he didn’t believe his words any more than I did. Click started toward the porch steps, but Viktor reached out and laid a hand on the boy’s shoulder, stopping him without another word. The three of us watched the little white dog have his tantrum up on the porch of his former home—a house that now belonged to the squiffy little pissant who’d tried to put mongrel on the dinner menu.

      “And maybe it’s exactly as bad as it looks,” I said, keeping my voice low. Not that it was going to make much of a difference. Buddy had already given us away. I looked around for a place to hide. The huge lilac bush was probably our only option. I turned back to Viktor and fixed him with a glare that he didn’t notice. His cloudy eye looked pale and dull in the dawn light as he stared at the dog on the porch. “They’ve got pellet guns, remember?”

      “We’ve got pinkhands.”

      “They’ve got those, too.”

      He shook his head slowly, almost as if he were trying to listen. I couldn’t hear much other than Buddy’s whining and scratching as he made his fruitless attempts to get inside the house.

      “Bah-dee,” Click called, his voice soft. But the dog didn’t pay him any attention.

      “We can’t keep bringing him with us,” I muttered.

      Viktor turned to me with a frown. “Who? Click?”

      I gave him a look.

      “Yeah. I know.” He sighed and looked back up at the porch.

      “This will be the third cache we’ve had to walk away from because he’s blown our cover.”

      “Yeah. I know.”

      “I’m hungry.”

      “You’re hangry.” He glanced at me with a little smile that I tried to ignore. He wasn’t wrong, and my frustration level was almost at its limit.

      I took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. Buddy’s scratching and whining (and occasional barking) didn’t seem to be getting any response. My tightly wound innards started to relax a little.

      “Maybe the place is empty,” Viktor said. He rose up onto his toes as if trying to get a better view.

      “It’s occupied.” My voice was absent. I watched the pink tag on the door, waiting for a flutter that I could take as my sign to get the hell out of there. “Come on. We need to get Buddy and go. This wasn’t what we came for, anyway.”

      “Maybe it’s a sign.”

      “What’s a sign?”

      “This is one of Joshua’s caches, right?”

      “As far as we know.”

      “You don’t sound so sure.”

      “It’s kind of far from his throne room and right on the edge of his territory. Shitty place for a cache house.”

      “Or maybe that’s what makes it a great place for a cache house.” He tilted his head back to look up at the windows on the second floor. “As long as they removed the stinker.”

      I shuddered, remembering what we’d found in that bedroom. “If they didn’t, it’s going to reek in there.”

      “Right. So they probably did.” He took a deep breath, reached up to tighten his ponytail, and strode forward. I let out a squeak.

      “Viktor!”

      “It’s fine, Léa.”

      “It’s not fine,” I growled. I was already eyeing that lilac, ready to dive into its leafy branches at the first sign of trouble. “Do you want to get shot?”

      In response, he made one of his raspberry noises as he lifted his right hand. A swirling vortex of pink roiled in his palm, looking out of place in the otherwise-mundane scene. I turned to Click, hoping to find that he was just as annoyed with Viktor’s recklessness as I was. But as soon as I turned, he scampered after Viktor, leaving me standing on the sidewalk all by myself. My hands tightened into fists, and the crinkle of paper drew my attention to the scrap I’d forgotten I was holding. I uncrumpled it. The address, hastily scrawled in yellow highlighter, was hard to make out in the shadow from the lilac. But I knew it was not the address of the house in front of us. We’d taken a detour, led by a dog with a misguided sense of nostalgia.

      I looked up as I realized the scratching and whining had stopped. Viktor and Click were both on the porch, and Buddy was staring up at them in anticipation.

      “What are you waiting for?” I whispered as loudly as I dared. “Grab him, and let’s go!”

      Viktor shook his head and leaned toward the door. A second later, he had his ear pressed to it.

      “Are you fucking insane?” My hiss grated in my throat. I marched to the base of the porch steps and glared up at the trio of idiots. Well, maybe Buddy got a pass; he was just a dog, after all. But Viktor and Click had lived in the Rift Zone for long enough to know better. “Let’s go!”

      Viktor shook his head as he pulled back from the door. “I don’t hear anything.”

      “They could be in the bathroom.”

      “Or there might not be anyone here.” He looked down at the porch and took a step back. “Nobody’s been here for a while.”

      “What?”

      “Come up here.” He waved his hand toward me. I glanced around, up and down the street. If we ended up having to run, at least there wouldn’t be anyone standing in our way. With a deep sigh, I began to climb the steps. “Look,” Viktor said as I reached the top.

