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From The Warden’s Handbook by Lucille Fulci

Chapter 6: The Craft

7.b—Discipline Versus Destiny

Blood is the bottom line for being a Warden. Without magic in one’s bloodline, it is impossible to control even the most basic forms of karmic enchantment. This is not an opinion; hundreds have slaved away, unable to master the karmic arts due to the simple fact of heritage.

However, Wardens are not born knowing the skills of containment and communion with the energies of the earth. Mastering these abilities takes patience, sacrifice, and extreme discipline. Magic is wild and amorphous, ever changing, and those who do not learn to control their inherited abilities will cause destruction and pain when they accidentally use them. There are countless cases of untrained witches creating epic disasters by accidentally reading the wrong passage or unknowingly playing a sigil-carved instrument (see The San Francisco Earthquake, p. 221).

The job of containment requires constant vigilance, focus, and situational awareness. Every sigil must be perfectly carved, and each totem and beacon must be painstakingly crafted. To monitor her chosen plot of cursed earth, a Warden must be able to communicate with the land itself, as well as the flora and fauna therein, to keep herself constantly informed of the whereabouts and activity of the cursed. Indeed, unlike other disciples of the craft, Wardens have little to no room for failure in their role—to break containment is to unleash unspeakable evil upon the world. This constant vigilance means that Wardens must sacrifice the comforts of a “normal” life, such as friendships, romance, or career. It is a hard and often lonely practice, true, but one whose reward is without equal.

That Wardens need to study, train, and dedicate themselves to the cause can seem at odds with other manifestations of karmic energies. The cursed themselves, for instance, are damned by events far beyond their control, and are raised by the dark itself rather than any user of enchantment. Gravediggers feel like a slap in the face to most Wardens, for, as we discussed, Gravediggers aren’t taught or trained but are chosen by necessity, their purpose and skill brought into being only when a Warden’s containment fails or dark times descend upon a land; eras pass without their presence, but when the balance is tipped by the sins of man, they appear as if from nowhere. Their station, though strengthened by training, is inherently instilled in them, evidenced by the beasts of the wild, which Wardens must learn to speak to, whereas Gravediggers can interact with them almost effortlessly. The Warden is a carefully constructed barrier; the Gravedigger is a time bomb. Like many things about these two classes, we do not fully understand why this is, only that it has occurred this way for eons.

Once again, it is helpful for the two to assist each other. However, Gravediggers clumsily stumble into their roles, committing acts of ignorant destruction and violence that can be later disguised as cleverness and ingenuity, which only serve to further alienate Wardens, with their hardworking attitudes.

This bluster also attracts outsiders, who assume that the seemingly random occurrence of Gravediggers means that anyone can be at war with the dead; these dreamers, however, usually only have their own interests at heart, and cannot fully comprehend the harm they cause by meddling in affairs beyond their control. . . .





CHAPTER ONE

Ian

“Hurry, Ian!” screams my dad. “They’re gaining on you!”

But it’s too late. I just eat it.

My hands go tight around the edge of the old canvas potato sack, and I hop, man, I hop as fast as my legs’ll let me, but it’s no use, I can feel her coming up behind me, can hear her breathing as she passes me by inches. She does this little minihop, five little hops to my one big hop, and all of a sudden out of the corner of my eye, I see that cloud of black hair come swooping up on me and pull ahead when we’re about ten yards away from the finish line. Watching her take the lead, eating her very dust, and my dad shrieking like some kind of murder victim jab me with this shot of adrenaline, send me bounding forward in these extra-large hops, but I can tell it’s the last thing I should do; the sack is just too constricting, and eventually I trip in it. Next thing I know, I pull my knee up into a tight piece of canvas, my feet tie into a knot with each other, and then the ground flies up to meet me as I fall facedown into the grass, my hands scrabbling to catch me.

As I sit up, I watch the other kids, Tom Richter and Franklin Simms and Katey Price, go hopping past me, doing their best to hold up their ratty canvas sacks, but they were nowhere close to Kendra and me—now just Kendra.

As I climb out of the canvas sack and rise off the grass, I watch Kendra pass the finish line. Coach Arnholt takes her hand and holds it up in the air. “The winner,” she announces, “is Miss Kendra Wright!”

