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			Praise for the InCryptid novels:

			“The only thing more fun than an October Daye book is an InCryptid book. Swift narrative, charm, great world-building . . . all the McGuire trademarks.”

			—Charlaine Harris, #1 New York Times-bestselling author

			“[Half-Off Ragnarok is] slightly over-the-top fun, a genuinely entertaining good time, [and] an urban fantasy that, despite the title, isn’t about the imminent end of the world.”

			—Tor.com

			“Seanan McGuire’s Discount Armageddon is an urban fantasy triple threat—smart and sexy and funny. The Aeslin mice alone are worth the price of the book, so consider a cast of truly original characters, a plot where weird never overwhelms logic, and some serious kickass world-building as a bonus.”

			—Tanya Huff, bestselling author of The Future Falls

			“McGuire’s InCryptid series is an ever-evolving, fast-paced, and wonderfully witty series, but this fifth installment may very well be the most entertaining yet. McGuire has an uncanny talent for voices, and the narrative in this story is snarky, sweet and instantly engrossing. . . . New readers will have very little trouble jumping into this adventure, but there are added benefits for readers who have followed the adventures of the Price family throughout the series.”

			—RT Book Reviews

			“Exciting . . . McGuire creates a sense of wonder and playfulness with her love for mythology and folklore, weaving together numerous manifestations of a single theme. Her enthusiastic and fast-paced style makes this an entertaining page-turner.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			“McGuire has created a rich, tongue-in-cheek, and wholly unique urban fantasy world.”

			—Barnes & Noble SFF Booksellers’ Picks

			“Discount Armageddon is a quick-witted, sharp-edged look at what makes a monster monstrous, and at how closely our urban fantasy protagonists walk—or dance—that line. The pacing never lets up, and when the end comes, you’re left wanting more. I can’t wait for the next book!”

			—C. E. Murphy, author of Raven Calls
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			For Shawn, because he wouldn’t let me get him an axolotl.

			Love and amphibians, you nerd.
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			Impossible, adjective:

			
					Not possible; unable to happen.

			

			Improbable, adjective:

			
					Not very likely to happen; not probable.

					Probably not a very good idea anyway.

					See also “bad plan.”

			

		

	
		
			Prologue
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			“Every time I think my family has plumbed the depths of stupidity, somebody goes and finds a goddamn shovel.”

			—Jane Harrington-Price

			The upstairs bedroom of a small survivalist compound about an hour’s drive east of Portland, Oregon

			Three months ago

			ANTIMONY SAT CROSS-LEGGED in the middle of the room, one hand pressed hard against her thigh and the other held open in front of her, palm up and fingers spread. She stared at the air above her hand like it had personally done her wrong and needed to be punished for its sins.

			“Just breathe,” said the room’s other occupant. Mary Dunlavy—family babysitter and family ghost, even though she hadn’t been a part of the family until long after she died—sat with her knees drawn to her chest, watching Antimony concentrate. “We both know you can do this. You’ve done it over and over again without meaning to. You just need to find the focus that turns it voluntary.”

			“Because look how well ‘involuntary’ worked for Carrie,” said Antimony, still glaring at the air.

			Mary raised her eyebrows, looking bemused.

			Antimony swallowed a sigh. Getting exasperated with the one person even semi-equipped to help her was a bad plan. Sure, it was a plan she was familiar with and really good at executing, but . . . still a bad plan. “Fictional character,” she said. “Stephen King book. She moved things with her mind. Burned down half the town where she lived before dying horribly.”

			“Huh,” said Mary. “I’ll have to check it out.”

			She wouldn’t. Mary knew it, and Antimony knew it, and so neither of them needed to say anything about it. Mary existed in a ghost story—they couldn’t call it living, not when she’d been dead so much longer than she’d ever been alive—and she didn’t need horror novels if she wanted to be spooked by the things that went “bump” in the night. They were all around her, even when she was alone, because she was one of them.

			Mary was also the only person who was both reliably available and had actually known Grandpa Thomas before he disappeared. (Grandma Alice, who probably knew him better than anyone else in the world, wasn’t around enough, and Antimony wasn’t sure asking a woman who thought bear traps were appropriate gifts for children to help her get her powers under control would be a good plan.) Mary had seen Grandpa Thomas do magic. Real, practical magic, the sort that ran in families and meant that sometimes having a nightmare meant waking up because the sheets were on fire.

			Antimony was tired of taking the batteries out of her smoke detector and telling her parents she’d burned her hand on the hotplate during roller derby practice. She wanted this under control, and she wanted it under her own terms. She knew she wasn’t supposed to ask Mary for favors, but she was allowed to ask about family history, and Grandpa was family history. Grandpa was a loophole. Hence the closed door and a moment of privacy stolen while the rest of her family was downstairs watching her older sister Verity dance on live television. Because that was a good idea.

			“Focus,” said Mary. “If you can do it while you’re asleep, you can do it while you’re awake.”

			“I can fly when I’m asleep,” muttered Antimony. She narrowed her eyes, still staring at the air above her hand. It was all molecules. Little air molecules, moving faster and faster, until—

			There was a spark, like someone had tried to strike a lighter and failed. It flared and was gone in an instant, leaving the smell of heat hanging in the air. Antimony yelped and dropped her hand. Mary smiled.

			“I remember when your grandfather showed me that trick,” she said. “He was so proud of himself. ‘Look at this thing I can do,’ he said, to the girl who can walk through walls and won’t ever age. But it was just the tip of the iceberg. Magic is so much more.”

			“Holy crap,” said Antimony.

			Someone flung the bedroom door open so hard that it slammed against the opposite wall. Antimony and Mary whipped around. Kevin Price—normally the calmest and most level-headed member of the family—was standing in the doorway, wild-eyed behind his wire-framed glasses and panting slightly, with either exertion or distress.

			“Annie, we need you,” he said.

			Antimony pushed herself off the floor as she said, “You’re supposed to knock before you barge into my room.” The words sounded like whining even to her own ears.

			Kevin shook his head. “It’s an emergency,” he said, before turning and running back down the hall. The sound of feet pounding on the stairs followed. Mary and Antimony exchanged a look. Mary disappeared, presumably reappearing in the living room. Antimony bolted for the door.

			The word “emergency” wasn’t used casually in the Price home. It could mean a lot of things. It could mean a death, or a kidnapping, or a Covenant purge starting in one of the cities under their protection. It could mean a cryptid sighting they couldn’t explain away, something that would bring the Covenant down on their heads once and for all. It could mean genuine, inescapable disaster.