      There must’ve been a doormat at some point. I couldn’t remember if there had been one the last time we’d been there or not. But there wasn’t one now. What was there was a slightly cleaner rectangle and a bunch of dried plant bits. A few crispy leaves were nestled against the door itself, probably blown there by the wind.

      “This door hasn’t been used in a while,” he said.

      “This is a cache house. You think they’re dumb enough to use the front door when they’re coming and going?”

      “They’re Joshua’s guys.”

      “They’re not all as stupid as he is.”

      “Fair point.” He leaned toward the door and peered in the shallow window that ran along the top. “I don’t see any movement.”

      I shook my head. “This isn’t the cache we were supposed to hit.”

      “How’s Ryver going to know? If we come back with something good—”

      “There might not be anything in there.”

      “There might be something amazing in there.”

      “Face-eating dogs?”

      He snorted and looked down at Buddy, who was investigating the rest of the porch.

      “Viktor—”

      “We’re already here. We should at least check.”

      “We’re wasting time. If we don’t come back with something—”

      “How do you know there’s not something here?”

      “How do you know there is?”

      He shook his head. “The glass is half full, Léa.”

      “It’s full of something,” I muttered, which just made him laugh. A little too loudly. My heart surged into my throat. But I still didn’t hear anything from beyond the door.

      “I’ll go first,” he said, reaching out to grasp the doorknob. But I grabbed his arm, startling him enough to stop. “What?”

      “If we disturb that”—I pointed down at the rectangular mess—“they’ll know we were here.”

      “Right.” He pulled his hand back and headed for the steps. “Back door.”

      “Viktor!” My urgent whisper didn’t seem to have any effect. Click followed him, and Buddy—after a few more seconds of sniffing—scurried after the guys. Not wanting to be left on that porch by myself in case the front door came flying open, I hurried down the steps.

      I didn’t catch up to them until they were rounding the garage I’d fallen off of a few months earlier. There was no sign of our crazy escape attempt now. At least, there wasn’t any sign that I could see. Viktor glanced back, probably to make sure I was still following, before hurrying to the back of the house. The porch at the back was smaller and had fewer steps. It was also a lot cleaner.

      “This is a bad idea,” I said, even though nobody was listening to me anymore. Viktor just shook his head as he approached the back door. “Look at the porch.”

      “What about it?”

      “It’s too clean.”

      He frowned. “Looks pretty dirty to me,” he said, regarding the shoe prints stamped onto the wooden planks.

      “There’s no undisturbed debris,” I pointed out. “This door gets used. A lot. There’s probably someone in there right now, aiming their gun at the door because they heard that stupid dog—”

      “We can knock, if it’ll make you feel better.”

      “We’re not going to knock,” I said, staring at him in disbelief. It took a moment before I realized he was just teasing me. His lumpy scar twisted in a smirk as he turned back to the door and grasped the knob.

      I winced. Actually, it was more than a wince. Every muscle in my body clenched in anticipation of something flying through that doorway. Bullets. Riftballs. Some zit-faced kid who fancied himself an expert in hand-to-hand combat. But as the door creaked open, all that emerged was silence.

      “Huh,” Viktor said. He pushed the door a little wider. No lights appeared to be on, so the interior was pretty dark. “Not too bright.”

      “Who? You?”

      He ignored my barb. “They should be leaving some lights on overnight to make it look occupied. Amateurs.” Stepping across the threshold, he held up his hand as if to tell us to wait. It wasn’t like I was about to go pushing past him, anyway. His boots seemed really loud on the floor, but that was probably just because everything seemed loud at that moment. Buddy’s panting sounded like someone blowing into a microphone. “Come on,” Viktor said at last, his voice making me jump. Click stepped into the dark house, Buddy following at his heels. I looked around the overgrown backyard, almost expecting to see someone lurking in the bushes, ready to strike. But the yard appeared to be empty. And I really didn’t want to be standing on that often-used back porch when Joshua’s goons came back, so I tiptoed into the house.

      It smelled a little different than the last time. Fresher. Thank god. Someone had obviously done something about the body, because that awful whiff of decay I remembered wasn’t there. Instead, I smelled BO, mold, and—running as a skunky undercurrent—weed.

      “There better be something else in here,” I muttered to myself. “If I’m going to risk my life, I want more than a dime bag.”

      “What?” Viktor asked, his voice so comparatively loud that I had an urge to spring forward and slap my hand across his mouth. Instead, I clamped my own mouth shut, hoping that keeping quiet would discourage him from talking altogether.