The crowd cheers and claps, and Kendra the Queen Brain bows politely, a tight-lipped little smile sitting beneath her wild poof of hair. At first, I have this sick feeling in my guts. It’s like my dad’s eyes weigh a million pounds and they’re somehow inside my stomach, and I just have to walk to the end of the finish line and feel them, like a loser. Not like a wolf, like a poodle.

As I reach her, Kendra folds her arms and raises her chin at me, her smile glowing out of her blushing coffee-colored skin. “Aha,” she says, “my vanquished opponent!”

Calm down, don’t lose it. This is Kendra, my friend, who I owe in more ways than I can remember. Force a smile. Take deep breaths, like PJ. Look on the bright side—you got to do some running, and you just made Queen Brain’s day. Take one for the team, Coach would say.

Coach Arnholt trundles over, all white shorts and visor and that mole on her lip, and she hands Kendra her prize: a huge pink stuffed elephant. Kendra holds it high like a trophy.

“To the victor go the spoils,” says Kendra. “Behold.”

“You must feel real cool,” I tell her, “holding a big stupid plush elephant.”

She clutches it tightly to her chest. “I think the word you’re looking for is magnificent. Or perhaps radiant.”

I was looking for stupid.

PJ Wilson, our number three, stands on the sidelines, camera in hand, next to my parents. My dad’s dressed for the fairway—polo shirt, cap and shades, khaki shorts, white socks and Reeboks, ridiculous mustache—but he looks like he’s lost our house and car in a bet, staring straight down. My mom, blond and looking especially thin, smiles at me from next to him, but it’s this preppy apologetic smile she always does, where it’s about excusing my dad. My best friend, scrawny and pale in all black like some kind of ar-teest, cackles maniacally to himself, glaring into his camera.

Can you believe the scene I’m dealing with? This is my life when I lose a sack race at the fair. Just wait’ll I’m back in basketball and miss a free throw. Dad’s going to kill me (I’d be so lucky).

As Kendra and I reach them, my dad breaks his loving exchange with his shoes and gives an approving nod to Kendra, his mouth set hard beneath his mustache. “Good work there, Wright,” he says. “You earned that . . . elephant.” He looks at me, and even though he’s got his aviator shades on, I can see his disapproval. “We need to get your speed back up if you’re going to be playing ball this year. That was subpar.”

“Thanks, Dad. Hadn’t noticed that.”

“Vince, stop it,” says my mom. “Honey, you were great.”

“I lost, Mom.”

“Winning isn’t everything,” she says, and then goes right into, “Kendra, honey, nice job. You wiped the floor with them.”

Fantastic. I glance at PJ, hoping for at least some dude support, but my wingman is in full-on mad-professor mode, his big shiny eyes bright and busy as he messes with the kajillion buttons on his camera. “Please tell me you didn’t get that on tape,” I tell him.

“Not only that . . . ,” he says, and turns the camera’s screen to us. He presses a button, and a close-up of me tripping and falling plays in super slo-mo. You can see every twitch of my mouth as I realize I’m going down, every Oh no running through my head. When I hit the ground, a sound effect blasts like a bomb going off.

Kendra giggles, which is big for her. “Classic.”

“When we get home, I’ll set it to some really sad opera and send it to you guys,” he says, chuckling. His eyes read my face, and he cuts his smile short. “Sorry, man. You did really well, honest.”

Pitied by PJ—a fate worse than death. Again, I get that nasty feeling in my core, like I’m so annoyed I could punt PJ’s camera into a river, but again, I gotta be chill here. That’s old Ian, the Ian who didn’t know how good Queen Brain and Jitters Wilson were at having my back.

“I’m starving,” I say, trying to shrug off the bad vibe coming off my dad and the complete lameness of losing. “Fried dough?”

“Absolutely,” says PJ.

“Vince, maybe you should go with them,” says my mom. She’s trying to sound casual, but her voice has a hard edge to it.

“They’re just walking around the carnival, Emily,” he says. “It’s fine.” But then he turns and gives me another glare from behind those shades. “No leaving the carnival grounds.” I can almost hear his eyes narrow. “No matter how big the deer is. Got it?”

Whoa. My breath catches in my throat. Next to me, PJ chews his lip and Kendra nods slowly.

Too soon. Way too soon.