			By the time she reached the bottom of the stairs, Antimony was moving so fast that she had to grab the banister to stop herself from slamming into the wall. She used her remaining momentum to whip around and into the living room, where the rest of her family—Mom, Dad, her older brother Alex and his fiancée, Shelby, both visiting from Ohio—were fixated on the television. Mary was in front of the screen, but that wasn’t a problem, since she was half-transparent with shock: Antimony could see through her to the image of her big sister, Verity, missing her wig and covered in blood, launching herself at the giant snake that had broken through the dance floor.

			“Is this going out live?” she asked. Her voice was very loud.

			“Yes,” said her father, and his voice was very soft.

			They watched in mute horror as the battle played out, ending with an explosion and the great snake crumpling to the stage. Verity stood, battered but unbroken, and turned to the camera. She looked exhausted. She looked infuriated. It was a common combination for her. “My name is Verity Price,” she said. “This is my continent. Stay out.” Then she shot the camera. The picture died, replaced by a “technical difficulties” sign.

			The living room was silent for a long moment before Alex breathed, “Holy shit.”

			That about summed it up, really. Antimony looked to her father. “What’s going to happen now?” she asked. She hated how young she sounded, like a little girl asking her parents to make everything better—but in that moment that was how she felt.

			“I don’t know,” said Kevin. “I really don’t.”

			“Everything is about to change,” said Evelyn, and she put her face in her hands and cried.
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			“It’s better to act than it is to react. Acting gets you in trouble. Reacting all too frequently gets you dead.”

			—Alice Healy

			A deserted house on the outskirts of Salem, Oregon

			Now

			DON’T GET ME WRONG. Poltergeists have a place in a healthy spectral ecosystem. They wouldn’t exist if they didn’t. Everything evolves for a reason, even the different sorts of ghost people become after they die. Nothing in this or any other dimension is inherently evil.

			And none of that was really a comfort with the ghost of an eleven-year-old boy doing his level best to drop an entire house on my head.

			“Tyler! I’m here to help you!” I shouted, ducking around the nearest corner. A waterlogged dresser flew past overhead, shattering when it hit an exposed support beam. Either it had been full of beetles—eww—or Tyler was somehow creating them. When the dresser gave way, the bugs came flowing out, so plentiful that it seemed impossible they could have fit inside there. I squeaked and plastered myself against the wall, trying not to hyperventilate. I don’t have a specific problem with bugs, but there’s a big difference between seeing a single beetle and having a wave of them flowing toward your feet.

			Mary sighed, stepping in front of me and drawing an arc across the floor with her toe. The beetles parted as they ran up against it, running in either direction, never crossing the line. After they had gone about three feet, they popped, becoming clouds of green mist that rose into the air and dissipated.

			“Okay, this is officially the grossest ghostbusting job I have ever been on,” I said, as calmly as I could. It wasn’t all that calm. “Where the hell is Artie?”

			“I can check, but it means leaving you alone with Tyler,” cautioned Mary. A splintering sound from the other side of the wall confirmed that Tyler’s tantrum was still in full force. “Are you sure you’re down for that?”

			“If it means finding out where my so-called backup is, yes,” I said.

			Mary vanished. A microwave flew through the doorway and slammed into the wall next to the dresser. Unlike the dresser, it didn’t burst into spectral cockroaches or break into a pile of splinters. Also, it could have crushed my skull, which I am fond of leaving uncrushed. I swallowed a yelp and moved farther down the hall, trying to keep my exits in view. With the way this had been going so far, I was going to need to run again before much longer.

			The trouble with going up against ghosts is that most of them aren’t bad, just confused. They don’t get why I’m alive and they’re not. Sometimes that’s a fair question, like with Tyler, who died when he was eleven. He’d been riding his bike, following all the rules of the road—even wearing a helmet—when a drunk driver blasted around a corner and slammed into him, not giving him a chance to swerve. If there was any mercy in the situation, it was that Tyler had died instantly.

			But maybe that wasn’t actually merciful. Because he’d died instantly, he hadn’t had any time to process what was happening. One moment he was there. The next moment he was gone. The moment after that, he was back, spectral, confused, and coming home to haunt his family. They’d only lasted six months before they moved away; who could live in a house that shook and groaned and sometimes cried in the voice of your dead son in the middle of the night?

			That all happened four years ago. Tyler had been alone ever since, growing stronger, angrier, and more confused. It was a terrible situation for a kid to be in, alive or dead.

			I would have had a lot more sympathy if he hadn’t insisted on throwing things at my head, but hey. Nobody’s perfect.

			“Tyler, dammit, could you calm down?” I stayed pressed against the wall, hoping that by shouting at the kid without giving him an immediate target, I could get him to chill out—or at least to stop throwing things. “We’re not here to hurt you!”

			The air in front of me shimmered, and a spectral preteen boy appeared. He looked more like a ghost than either of our family phantoms: Rose and Mary both tended to manifest as fairly normal-looking teenage girls. Sure, Mary had white hair and terrifying babysitter eyes that could make me confess to damn near anything, but fashion hair dyes and cosplay contacts exist. You know what doesn’t exist? Makeup that can make a living person transparent and faintly blue, that’s what. Tyler looked like a really good CGI effect, the sort of thing I had exactly zero interest in getting up close and personal with.

			“Liar,” he hissed. “Exorcist. Liar.”

			“If I were an exorcist, would I have a ghost with me?” It seemed like a reasonable question.

			Apparently not. Tyler scowled. “You’re trying to trick me,” he accused. Behind him—well, technically, through him—I saw the busted remains of the dresser start to pull themselves together. He was getting ready for another volley.

			Swell. That was just what I needed. “I am not trying to trick you, Tyler,” I said firmly. “If I were trying to trick you, I’d have brought . . . shit, I don’t even know. I have no idea how to trick a kid your age. I don’t even like kids. I never have.”

			He blinked. I had apparently gone far enough off-script to confuse him. “You were a kid once.”

			“And when I was a kid, I was not my own biggest fan,” I said. “Kids are sticky by default, and annoying almost all the damn time. I am not the person you choose to trick a kid. Look, I’m running out of novel ways to say this, but I’m here because I want to help you. That starts with you helping me. You help me by not throwing that damn dresser at my head again. I am mortal, I am breakable, I do not want to be broken.”

			Tyler scowled. “If you want to help me, where are my parents?”