      The house wasn’t completely dark, but it was pretty damn shadowy, and I couldn’t see much other than vague furniture shapes. I could hear more than that, though, especially since we were in the kitchen. The fridge hummed and sighed; it was probably as old as Grandpa’s. I could just make out a few magnets on its dirty white surface, but anything important those magnets might have held up was long gone. Buddy’s nails clicked on the vinyl floor as he sniffed his way around the room. Our feet caused that floor to give up a few plastic-sounding creaks. I tried to step a little more quietly as I followed Viktor and Click farther into the house.

      The stairs were where I remembered, and Viktor was heading straight for them. I shook my head and came to a stop.

      “No.”

      His shadow stopped and seemed to turn in my direction. “No?”

      “I’m not going up there.”

      “You think they keep the good stuff in the kitchen?”

      “They’re stupid.”

      “Yeah . . . I don’t think they’re that stupid, Léa.” He reached out and grabbed the finial on the railing, then paused. “You want to wait down here?”

      “No, I don’t want to wait down here and be a sitting duck.”

      “Then come with us.”

      “I don’t want to have to jump off a roof again, either.”

      “Technically, you didn’t jump off a roof. You jumped from one roof to another.”

      I didn’t say anything.

      “I feel like you’re giving me a dirty look. Are you giving me a dirty look?”

      “Shut up.”

      He chuckled and started up the stairs. Click began to follow. “No. Stay down here with Léa and keep watch. I’ll make it quick.”

      I sighed, but I didn’t argue. Neither did Click . . . although, arguing didn’t seem to be something he ever did. He was probably the most agreeable guy I knew. Too bad he had such a smelly sidekick.

      Two smelly sidekicks, if we were being completely accurate.

      Buddy didn’t seem to get the memo to stay put; he jumped up the stairs after Viktor. I let him go. He knew his way around the house, after all.

      The light coming in through the windows seemed to be brightening the house a bit. Not enough that I could make out Click’s features, but enough that I didn’t feel quite so claustrophobic. I could see where things were, and I could see the path back to our exit. The door was still open in the kitchen, letting in the sound of intermittent birdsong. It seemed like a nice, relaxing morning.

      It was too bad I couldn’t enjoy it.

      “He better find something,” I said, half to myself and half to Click. “I’m tired of eating pine needles.”

      “Pine needles are perfectly edible,” Viktor’s voice said, drifting down the stairwell.

      “So you say. Did you find anything?”

      “Not yet. I’m going to check the attic.”

      “Hurry up.”

      “Nah . . . I think I’ll take my time. Hangry Léa is super fun to hang around with.”

      My cheeks rushed with annoyed heat, and before I realized what I was doing, I was already stalking back to the kitchen. Now that my eyes had adjusted, I could make out more of the room, including the fact that it was a mess. There was a table, but the chairs that must’ve once been there were missing. Empty boxes littered the floor. At least, I assumed they were empty; I didn’t know why anyone would store full boxes of food haphazardly on the floor like that. Storming to the fridge, I grabbed the handle and wrenched it open. Unsurprisingly, it was empty.

      “Fuck,” I muttered, tossing the door closed again. I opened up the separate door for the freezer, just in case, but the smaller compartment was clogged with ice. It looked like there might’ve been something in there, but it would probably require a chisel (or a sledgehammer) to get it out.

      A sudden rumble caught my attention, and I froze, listening. The sky had been clear, so it wasn’t thunder. The sound might’ve been a low-flying plane . . . but it was a lot more rhythmic than that. I backed away from the fridge and peered toward the stairs, just as the sound registered.

      “Fart!” Viktor shouted, thundering down the last of the steps and flailing over the bottom few. He landed in a sprawling crouch, ducking as a splash of pink energy splattered on the wall beside him. He was on his feet a second later, barrelling toward me, pushing Click ahead of him.

      “Bah-dee!” Click shouted. I shook my head and stumbled back toward the open door. The rumble was still going, coalescing into the sound of multiple heavy footsteps on the stairs.

      “What happened?” I shouted. There was no point in being quiet now. Click was pushing against Viktor, probably trying to see where his dog was. But when a white streak oozed past their legs, past me, and out the door, he turned and ran. Viktor grabbed my hand and yanked me so hard that I almost lost my footing.

      “Fuckers!” someone shouted, just as we exploded through the door and out into the morning. They didn’t sound far behind us, and I wasn’t about to look over my shoulder and check. Viktor leaped off the porch, bypassing the four steps altogether, and landed in a cat-like crouch. I wasn’t quite so graceful. Even though my hand was still solidly grasped in another, I ended up doing a faceplant on the overgrown weed patch that passed for a lawn. I didn’t even feel pain, despite hitting pretty hard. Viktor yanked me to my feet, and we sprinted around the side of the house.