The July Fourth Freedom Fair is a big thing in our town. Once a year, our school turns its massive backyard into a carnival to raise money. It used to be kind of dinky, but now everyone in town wants to do something bigger and cooler each year, so suddenly you’ve got Dr. Sherman the dentist making cotton candy, and Ms. Todd the hairdresser running the fortune-teller tent in a turban. They bring in some carnies so we can have bigger rides—a Ferris wheel, a Gravitron. A great place to eat a ton of candy, go on a ton of rides, puke your guts out, and head home happy.

It’s enough to wash away my dad’s comment, and soon we’re ravenous. We don’t know where to start. Before us stretches a mile of food stands covered in flashing lights and red-and-blue streamers.

“Funnel cake or elephant ears first?” asks PJ, reading my mind.

“Funnel cake is more of a dessert,” I say. “Let’s maybe get a hot dog, then an elephant ear.”

“A hot dog wrapped in an elephant ear,” says PJ.

“You two are disgusting,” says Kendra. “Your stomach lining must be—”

“Wait until I have a hot dog,” I tell her. “Then we can talk about stomach lining.”

She smiles. “Most hot dog meat contains stomach lining.”

“Thanks, Kendra,” PJ tells her. “You’ve somehow managed to ruin hot dogs.”

That cracks me up, and that gets Kendra laughing, and pretty soon we’re all in stitches, but his comment’s right: hot dogs now seem awful to me, so we go straight for elephant ears.

The next thing I know, my mouth is full of hot cinnamon-covered fried fat, and all is right with the world. We walk down the grid of the fair, staring into booths, arguing about what we want to do. PJ’s talking about an outdoor movie they’re showing later, Kendra wants to talk about physics and how Tilt-A-Whirls work, and I’m looking for a booth game involving a fake rifle. It feels good, even if we’re each pulling in a different direction. There’s kind of a perfect three-way balance to it.

I guess this is our first time doing the carnival together as friends. I mean, we didn’t really know each other before—

As we make a turn around the corner of a popcorn and lemonade stand, it comes into view, practically leaping out at us. All three of us stop dead, and I feel panic shoot into the tips of my fingers, giving them pins and needles. Then it spreads up to my heart, then deep into my stomach.

PJ whispers, “Oh, man.”

They’ve always done a spook house—one of those castle-themed cart rides where steam-powered monsters hiss and jump out at you. Sometimes a loud siren goes off or a strobe light flashes. This year, the spray-painted wood façade is a mountain scene, with MOUNTAINS OF MADNESS written over it in bloody letters. Painted on the mountains are vampires in capes, werewolves in tattered flannel . . . and the living dead, rotting corpses with their hands out, screaming silently at the spectator. The swinging door that leads into the ride is painted with a rotting skull laughing.

It’s just a little too close for comfort. Because back in—yikes, was it just March?—I wouldn’t have even noticed it.

But now, it brings forth this quick flashback, this flicker in my mind, just a single frame that comes back to me every few hours, when we come out of the floor of this cabin, and there, in the light, are the dead, standing around us with their white eyes bulging out of their rotten gray-green skulls and black gore running down their chins. For a second, they just look at me, like they’ve never seen anything like me before, and then all at once, their hands come out and their teeth launch forward, and I hear this moan, deep, from somewhere other than a lung.

I don’t know which one is worse—how freaked it makes me feel, or how excited.

“It’s like they know,” mumbles PJ.

“They can’t know,” says Kendra, like she’s trying to convince herself. She runs a hand through her puff of hair. “They—it’s—they can’t. Impossible.”

“Do either of you . . . want to go on it?” I ask, the idea making me feel kind of sick, but good sick, pregame sick, like I’m totally on top of what lies ahead of me.

“No way,” says PJ immediately.

“No,” says Kendra, after considering.

“Yeah,” I lie, fighting off the buzzing excitement, “me neither.”

The other two turn and trudge off, and I manage to tear myself away from the spook house. After a few silent minutes, Kendra asks PJ, “When’s the last time you watched a horror movie?”

PJ shrugs. “Why bother?” he says. “It’s just not cool when you know it’s real.”

PJ glares at his remaining elephant ear like it insulted his mother. This is the new PJ, the dude who came back from the mountain—less terrified, more irritated, not panicked, but peeved by everything that walks, flies, swims, or crawls.