			“They’re gone. You died and they moved away, because they couldn’t handle the pain of living here and knowing you weren’t ever going to grow up, or come back, or be their little boy again.” They’d also moved away because he’d scared the pants off them when he started haunting the place, but saying that seemed a little impolitic. Tyler had just been doing what his new instincts told him to do. It wasn’t his fault that those instincts sort of sucked.

			“You’re lying!” he howled, face distorting until it was less that of a preteen boy and more that of an unspeakable nightmare. I prepared to brace for impact.

			Artie burst in through the front door and thrust a rectangular object at Tyler.

			“Hey,” he said, panting slightly. “You wanna play RoboRally?”

			The nightmare bled back out of Tyler’s face, replaced by an expression of deep, profound confusion. I could sort of understand where he was coming from. This wasn’t exactly normal procedure.

			I put a hand over my face and groaned. “I asked for backup, not a comedy routine, Artie.”

			“This is backup,” he said, sounding stung. “I was an eleven-year-old boy and you weren’t, and I’m telling you, this is backup. C’mon, Tyler. When’s the last time you sat down and played a game?”

			My cousin is an enormous nerd—and when I’m the one saying that, it means something. After all, I’m the girl who shares her room with a floor-to-ceiling bookshelf full of X-Men trades, and who once stayed up for three days straight to organize an attack plan for the Comic-Con hotel lottery. Somehow, despite all that, Artie out-nerds me.

			But he’s got good instincts. I lowered my hand. Tyler was looking thoughtfully at the box in Artie’s hands.

			“Is this a trick?” he asked. “When you open the lid, will it be a Ouija board or something?”

			Artie looked hurt. “I don’t screw around with the spirit world,” he said. “Aunt Mary would hit me in the head.”

			“Damn right,” said Mary, appearing next to him. “And you shouldn’t believe all the press about Ouija boards. They can’t be used in an exorcism. Trivial Pursuit can, but that’s another story. Come on, kid. What can it hurt?”

			Tyler looked at Mary, frowning. Finally, he heaved a heavy sigh and said, “I guess. But I get firsts.”

			“No problem,” I said.

			[image: ]

			The four of us sat on the floor around the board, which Artie had laid out with the utmost care, as fussy as if he were getting set up in a clean, well-lit game store, and not in a decrepit house that would probably be condemned as soon as it stopped being haunted. (Most construction firms are sensibly hands-off about really haunted houses, even if they don’t like to admit that ghosts are real. There’s making a profit and then there’s getting possessed. Only one of them is good for business.) I was going to need a six-hour shower when we got out of here, after all the things I’d touched without meaning to.

			On the plus side, the game seemed to be helping. Tyler was still blue and faintly transparent, but at least he looked like a kid again, and not the sort of thing that had been designed to give me nightmares for the rest of my life.

			Our little robots were making good progress through their robotic death factory, even if Tyler never touched the cards or pieces. He just looked at them and they moved. There was a good chance he was cheating, since he could presumably control which card he pulled from the deck, but it didn’t seem worth pointing out, especially since we were supposed to be calming him down, not getting into a weird family game night fight. Besides, it wasn’t like he was hurting anyone.

			Unlike Tyler, Mary used her hands when it was her turn to move, pulling her cards with relish, leaning across anyone who got in her way in order to reach her avatar. Like Tyler, she had allowed herself to grow less and less solid, until she’d become transparent enough for me to see right through her. It seemed to be helping him calm down. He kept stealing little glances in her direction, like he couldn’t believe another ghost would take this sort of interest in him. Or that anyone would take this sort of interest in him. Like most poltergeists, he’d been confined to the house he was haunting since his death. And he was lonely.

			The more relaxed Tyler got, the more he talked, going on and on about shows he liked to watch and movies he was looking forward to seeing. He didn’t seem to realize that it was all four years out of date. Most of his shows had been canceled; most of those movies had not only been released, they had come out on DVD and been consigned to the bargain shelf. He was a boy without a country in more ways than one.

			Artie caught my eye and grimaced. I wrinkled my nose in apology. Artie and his sister Elsie are only half-human. Their father, my Uncle Ted, is an incubus. Artie inherited his father’s empathic abilities, which would be a neat superpower to have if we lived in a world where wearing spandex out of the house was not only socially acceptable but magically automatically flattering. Instead, poor Artie gets to pick up the emotional state of every living person around him, whether he wants to or not. Since Mary and Tyler weren’t alive, they weren’t putting off emotions he could read. But I was. And I was feeling so much pity for Tyler that it must have been like swimming through treacle.

			“Sorry,” I mouthed.

			“’S okay,” he mouthed back.

			“What are you whispering about?” asked Tyler suspiciously.

			We hadn’t been whispering—we hadn’t been making a sound—but it was a good opening. “Whose turn it is to do the dishes. It’s Artie’s. He always tries to get out of it.”

			“So do you,” said Artie.

			I stuck my tongue out at him. Tyler giggled.

			He was starting to sound like a real kid again. “What did you want to be when you grew up, Tyler?” I asked, trying to make my tone light.

			He glanced at me through the translucent fringe of his hair. “A football player. Or maybe a fireman. I was trying to make up my mind when I got hit.” His lips drew downward. “I guess it doesn’t matter now.”

			“Maybe, maybe not,” said Mary. “I know some ghost kids who still like to play football. Best part? You can’t get hurt when you’re dead. So they can just tackle and shove and do whatever they want, forever. And it’s never time to go in for dinner, and there’s never homework to make them stop playing.”

			“Yeah?” asked Tyler. “What if I wanted to be a fireman?”

			“You’re a poltergeist, right?” asked Artie. “I mean, if you figured out how to control what you can do, and you decided what you really wanted to do with your time was fight fires, I bet you could. You could get the water and the foam deeper into the building, you could move smoke away from kids who are trapped . . .”

			“You wouldn’t be the first,” said Mary. “There are lots of constructive ways to haunt.”

			“Yeah?” asked Tyler again. He seemed more solid, and almost hopeful. Then he flickered, becoming a cellophane boy. “What about my parents?”

			“Not everyone becomes a ghost,” said Mary. “Mostly only people who feel like they’re leaving something behind. Because you died so young, they’re likely to hurry on to whatever comes after this world, looking for you. I’m sorry. You probably won’t see them until you decide to move past haunting. But maybe you will. Sticking around to see can’t hurt anything, and it might make you feel less like you got cheated out of everything you should have had.”