      Click and Buddy were already halfway down the block. Viktor was a step ahead of me, still tugging on my hand. I tried to pull out of his grasp, but he gripped my hand tighter.

      “Let go!”

      “Like heck,” he said, glancing behind him. A pinging sound ricocheted through the morning, and he let out a grunt.

      “What was that?” I asked, but my question was interrupted by another ping and a sharp yip from Buddy. The dog skittered to the side, still running. It took a moment for me to realize what was going on. “They’re shooting at us?”

      Viktor didn’t respond to my question of disbelief. He just quickened his stride, leaving me to try to keep up and not fall flat on my face.
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      Joshua’s goons might’ve had guns, but they were also lazy. They didn’t even bother to chase us down the street, opting instead to stand on the sidewalk and shoot their silly little pellets at us. By the time we were a block away, we were already out of range, so we slowed to a walk. I wrenched my hand out of Viktor’s and looked up at him with a scowl as I massaged my shoulder.

      “Were you trying to dislocate my—” My words died in my mouth as I noticed the mark on his cheekbone. “Shit.”

      “What?” He probed at the pink spot with his fingers. “Did it break the skin?”

      “No.” I shuddered anyway. “Next time, don’t turn your good eye toward people who are shooting at you.”

      Dropping his hand, he gave me a bemused look. “Then how am I supposed to see if they’re shooting at me?”

      I quickly turned away. I didn’t even want to think about what might have happened if that kid’s aim had been a little better—or worse.

      “Hey, Click!” Viktor called. “Stop for a sec. I think Buddy might’ve gotten hit.”

      Click, who was half a block ahead of us, stopped and looked back. Buddy stopped, too, and looked up at his BFF, his scruffy tail giving an uncertain little wag. We caught up a few seconds later, and Viktor crouched down. Buddy immediately scampered out of the way.

      “Grab him,” Viktor said, waving his hand at the dog. Click reached down and swept him off the ground into his arms. Buddy immediately squirmed and tried to lick his face.

      “I think he’s fine,” I said. Viktor nodded as he stood up.

      “Probably. Those pellets sting, though.” He reached out and ran his fingers through the fur on Buddy’s hindquarters. The dog didn’t seem bothered by that at all, so Viktor finished up with a scratch under the chin.

      “Now what?” I asked, because nobody else seemed to be bothered by the very pressing issue at hand. Viktor turned to me with a frown.

      “Now what . . . what?”

      “We didn’t make it to the cache we were supposed to hit.”

      “So we’ll do it now. No big deal.”

      I looked down at the hand that had been clutching the scrap of paper. It was empty. “Great. Do you remember the address?”

      “That was your job.”

      “Oh, my god. Shut up!”

      He looked at me for a moment, mouth twitching.

      “Do you want me to punch you?”

      “Whoa.” He held up his hands. “No need to get violent here.”

      “All we managed to do this morning was get shot at.”

      “Technically, Buddy and I did get shot.”

      My fists clenched. Click took a step closer, as if he were about to step in between us.

      “Vee-kah.”

      “Okay. Fine. I’m sorry.” He sighed and reached up to smooth back some hairs that had escaped his ponytail. “I’m hungry, too.”

      “Exactly. We’re all hungry. This was our last shot with Ryver. In case you haven’t noticed, she doesn’t like us much.”

      “She likes me.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. Everybody likes me.”

      “Unbelievable.”

      He shook his head with a smile. “I know, right? What are the chances someone would be so great that everybody likes them?”

      I looked back along the sidewalk. The kids with the guns were gone. They were probably back inside the cache house. Probably eating. The fact that the place was guarded meant that there most likely was something to steal. And we’d had to walk away from it.

      “Damn it,” I mumbled.

      “I bet I can cheer you up,” Viktor said. My gaze snapped back to him. He raised his eyebrows. “Think I can?”

      “I doubt it. Not unless you’ve got a steak stuffed in your pants.”

      “A steak? No. Well, I wouldn’t call it that, but . . .”

      “Fuck.”

      He laughed and reached back into his jeans pocket. The object he pulled out glinted in the sunlight. My heart sank.

      “A watch?”

      “An expensive watch,” he clarified, angling the face to show me the logo on the dial. I shook my head.

      “What good does that do us?”

      “It’s currency,” he said, handing it to me. The metal-link band was warm, probably from being stuffed in a pocket next to his hot butt cheek. “We can trade it.”

      “Who’s going to want a watch? Most people still have their phones. 
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