“It’s seven fifteen,” says Kendra, staring into her phone. “We should get over to the main stage for the raffle.”

“Why did you guys put your names in for that, anyway?” asks PJ as we head toward the center of the fairgrounds.

“Are you kidding?” I tell him. “Grand prize is a week in Puerto Rico! Swimming, soaking up sunshine—why didn’t you?”

“First of all, because sun poisoning and centipede bites don’t sound very fun to me,” says PJ, counting off on his fingers. “Thanks, but no thanks.” Listen to him, like the beach is his enemy. Nature, like everything else, just ticks him off now. “Second, and more important, because I remember what O’Dea said. The forces of darkness are going to remember us. We’re marked. Checked, highlighted. So I’m staying put.” He folds his arms proudly. “I won’t let the universe have the chance.”

“Enjoy your summer at the mall,” I tell him, and smile at Kendra. She tries to smile back, but I can see worry in her face, and yeah, I guess PJ has a point.

It didn’t really surprise me to find out that there were cursed places all over the world—that’s one of the things you learn as a little kid: Don’t go there at night, it’s cursed—but the whole system behind it threw me for a loop. We finally tricked the zombies that attacked us into attacking one another—well, PJ and Kendra melted one—and apparently, that messed with this huge network of karmic energy.

Again, it’s weird—a few months ago, when O’Dea, the mountain witch who saved us from walking, flesh-eating corpses, told us that our interfering with her magic force field and destroying all the mountain’s zombies made us some kind of special zombie hunters called Gravediggers, it all made sense to me. Of course I was a karmically destined zombie slayer. Absolutely. But now it’s weird. We can’t talk about it with anyone, and if I act like our time on the mountain was an adventure, it’s kind of like this big insult to PJ and Kendra.

“You’re being paranoid,” I say, and nod toward the stage. “Fun in the sun, sandy beaches, lobster rolls. It’s going to be great!”

“If being paranoid keeps me alive, then that’s fine with me,” says PJ.

The main stage is a white riser with a huge American flag hanging behind it. Already, the crowd runs six deep, and we have to nudge and weave our way between the spectators to find my parents up front. The minute we reach them, my mom grabs me by the arm and pulls me close to her, but I manage to pull myself away. Definitely not helping my ego (Kendra says I have a giant one, and she’s probably right, as usual).

Principal Jones stands on a cheap platform with the school perfectly centered behind him, poured into his Uncle Sam suit, his cheeks red and his brow shiny with sweat. He still manages to swing his arm in a rootin’-tootin’ kind of way and call everyone up to the stage through his blushing and sweating. This carnival is probably too big a moneymaker for the school for him to feel embarrassed about a stupid outfit, but I just hope he doesn’t die of heatstroke up there.

“And now,” he says into his squealing microphone, “we have the moment you’ve all been waiting for—this year’s raffle.” The crowd claps and hoots. “Do I need to remind you that the three students who win this raffle, and their families, receive an all-expenses-paid trip to Puerto Rico?” The crowd claps harder, whistles, screams. All around, kids gape excitedly while parents shift their feet, hoping against hope.

This is it. My time to shine, a little good luck on this crappy day. My dad’s hand drops to my shoulder but doesn’t squeeze it—not yet, not when I haven’t won. I clap my hands together and mumble, “C’mon, let’s go, let’s win it, Puerto Rico, here I come, big money big money.”

“Your cajoling won’t increase your chances of winning,” says Kendra.

“Hey, you never know,” I tell her. “A little karmic interference might be just the ticket.”

Kendra shakes her head. “Ridiculous,” she says.

Principal Jones pulls a piece of paper from his bucket and unfolds it. “Our first winner is . . . Ian Buckley!”

Finally. Cold and warmth rush over my face at the same time, and without thinking I throw my fists in the air and I hoot like a maniac. My dad ruffles my hair. “Attaboy!” he growls. PJ shakes his head and crosses his arms, but I ignore it—not even he can bring down this mood.

Kendra rolls her eyes, but I catch her mumbling to herself—“Let’s win it, let’s go, big money big money.”

Principal Jones removes a second slip and unfolds it. “Next up is . . . Kendra Wright!”