			“But I did get cheated,” said Tyler. That horror movie mask was starting to ooze around the edges of his face again, darkening the whole room. “That man shouldn’t have been driving. I was being good. I was following the rules. I just wanted to go home.”

			The game board began to shake. Artie looked alarmed. Right. If there’s one thing I’ve learned from being the youngest of three, it’s how to throw a good tantrum—and how to defuse one.

			“You got screwed,” I said amiably. Tyler’s face stopped shifting toward the horrific and snapped back into little boy innocence as he turned to gape at me. I shrugged. “It’s true. You got screwed over. That asshole stole every year you should have had. Your high school, dating, college, kids if that’s what you wanted, everything, he took it, because he couldn’t take a taxi home after slamming back a few beers. God, that sucks. I’d be mad, too. I don’t know if I’d be ‘haunt the house I lived in, throwing the furniture at people’ mad, but who knows? It didn’t happen to me. Even if you brought the roof down on my head right now—”

			“Uh, maybe don’t give him ideas?” said Artie, with a nervous glance at the ceiling.

			“—I would still have lived longer and done more than you ever got to, and I am sorry, and that is fucked up, but throwing shit at us is not going to make it better, and it’s not going to make you alive again.” I gestured to Mary. “She wants to take you someplace where you can meet other kids who got screwed like you did. You can make friends. You can do stuff. And, yeah, you can wait to see if your parents come to join you. You’re a ghost. You’ve got time. Maybe this isn’t what you would have chosen, but it’s what you’ve got, so make the best of it.”

			Tyler gaped at me for several seconds before he turned to Mary and asked, “You can really take me someplace better?”

			She nodded. “I can. It’s why I’m here.”

			“And I can wait to see if my parents come?”

			“You can. I can’t promise they will, but Annie’s right: you can at least have a good time while you’re waiting. You’ve been alone for too long. You don’t have to be alone anymore.”

			Tyler bit his lip and nodded. I realized he was trying not to cry, screwing his eyes tight the way my brother always used to when he was upset but didn’t want to show it.

			“Hey.” I leaned over, putting my hand on the air where his shoulder seemed to be. It was a little chilly there, but there was nothing for me to rest against. Ghosts are not always concrete companions. “It’s okay to cry. Like I said, you got screwed.”

			Tyler sniffled, tears starting to roll down his cheeks, and turned to offer Mary his hand. “Can you take me?” he asked.

			“I can,” said Mary, and took his hand, and they were both gone. There was no flash or displacement of air: one moment they were there; the next they weren’t.

			I looked at Artie. Artie looked at me.

			“Wasn’t she our ride home?” asked Artie.

			“Yeah,” I said, and leaned forward, starting to reset the board. “Guess we’re going to play another round.”

			“I want to be the yellow one.”
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			Mary came back just before dawn. As usual, she didn’t want to talk about where she’d been. Despite being with my family for three generations, she’s managed to do a remarkable job of not spilling secret ghost business. My Aunt Rose isn’t as good at keeping her mouth shut, but she’s a different sort of ghost, so maybe she doesn’t have secrets that are quite as important.

			(Aunt Rose is a hitchhiker, the ghost of someone who died on the road and is still trying, in her own idiosyncratic fashion, to find her way home. She’s harmless, as the dead go. Aunt Mary, on the other hand, is a crossroads ghost. She serves something greater than most of the dead, and none of her gifts comes without a price. We can love her. We can offer her a place at the table and a profile on the family Netflix account. We can be her family forever. But we can’t ask her for favors, because that’s when the crossroads come into play. If we ask, if her little internal counter deems the request to be big and important enough, she might have to call her bosses. No Price has gone down to the crossroads since Grandpa Thomas, and we’re all pretty determined to keep the streak going.)

			“You two ready?” Mary asked, prodding me with the toe of her foot. I opened my eyes and smiled sleepily up at her. I had fallen asleep with my head on Artie’s leg; he was using the RoboRally box as a pillow, which was as adorable as it was impractical. Sometimes family is awesome.

			“Do you feel like making a stop for donuts?” I asked.

			She laughed.

			This is my life.

			I wouldn’t trade it for the world.
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			“It’s important to have things you care about outside of the family. Insularity is always a risk, and it’s the first step toward total isolation. Be an island, but build bridges, not walls.”

			—Evelyn Baker

			A nondescript warehouse in Northeast Portland, Oregon, three days later

			THE SLASHER CHICKS CIRCLED the track like sharks, and, like sharks, we were constantly in motion. To stop moving was to die, or at least to learn the hard way what it feels like when you get hip-checked to the floor by one of your own teammates. We were all wearing our practice uniforms, “bloodstained” tank tops and green running shorts with “CAMP SLASH-A-LOT” blazoned across the butt. It made for a fascinating dash of uniformity in a group that was otherwise intentionally un-uniform. Derby girls are not cast from a single mold, unless tattoos and hair dye are somehow genetic. (For some species of cryptid, they are.)

			The other three teams in my home roller derby league—the Concussion Stand, the Block Busters, and the Stunt Troubles—lounged on the bleachers or stretched the kinks out of their legs as they waited for their metaphorical turn at bat. I didn’t spare them much thought. This was a practice run, but even during a practice run, paying attention to the track is key: take your eyes off the prize and you’re eating floor. It didn’t help that the other jammer currently skating was my team captain, the lovely and sarcastic Elmira Street, who knows exactly what I’m capable of when I apply myself.

			Of the two of us, I’m more nimble, more innovative, and better at turning momentum into crowd-pleasing tricks—an artifact of my high school cheerleading days. Elmira has an edge on me when it comes to raw speed; the only person on the team who can reliably beat her in a race is Fern, better known as “Meggie Itwasthewind,” and Fern doesn’t jam. She’s a blocker and she’s content to stay that way, despite Elmira’s repeated attempts to get her to change positions.

			(Fern is fast and Fern is good and Fern is never going to be a jammer, because a large percentage of Fern’s speed comes from the fact that she’s not human. She’s a Sylph, a humanoid cryptid capable of modifying her own body density, which makes her ultra-fast when she’s ultra-light, and an incredible blocker when she’s ultra-heavy, since people slam into this skinny little slip of a girl, expecting to knock her out of the way, only to discover that they’ve actually run into an immovable object. It’s comedy gold every time. But if someone hit her like that when she was moving at full speed, she’d literally go flying, and that’s the sort of thing we want to avoid if possible.)

			“Look alive, Thompson!” shouted Elmira as she lapped me. I wrinkled my nose at her and kept moving. I couldn’t shout back, thanks to my mouth guard: it was one of the heavy-duty ones, intended to keep me from racking up the kind of dental bills that would make my parents weep. Elmira’s mouth guard was equally impressive, when she bothered to use it; as our captain, she has a tendency to take it out during practice, and trust the rest of us not to bounce her head off the track more than strictly necessary.

			It’s nice that she has that sort of faith in us. Misplaced and a little stupid, but nice.

			Before I became a derby girl, I spent four years as a cheerleader at Lewis and Clark High School. People make a lot of assumptions about cheerleaders, like that we’re all plastic airheads who just want to jump high and look pretty. But it’s sort of like the whole Ginger Rogers thing, where she did everything Fred Astaire did, only backward and in high heels. A good competitive cheerleader does everything a gymnast does while wearing a pleated skirt and never letting themselves stop smiling. Cheerleading is the leading—no pun intended—cause of injuries among high school and collegiate athletes, and the fact that no one takes it seriously is part of why people keep getting hurt. When you say cheerleading deserves the safety standards and funding of football, you’re likely to be laughed right off the team.

			But cheerleaders have their tricks. I crouched to lower my center of gravity as I approached the inside curve of the track. My team has skated with me long enough to know my go-to moves, and a few blockers tried to get into position to stop me, but they were too slow. I sped up, tensing for what I was about to do.

			In flat track roller derby, when a skater touches space outside the lines defining the track itself—whether they skate into the center or get hip-checked into the bleachers—they’re considered “out of bounds,” which is a penalty and annoying and disruptive and can mean losing valuable time. But that’s only if you touch the ground. An apex jump carries a skater over a portion of the inside of the track. As long as no wheels touch the forbidden ground, it’s still clean and there’s no penalty. I jumped, and suddenly I was ahead of the pack, leaving all eight of my own team’s blockers behind me and skating for the fences.

			“Cheater!” shouted Elmira amiably.

			I held my hands out behind me like a little kid playing bird, and showed her my middle fingers, just in case she missed the point. Her laughter was better than Red Bull when it came to giving me wings, and I skated onward, for freedom, for glory, and for bragging rights. Sometimes those are the only things that matter.
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			Every roller derby league has a theme of some kind, even if it’s just “we robbed a Hot Topic and this is what we came up with.” The league I belong to, the Silver Screams, has a cinema theme. Consequently, there’s usually a movie playing during practice, for the teams that have finished their time on the track to enjoy and snark at. It’s a nice social thing. It would be an awesome social thing if there were, say, showers anywhere in the building. Since there aren’t, the enjoyment of the movie must be measured against the agony of sitting that close to a bunch of sweat-drenched derby girls.

			Today’s film was Night of the Creeps. A classic, but one I’d seen before. I settled for sitting at a safe distance and unpacking my lunch. We’d be doing league speed trials after the Concussion Stand and Block Busters finished their track passes, and I needed to keep my strength up. Also, I had cookies.

			“Hi, Annie,” said a sweet, wispy voice as soon as I had my mouth full.

			I grunted a greeting, turning to offer Fern a nod. I didn’t chew any faster. Fern’s my friend, but my mom’s cookies are amazing.

			Like the rest of us, she was still in her practice gear: there was no point in changing when she’d have to put her nasty, sweaty shorts back on in an hour. She’d removed her helmet and mouth guard, at least, revealing a face just as angelic as her voice.

			“You skated real good today,” she said, glancing around. Apparently satisfied that we were alone, she lowered her voice, and asked, “Has there been any movement from the you-know-who?”

			I swallowed. “No, Fern,” I said. “Just like there wasn’t any movement last week, or the week before. I promised I’d call you as soon as something changed, and I will. Right now, nothing’s changing. Thank God.”

			She crinkled her nose in a way that would have been adorable, if not for the obvious concern in her eyes. “Is that good? Maybe it’s taking so long because they’re going to do something really big and awful and we’re all going to die.”

			“Don’t get yourself too worked up, please.” I put down my second cookie and leaned over to touch her elbow. For me, that was a big deal. I am not the most physically demonstrative person in the world. “You know Elmira will notice, and then we’ll have to explain why you’re upset, and I’m getting tired of lying to her.”

			Elmira knows not all the girls in the league are strictly human. She calls them “skaters with diffabilities,” and tries not to ask too many questions. Amusingly, I’m pretty sure she thinks I’m one of them, since I’m right in the middle of things every time something goes wrong. She’s sort of right. Most people can’t light a match by thinking about it really hard. She’s also sort of wrong, because I’m not a cryptid. I’m a cryptozoologist.

			Just like my stupid sister, Verity, who had the incredible bad judgment to go on national TV—live national TV—and declare war on the Covenant of St. George, aka, “that global organization of zealous monster hunters.” When we were younger, she liked to say that cheerleading would rot my brain. Guess she was projecting. The most cheer ever caused me to do was spend a lot of money on spirit ribbons. She, on the other hand, took up ballroom dance, and it caused her to fight a snake god on the air. Yeah. I’m definitely the one with the brain rot.

			Fern kept looking at me anxiously. “I’m scared, Annie,” she said. “What if they come here? What if they come here and hurt me?”

			“That isn’t going to happen, okay?” I offered her my hands. After a moment’s hesitation, she took them. Her fingers were squishy; she was so nervous she was dialing back her density. I squeezed, and they firmed up as she remembered what the human norm felt like. “I am not going to let that happen. You’re my friend. Everyone here is my friend.”

			“Even Carlotta?”

			“Maybe not Carlotta.” Carlotta is the captain of the Concussion Stand. She’s also my cousin Elsie’s ex-girlfriend, and a definite security risk. She’s not a member of the Covenant. She is aware of the identity of half the cryptids in the league, and that worried me. If someone came around promising to get rid of the “monsters” . . .

			We’d cross that bridge when we came to it. For the time being, I focused on Fern, trying to look as encouraging as possible.

			“Verity did what she did because she didn’t have a choice,” I said. That was the official family line, and maybe it was true. Once you’ve battled a titanic snake live on television, it’s pretty hard to maintain anything resembling a cover. The fact that she didn’t have to go on TV in the first place seemed to have missed everyone but me. Verity’s selfish. She always has been, she always will be, and she should never have been on that show. Still, I kept smiling. Fern didn’t need to know about my personal problems. “Maybe she scared the Covenant away. I mean, they did see her take down a snake god almost single handedly. So maybe they’re not coming. If they are coming, maybe they’re not going to come here. The show was filmed in Los Angeles. The cryptids down there are very good at hiding. I don’t think you have anything to be worried about.”