Kendra throws a fist in the air and whoops, but then she lowers her hand worriedly and looks at PJ, and when I see the expression of utter horror on his face as he slowly lowers his camera, I feel the blood drain from mine.

“Congrats, Wright,” says my dad, slapping her on the back. “We’re going to have one heck of a party.”

My mom smiles at PJ. “Let’s hope you’re the last one, PJ,” she says. “Wouldn’t it be great if you three all won this trip together?”

“No, see,” says PJ, waving my mom off, his eyes never leaving the stage, “it—it can’t be. I didn’t put my name—”

“And finally,” booms Principal Jones, “Peter Jacob Wilson!”

PJ’s words cut short with a little choking noise. My mom and dad pat him on the shoulder and congratulate him, but none of us takes notice. PJ looks at Kendra and me, and we stare back, eyes wide. The carnival around us seems to become a blur as a feeling like little bugs made of ice spreads over my skin.

Because if PJ didn’t put his name in the raffle, then someone or something else did, which means that going to Puerto Rico is probably a bad idea, because the dark forces of the universe are reaching out to us, pulling us together, and shipping us out somewhere dark and cursed (and, sure, that sounds absolutely bananas crazy, I know), but if these forces can wreck our compass on a cursed mountain, if they can bring the dead back to life as hungry brain-eating machines, they can probably write PJ’s name on a raffle ticket.

And as PJ goes swamp green and stumbles toward the nearest trash can, and Kendra claps a hand to her mouth and her eyes glaze over, I can’t help but feel like I did on the mountain, the last time I really knew how to be Ian, when I climbed rocks and wielded magic dream catchers and deciphered maps and outsmarted zombies like a pro.

And as Dad asks us what’s wrong, I can’t help but think that, yeah, PJ’s right. There’s magic here. This was meant to be.





CHAPTER TWO

Kendra

There is no good way to explain to one’s parents that they are in grave danger from the occult. Especially when a free tropical vacation is on the line.

All night, my father careens (four this week—or was it three? Come on, Kendra, when was the last time you kept your vocabulary tally? You know this) around his house, making sure he hasn’t forgotten anything necessary for the trip—his good swimming trunks, his allergy medicine, his “lucky fishing hat”—while I pace from one room to the next, contemplating a way to convince him that we should not get on this flight to Puerto Rico on Sunday. So far, I’ve crafted two different falsities—one is that I’ve come down with some sort of horrible sickness; the other is that I’ve recently fought with Ian and PJ and don’t want to be in their presence anymore. Both of these excuses sound disingenuous when I say them out loud, and if they sound fake to me, my father, with his intuitive mind, will no doubt see right through them, or at the very least dismiss them.

How would I even begin?

Dad, you know the nightmares I’ve been having the past few months? Well, upon wandering onto a plot of cursed earth during our school trip in March, we encountered a horde of reanimated corpses—zombies, if you will—that we then had to escape from. A witch woman named O’Dea saved us; she’s part of a great network of Wardens, whose job it is to protect the world at large from the undead menace. However, after tampering with her magical containment field, we freed a mob of the living dead and then had to destroy them through trickery, cunning, and hot water, which it seems melts dried-up mountainous revenants. But by taking part in their destruction, we marked ourselves as players in the game of cosmic balance, and seeing how close our destination is to the famed Bermuda Triangle, I cannot help but wonder if this vacation is an attempt by the dark powers that be to take us into their decaying arms and bite our tracheas out.

Even thinking it makes me grimace. If someone told me such a story, I’d call 911. “Dad,” I finally babble, groping for the honest truth, “about this trip. Maybe we shouldn’t go.”

The sound of frantic scrambling from the bathroom stops, and my dad pokes his head out, brow creased, eyes narrowed. “Shouldn’t go,” he repeats. “On the free all-expenses-paid vacation to Puerto Rico.”

“I’m . . . feeling unsure about . . . spending time with Ian and PJ.” This is slightly true, but not at all what I mean. Now I’m forced to play the emotional card. I really should have gone with horrible sickness.

“What do you mean?” says my father, crossing his bedroom and dropping to a knee before me. His brow is stern, but there is no anger there, only a sort of calm, focused concern. My father shows countless emotions in fractions of degrees of scrunched brow. “You three seemed like best friends when Vince Buckley picked you up here the other night.”