			“Thompson!”

			That’s not my name, but I’ve been answering to it for long enough that I turned automatically. Elmira was standing by the track, hands on hips, frowning. I let go of Fern.

			“I think that’s my cue,” I said, keeping my voice as light and unconcerned as I could. “You want the rest of my cookies? Cookies always make you feel better.”

			“Okay,” said Fern, with a quick, almost shy smile.

			I left her sitting on the bleachers and munching her way through the last of my mother’s cookies. Bribery is sometimes the solution to all the world’s problems.

			Elmira lowered her hands when I was close enough to talk to without shouting, and said, “Your cousin’s here.”

			“What, Elsie?” I looked around, but didn’t see her. Technically, I have three cousins, but Artie almost never leaves his house, and Sarah has been in Ohio for the last two years. If she was well enough to travel, someone would have told me. “Where?”

			“Outside,” she said. “She didn’t want to come in, since Carlotta’s here.” Elmira grimaced. “This is why you shouldn’t shit where you eat, or date where you skate. It makes everything awkward.”

			“At least Elsie’s not a skater.”

			“No, but she used to be one of our best volunteers and cheering sections, and now we only see her when she’s coming to pick you up or drop you off. She’s had breakups in the league before. I don’t get why this one is so different. She even went to Cherry’s wedding.”

			“Look, Carlotta’s your friend and Elsie’s my family, so I don’t think there’s any way for us to have this conversation without someone coming off as a biased asshole,” I said. “Did you tell her practice wasn’t over?”

			“I did,” said Elmira. “She said to tell you it’s not an emergency, but there’s a family meeting about your grandfather, and your parents want you there. You’re free to go as far as I’m concerned; it’s sort of refreshing to hear that the two of you aren’t the Boxcar Children or something.”

			“Points for the retro reference,” I said, mouth running on autopilot as my brain raced to process this information. The league knows Elsie is my cousin mostly because she’s the one who convinced me to go out for the team: by the time I’d realized I might want a better cover story, it was already too late. That was all they knew about my family, and since Elsie and I don’t look a damn thing alike, it was possible they thought one or both of us had been adopted, which was fine by me. Keeping people from figuring out more about my family than they need to know is part of my job. “It’s really okay if I leave early?”

			“It’s fine,” said Elmira. She smirked a little. “But I’m going to need you to help me work on my apex jumps.”

			“It’s a deal,” I said, and skated for the locker room.
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			Here’s the 4-1-1—which is another retro reference that’s probably going to be incomprehensible before too much longer, thank you march of technology. “Here’s the top Google result” might be a better opening. Anyway:

			My name is Antimony Price. My friends call me “Annie,” my siblings call me “Timmy,” the people I do roller derby with call me either “Annie Thompson” or “Final Girl,” and if I had a therapist, they’d probably call me on the brink of a serious identity disorder, given all the names I have to juggle on a daily basis. I’m not James Bond or Black Widow. I didn’t go to spy school. I went to something much worse. I went to the Price Family Academy of Hiding in Plain Sight Because Assholes Want to Kill You.

			As you can probably guess, our graduation ceremonies are a lot of fun.

			See, either two or four generations ago, depending on which branch of the family you start counting from, we were part of an organization of asshole monster hunters called, wait for it, the Covenant of St. George. Yes, the same assholes my sister declared war on while she was live on the air. The Covenant felt, and presumably still feels, that anything they considered “unnatural” should be wiped from the face of the planet, preferably with extreme prejudice. (A lot of their rationale is based on the idea that if something wasn’t on the Ark—as in Noah’s—then it’s evil and bad and doesn’t deserve to exist. Which sort of begs the question of how they got a manifest for that particular voyage.) My great-great-grandparents decided they were done being professional assholes, and walked. Two generations later, my grandmother convinced a Covenant operative named Thomas Price that he was done being a professional asshole, and married him.

			Professional assholes do not take kindly to people walking out on them, especially when those people not only walk out, but use all their training and institutional knowledge to set themselves up as the competition. Where the Covenant kills, we protect. We nurture, we teach, and we try to find the delicate balance between the needs of the human community and the needs of the cryptid community. And because we’re not really excited by the idea of being assassinated for our beliefs, we do it all while keeping ourselves hidden from the world. Hence my having a different name when I’m skating. Hence my sister wearing a wig when she dances, and my brother going to the middle of nowhere and Clark Kent-ing his way through a herpetology degree.

			All of which Verity fucked seven kinds of up when she declared war. (Mom says I shouldn’t blame her, since it’s not like she decided to summon the giant interdimensional snake on live television. I say we still suffer from the Healy family luck we inherited from Grandma Alice. If Verity hadn’t been there, the snake wouldn’t have been there either.) See, up until that moment, we had mostly managed to convince the professional assholes that we were all dead—or, more accurately, that most of us had never been born, on account of Grandma Alice and both her children having been killed when the Covenant came after them in Michigan. It may have been the biggest hoax any member of our family ever successfully pulled, and it was all undone in an instant because Cryptozoologist Barbie just wanted to dance.

			For the last three months, my entire extended family has been on high alert, waiting to see whether or not the Covenant of St. George had access to either basic cable or the Internet, and more importantly, what they were going to do about Verity’s little stunt. Our code for Covenant action getting started?

			“It’s about your grandfather.”

			In other words, we were screwed.
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			Elsie was waiting outside the warehouse, her little Honda snuggled up to the curb like the two of them were planning an elopement. As usual, her windows were down, but no bubblegum pop blasted from the stereo; the car was eerily silent. I approached cautiously.

			“Elsie?”

			“Get in,” she said, not taking her hands off the wheel, not turning her head. Her breakup with Carlotta had been ugly enough to have me and Artie quietly plotting about filling the other woman’s apartment with spiders until Elsie caught on and asked us to leave her ex alone. Since then, Elsie had stayed in the car when she came to pick me up, and never risked catching a glimpse of the woman who broke her heart.

			“Right.” I slung my gym bag into the backseat, where the stink would hopefully be a little less offensive, and slung myself into the front, taking slightly more care about where I landed. I used fumbling with my seatbelt as an opportunity to take a good look at my cousin, trying to get a read on the situation from her.