Well, Kendra, answer him. You’ve decided to throw a wrench in the works—better have a good reason for mucking up the machine. Think. What’s the exact opposite of the truth? What would a normal twelve-year-old girl say?

“It’s just that . . . PJ is . . . incredibly gassy,” I say, “and I’m worried he’ll embarrass me. On the beach. And Ian is covered with strange-looking birthmarks. It’s gross.”

. . . I don’t know what to say, Kendra. Incredible. Mensa material, this one.

My father’s brow ripples into a My God, she’s gone insane tightness, then relaxes knowingly. “Sweetheart,” he says, “if you wanted your mother and Herman to go on this trip with you instead of me, you should have told the school when you won the prize.”

Great. For two months, nothing but this. “This isn’t about the divorce, Dad.”

He cocks an eyebrow. “Kendra, talk to me. You know your mother and I still love you very much, right?”

My cheeks go red, and my head swims with overwhelming mortification. I could set myself on fire on the neighbor’s lawn, and my father would worry that it would be about the divorce. My mouth opens to try to tell him anything—maybe even the truth—and the brick wall of the divorce, what this is really about stops me in my tracks. “Never mind” is all that can come out. Looking at his pained brow makes me cringe, and I turn away, leaving his bedroom. “I’m fine. Everything’s fine. Forget I mentioned it.”

“Kendra,” he calls after me. As I climb the stairs, I hear him mumble, “Does that Buckley boy actually have an abundance of birthmarks?”

In my room, I shut the door behind me and wake up my computer. At least on the web, I don’t have to worry about dark forces beyond my control.

And my ridiculous father. My mother, too, both of them.

It still doesn’t make sense. Our family was fine—good, even, better than most. The three of us, two cars, a sliding cabinet in the kitchen where one puts cereal—everything added up perfectly. But then, a lot of drama, a move, new furniture, and why?

Not in love anymore.

I suppose that kind of stuff just isn’t my specialty. PJ stuff, I’m sure Ian would call it. I’m Queen Brain, master of logic, solver of problems. It just confuses me, why they had to make the problem for us over some fictional state of emotional ecstasy.

Already, my inbox is overflowing with responses to the posts I’ve put on all my forums this afternoon. Diane from Montreal has some recommendations for sensitive-skin sunblock (PJ asked me about it), and David from Portland has a list of interesting fish he saw during his vacation to St. Thomas. He says the snorkeling is amazing, and that he even saw a sea turtle. My heart flutters with anticipation. While I am worried about this trip, the idea of seeing a sea turtle in the wild is too fascinating to pass up.

Here ya go, IMs Reggie from Georgia as he direct-transfers me a file on shark migration. Went 4 spring break last year. It was beautiful. Youll luv it down there.

Thanks, I type back.

Good talking, he types back. You dont hit the forums much anymore.

The last part makes me cringe a little. Reggie and I used to email a couple of times a week. This is the first exchange we’ve had since June—I’ve just been too busy spending time with PJ and Ian to notice.

The fifth email catches my breath in my throat. Sender: DoubleFeature13. Recipients: myself and ibuckley. Subject: Meeting.


got word from o’d re: trip. meet tonight 8pm at the old graveyard on feather road.

—pjw



Making excuses to my father while wracked with dread has made me lose track of time—it’s been over an hour since I checked my email, an unheard-of absence on my part. Which means I should have read this at six, when it was delivered, but I did not. A glance at the clock on my desktop tells me it’s 7:25. There’s no time to waste.

“Dad, I’m going for a bike ride!” I call as I descend the stairs to the foyer.

My father comes into the foyer and stares down at me, midway through trying on an orange-and-yellow Acapulco shirt. His face, like his body, is all straight lines, standing like prison bars against any nonsense. His brow is a solid horizontal bar, as though drawn with a Sharpie marker.

“Is that right?” he says suspiciously.

Think, Kendra—what would convince your father, master of the poker face, that this idea is anything but uncalled for and dangerous?

“Ian and PJ want to get ice cream,” I say. “Also, I need to give PJ some information regarding sunblock.”

“There’s ice cream in the freezer,” he says. “Invite them over.”

“PJ only eats soy ice cream,” I tell him. “He’s lactose intolerant. That’s why he’s so gassy, you see.”

“Kendra,” he says, making his sympathetic eyes again. “We have an early flight.”

Before I can come up with a rational argument, his eyes spur me into action: “I am feeling self-conscious about your divorce from Mom,” I say in an almost robotic tone. “Seeing my friends would be a welcome distraction from this situation.”

He rolls his eyes—obviously, I’m being flippant (now that’s a vocabulary word), but I’ve called him on his deepest worry and his broken record routine. “Be back by ten at the latest. Preferably earlier.”

“Of course,” I tell him and duck out the door. Precious minutes are wasting.

Mounting my bike is still a challenge—I hadn’t ridden one since I was seven, before Ian and PJ became my two best friends and biking everywhere became a necessity—but I manage to get going without much wobbling. Over my shoulder, I catch my father in the window and wave to him. Perhaps my flippancy (let’s do it, new vocab list—there’s two, three to go) was a bit harsh, but I have bigger things to worry about, and he’s the one who likes to bring up his and mom’s separation in every situation possible.

About halfway to Big Stream Road, a bell pulls me back into reality. PJ rides up next to me, his frail little body looking dwarfed by all his pads. I’m wearing a helmet, but PJ’s overprotective parents make him wear a padded suit not unlike SWAT gear.

“Any word from Ian?” I call out.

“He said he’d meet us there,” gripes PJ. “I hope he doesn’t get attacked by zombies on the way.”

“PJ, please. For all we know, there’s a logical explanation for this.”

“Right,” he says, rolling his eyes.

Every so often, I glance back at his skinny form biking next to me and marvel how swiftly it happened—the energetic jock, the quiet film kid, and myself becoming easy friends, becoming inseparable. But this is what I mean—we add up. Each of us fulfills a function that the others sorely need, and it helps that they are extraordinary, my friends. They are the best they are at what they do, and with one another’s help we survived one of the most terrifying experiences imaginable.

Soon, the streetlights vanish, and we enter a darkened patch of road, the silver moon our only guiding light. The wrought iron gates of the graveyard grow in the distance, as does Ian’s silhouette. He waves as we skid to a halt and lock our bikes to the nearby fence.

“Did we really have to meet in a cemetery?” asks Ian. “Seems a little melodramatic, if you ask me.”

“I think you mean atmospheric,” I tell him.

“Whatever,” he says, throwing up his hands. “We could’ve just met her at the diner.”

“That’s not her style,” says PJ. “Besides, she’s probably using the location to show us what kind of situation we’re heading into.”

Ian jams his hands into his pockets and chuckles darkly. “Great. Last time I visited an old graveyard, its residents came up for a visit.”

I push at the wrought iron gate, but a heavy chain with a huge padlock holds it shut. Ian gives the chain a tug, just to make sure it’s not simply my feminine weakness barring our way, but still nothing.

“How does she expect us to get in?” asks Ian.

“A good question,” I say, taking in the shining black curvature of the fence. “She may be using this as a test of some kind—an obstacle thrown into our path. My first thought is to climb over it.”

“I think I have an idea,” says PJ. He reaches into his bike basket and unwraps a sheet-covered object to reveal—

“Yecch,” moans Ian. “I can’t believe you kept that thing.”

The severed hand is greenish-brown, but glossy, shining with a coating of wax. The bits of string coming from its fingers are twisted and blackened. The whole thing is terribly macabre (a word from a few months ago, right after the zombie incident) and sends a shudder up my tailbone that ends in a gag reflex.

“It was a gift,” says PJ. “You don’t just throw away a Hand of Glory.” PJ produces a book of matches and holds out the severed hand. “Everybody, grab on. Otherwise, the light will paralyze you.”

The thing feels waxy and hideously wrinkled beneath my hand. PJ lights a match and touches it to each of the five finger-candles. At first, typical flickers of flame spring up, but then their light grows, merges, and blurs into a blinding white flash, like ignited magnesium, that seems to fill my heart with a charged giddiness that I can feel radiating off Ian and PJ as well.

Only a handful of people are worthy enough to witness magic in action.

There’s a clink as the padlock comes undone by itself, and the chain falls to the ground. The gate swings open with a sickening creak. PJ blows out the Hand of Glory, and suddenly the blinding light is gone, replaced by curling wisps of blue-gray smoke.