			Elsinore Harrington—“Elsie”—inherited what most of us think of as the Healy “look.” She’s short, curvy without being aggressively stacked, blonde, and adorable. Drop her in 1940s Hollywood and she’d be running the place inside of the week. She’d probably mourn the limited range of available hair dye shades, but then she’d lead the fashion color revolution a few decades early, and make it possible for the humanoid cryptids with naturally blue-and-green hair to come out in public much sooner. Today, the bottom two inches of her hair were dyed a shockingly bright aquamarine, subtly blending up into a soft blue-green before melding into her natural blonde. She was wearing a Slasher Chicks booster T-shirt and well-worn jeans, and she looked more somber than I’d ever seen her.

			“How bad is it?” I asked.

			“Oh, you know.” She put the car in gear, pulling away from the curb and hitting the button to roll up the windows in the same motion. Once we were moving, and she was reasonably confident we couldn’t be overheard, she said, “Verity called to check in.”

			Verity was in New York, helping to marshal the cryptids who lived there in anticipation of a Covenant attack, and making sure the local Nest of dragons—which included the last known living male of their species—was locked down. I don’t like my sister much, if at all, but I have a lot of respect for the way she does her job. If you want to prepare the cryptids in an urban area for disaster, she’s the girl to call.

			It doesn’t hurt that her husband, Dominic, is ex-Covenant, and knows all the tricks his former fellows might use to invade the city. (Although it does raise the question of whether the Covenant still thinks he’s dead. My cousin Sarah, the telepathic super-wasp, once used her powers to make a Covenant field team think Verity was an imposter Dominic had trained because . . . reasons, and that they were both deceased. Well, now they knew Verity was the real thing, and also alive. Did they know the same about him? Were they going to be looking for him?)

			“And?” I asked tightly.

			“And the Freakshow burned down last night.”

			I clapped a hand over my mouth, fighting the urge to gasp. The Freakshow was a bogeyman-owned burlesque club. Verity worked there for a while during her first stint in New York, and she’d talked a lot about the other employees when she came home. There were more than forty people working there, only a few of them human.

			“No one was killed, although there were injuries,” said Elsie. “Istas—the waheela—smelled gasoline, and the owner was able to evacuate the patrons out the front and the employees through the basement. None of them were seen leaving the club, which will hopefully slow the Covenant when it comes to figuring out who survived.”

			“We’re sure it was the Covenant?”

			“Dominic said the burn pattern and flash marks matched the methods he was trained to use if he ever had to burn out a monster den. Then he apologized about eleven times for using the word ‘monster,’ which would have been adorable, but . . .”

			“But you were trying to find out what was going on,” I said grimly. “So the Covenant’s in New York. Any idea how they got there without someone seeing them coming?”

			“Manhattan isn’t the only port in the country, assuming they even landed in America—flying into Canada might be safer if they’re coming from Europe. Touch down in Toronto, switch identities, and head down to New York. There are so many routes. We were fools to think we could cover them all.”

			Elsie sounded so resigned that I couldn’t say anything. I touched her shoulder lightly, trying to lend her my support. She smiled, sad and wry, and kept driving.

			I settled in my seat, trying not to let my nervousness—or my anger—show. Mom kept saying a confrontation with the Covenant had been unavoidable all along: once they’d started taking interest in North America again, there was no way we’d be able to keep flying below their radar. And that was all well and good, but Verity didn’t need to out herself on video. She didn’t need to remind the Covenant that not only did a family descended from some of their greatest traitors still exist, but was likely to be actively working against them. Because as much as the human part of our family had to lose, the cryptid parts were in even greater danger.

			As far as the Covenant is concerned, none of my cousins are people. They’re monsters, horrific abominations of nature, put on this planet solely to be exterminated by the human race. I’ve read all Grandpa Thomas’ books on the Covenant, and I’ve read Great-Great-Grandpa Alexander’s diaries, and there’s not much leeway where things that look human but technically aren’t human are concerned. They go back and forth on the topic of magic-users, shifting them from “human” to “monster” as needed, but Sarah, who bleeds clear, or Elsie, who can talk almost anyone into almost anything thanks to a dose of persuasive telepathy, would always be the enemy. There’s no room for them in the Covenant’s view of the natural world.

			“They’re not going to come here,” I said.

			“You think they don’t know how to get on a plane?” Her voice was bitter. Unsurprising, but still painful to hear. “We’re fucked. We’re well and truly fucked.”

			“Maybe not.”

			“Why, because you’ve got some genius idea to make everything better?” Elsie shook her head. “This is the real world. Verity screwed up, and now we get to pay for her mistakes.”

			Normally, I would have been happy to start up a healthy session of complaining about my sister. Under the circumstances, silence seemed like a better reply, and we sat quietly as we made the hour-long drive out of the city, into the woods, and through them to the house.

		

	
		
			Three
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			“Sometimes a change of scene means more than just going someplace new. Sometimes it means becoming somebody new at the same time. That’s not necessarily a bad thing. It’s not necessarily a good one, either.”

			—Frances Brown

			A small survivalist compound about an hour’s drive east of Portland, Oregon

			THE DRIVEWAY WAS PACKED when Elsie pulled through the gate and up to the house. Mom and Dad were both home. Aunt Jane’s station wagon was parked at an angle, the bumper dangerously close to Mom’s herb garden. Elsie pulled in between the station wagon and Dad’s truck, killing the engine before letting her head fall forward against the wheel.

			“I don’t want to go in there,” she said mournfully.

			“Your brother’s probably already in there,” I said. “Is it really fair to leave Artie alone to deal with this shit-show?”

			“He stole one of my Barbies when he was like, six, and I’ve been holding it against him ever since,” she said. “I’ll text and tell him all is forgiven if you don’t make me go in there.”

			“Tempting, but no,” I said. “This is a family meeting. You’re part of the family, and that means you’re part of the family even when things are rotten. And it’s really not fair to leave Artie in there by himself, so let’s shortcut the part where I talk you into this and go inside.”

			“I hate you,” said Elsie.

			“I know,” I agreed amiably and got out of the car, pausing to retrieve my gym bag from the backseat. Elsie was being a brat, but that didn’t mean she deserved the sort of punishment that comes from leaving used derby gear in a hot car.

			When my parents moved to Oregon, it was with an eye toward establishing a permanent home for our family—one that wouldn’t have the bad memories associated with our previous family home in Buckley, Michigan. One big enough to support us all, if necessary. They’d started by buying an oversized house originally built by a would-be lumber baron who’d decided he didn’t like living in the middle of a big creepy forest that environmental regulations kept him from cutting down. The house was positioned in the middle of a large patch of already-cleared land, and they’d been able to get the whole thing, if not for a song, then for a cover album of Journey’s greatest hits.

			Their first move had been building a wall around the whole thing. Their second move had been building a large guesthouse in the back, and a smaller gatehouse in the front, and then to really start digging in. By this point, it’s been almost thirty years of constant innovation and improvement, and we could house thirty people for up to a month without anyone getting stabbed. It’ll be a few more generations before we have that many family members, but my parents think ahead.

			Of course, if the Covenant came for us tomorrow, all the thinking ahead in the world wouldn’t save us. Uncle Ted and Artie are noncombatants. Elsie can hold her own in a bar fight, but not much more than that. Dad, Aunt Jane, Mom, and me would be the only ones prepared to fight. We couldn’t stand against Covenant numbers. Calling Alex and Verity home, even with their respective significant others, wouldn’t tip the balance in our favor. About the only thing that could help would be—

			The front door opened. The heavily tattooed, short-haired woman in the doorway beamed at me, her frilled apron entirely at odds with her combat boots, cut-offs, and tattered khaki shirt.

			“Grandma!” Elsie and I broke into a run at the same time, and we both slammed into my maternal grandmother. Alice laughed, putting her arms around us and squeezing us tight.

			There’s something about grandma hugs that puts the world into perspective. Alice held us for a count of ten, long enough that it qualified as a good, solid embrace, but short enough that we weren’t blocking the doorway long enough to get yelled at. Then she let go, stepping back so we could come inside.

			“Hello, my darling girls,” she said, still beaming. “Oh, Annie, haven’t you grown? Elsie, dearest, I love your hair.”

			“I’d have dyed the tips red if I’d known you were coming,” said Elsie, almost shyly.

			Alice beamed. “It looks lovely as it is. Now come on, both of you. We have cookies, cocoa, and battle planning to get to.”

			“Yes, Grandma,” we chorused dutifully, and filed inside. I hung back, trying to get a good look at the tattoos on her arm and shoulder. They change every time I see her, and while some of the same designs show up over and over again, they’re almost never in the same place. I’d been studying Grandpa Thomas’ books as closely as I could, and I was starting to puzzle out the meanings behind some of the tattoos. They’re not just art. They’re pictographic representations of the spells and runes in his notes, inked on flesh and turned into something practical.

			My grandmother being a living spellbook isn’t nearly as weird as the fact that she looks roughly the same age as Elsie. She spends most of her time in parallel dimensions, searching for her husband. She ages—I saw her looking almost as old as Mom once—and then she somehow runs the clock backward, keeping herself young enough for the strain she puts her body under. The rest of the family is pretty sure Grandpa Thomas is long dead, although no one wants to say it to her face.

			I’m still reserving judgment. After all, if she can survive out there, maybe so could he.

			We stepped into the living room. The mice on the coffee table started cheering, causing the people who were already there to stop what they were doing and turn to look. And the kids I used to go to school with thought their families were weird.

			“HAIL!” shouted the mice. “HAIL THE RETURN OF THE PRECISE AND POLYCHROMATIC PRIESTESSES!”

			“Oh, goodie,” said Elsie.

			“HAIL THE GATHERING OF THE FIVE PRIESTESSES!” continued the mice.

			“At least they can count?” I said.

			“HAIL!” said the mice.

			Elsie groaned.

			Aeslin mice look basically like normal, nonintelligent, nonreligious rodents. They have a tendency to clothe themselves in scraps of paper, candy wrappers, fabric, and whatever else they can find, and their front paws are more like hands, but apart from that, if seen from a distance, there’s really no way to tell the Aeslin mice from something the cat might drag in. Until they open their mouths. Aeslin mice are highly prone to religious mania, and like to share their worshipful joy at every possible turn. Our colony worships the family. So yeah, that’s fun.

			“Did Elsie fill you in?” asked my father. There was a large whiteboard in the center of the room. He was standing next to it, a marker in his hand. It looked like they were trying to work out what sort of resources we had available to us in case of an attack that didn’t give us time to call in reinforcements. The little columns were dauntingly short.

			“She said there’d been an attack.” I walked over to the stairs, throwing my gym bag as far up the steps as it would go. “On a scale of one to ‘we’re all about to die,’ is there any chance I can stop to take a shower?”

			“Not just yet, dear,” said my grandmother, appearing at my elbow and guiding me toward the rest of the family. “We need to talk to you.”

			I blinked at her before turning to really look at the front room. Dad was next to the whiteboard; Artie was on the couch with Uncle Ted, looking like he was about to be physically ill. Mom and Aunt Jane had set up a folding card table, and were drawing on what looked like a map of North America. Their placement coincidentally put as much distance as possible between Grandma and Aunt Jane. They don’t get along. It looked pretty normal for an impromptu family gathering . . . except for Artie. He never looked that upset unless Sarah was in danger, or he had to leave the house and interact with girls he wasn’t related to.

			“Okay,” I said slowly. “What’s going on?”

			Mom and Dad exchanged a look. She shook her head.

			“Oh, no,” she said. “This is your plan. This is your fault. You get to be the one who tries to sell it as a good idea, instead of a good way to get our baby killed.”

			“Uh, hello?” I said. “I’m standing right here.”

			Dad grimaced and said nothing.

			“Annie, look at me,” said my grandmother. I obligingly turned to look at her. “Who do I look like?”

			“That’s easy,” I said. “Every other woman in the family.” If there’s a Healy mold, it was struck using my grandmother as the model. She’s short, blonde, and curvy—just like her daughter, my sister, and my cousin. Even Mom and Shelby fit that general description, like Dad and Alex both went out and found girls who reminded them of dear old mom. It’s a little creepy, if I think about it too hard: family resemblances are one thing, but I like to think a family should have slightly more genetic variation than your average hive of bees.

			“That’s right. Your grandfather always called it the ‘Carew look’— said we took after my grandmother’s side of the family. My mother was also short and blonde, so I suppose we started reinforcing it early.” Alice reached out and cupped my chin in her hand. I would have pulled away from almost anyone else, including Mom, but something about the sadness in her eyes kept me from moving. “You, though . . . you look just like your grandfather.”

			“Not seeing how that’s any better when the Covenant comes calling,” I said.

			“Thomas was the last of his line. He thought the Price name would die with him.” Alice’s smile was bitter as she released me. “They probably have a picture of him in their files
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