“You know, we could use that more often,” says Ian as we enter the graveyard. “We could rob banks, paralyze everyone at school—”

“We’re already too deep into the karmic balance,” I tell Ian. “Using magic will probably only further upset it.”

He makes a sour face. “How do you know? You’re not a Warden.”

My hands clench at my sides. Ian should remember who does the best thinking here.

The old cemetery is bathed in angular shadows cast by the antique grave markers, their leaning monolithic shapes and carved crosses like ancient TV antennas sprouting out of the earth. The grass is overgrown with neglect, so much so that certain gravestones are almost swallowed whole, and the long blades crunch loudly under our feet. A ways off, a few lonely mausoleums sit, their ivy-covered roofs moonlit but their doors dark and creepily inviting.

“Maybe I was wrong,” says PJ with a sour frown. “Maybe we should get out of here.”

“How old do you think this place is?” hisses Ian.

“Hard to say,” I whisper, my mind rushing through the facts of my town history project from last year, “but I’d say the last person to be buried here must have been . . . the early nineteen hundreds?”

“Nineteen oh-two,” growls a voice in the darkness.

My nerves light up with raw energy, and all three of us jump into the air, screaming. Whirling on the source of the sound, I spy a wiry form in gray overalls sitting hunched on a massive tombstone, her eyes glowing eerily out of the darkness.

“You could have simply met us at the gate,” I say, annoyed and shaking with adrenaline.

“Just had to make sure,” says O’Dea. She spiders down from her perch and steps into the moonlight, her line-covered face gripped in a scowl harder than concrete. Seeing her thin scarecrow form in the graveyard around us—the ratty overalls, the tangle of gray hair, the bony calloused hands—fills me with a chilling unease. Sometimes, recalling our adventure in March makes it seem romanticized, like one of PJ’s ridiculous scary movies, full of slavering ghouls and cackling old crones, but seeing O’Dea again in all her wiry no-nonsense ill-tempered resplendence reminds me of how very real it was, how our well-laid plans of defeating the witch, destroying the monsters, and saving the day weren’t so cut-and-dried.

“Make sure of what, exactly?” I say to her.

“That you guys have a knack for this sort of thing,” she said. “Some dumb kids would’ve started calling my name like idiots or climbing over the fence. Gravediggers make their own way.”

Dumb kids would’ve climbed over. That would be you, Kendra.

“How’s the mountain life treating you?” asks PJ.

O’Dea looks at him, and her sneer becomes a smile that I can’t help but envy PJ for receiving. “So much quieter since you guys left,” she says. “It’s bliss since you killed all those damn zombies and I put up the NO TRESPASSING signs. Haven’t had so much as a moan since. Moved back into my cabin, got a cat.”

“Nice,” says Ian. “Congratulations on rejoining the normal world.”

She rolls her eyes. “I still live with a giant dream catcher made of zombie parts, Ian. It’s not exactly Little House on the Prairie.”

“How did you find us?” I ask her, genuine curiosity building within me. “Was there a ripple in the karmic balance? Did PJ visit you as some kind of astral projection?”

“I have a box at the post office,” she said. “PJ contacted me right after he won the sweepstakes, saying he smelled a rat, so I wrote him a letter and hitched a ride here.” She crosses her arms. “And since I trust his instincts, I’m inclined to believe you’re in some real trouble.”

When I look at Ian, his irritated frown mirrors my emotional reaction—trust his instincts? Why is PJ, our resident emotional roller coaster, the one to trust?

“You think that PJ’s name being inserted into this raffle was more than just a coincidence,” I say. “You believe there’s dark magic afoot.”

“Absolutely,” says O’Dea. “There’s no such thing as coincidence for you three anymore. The darkness beckons—you have to answer.”

“But what if we just refused to?” I ask. “Wouldn’t we be thwarting the bad karma attempting to pull us in?”

“You’d be shirking your responsibilities,” says O’Dea, looking at me as though I’ve insulted her. “See, being a Warden is a choice—as long as you have magic in your blood, you get a chance to learn the craft. But Grave-diggers get chosen by the powers that be.”

“But didn’t the Wardens just give up on the Gravediggers?” asks PJ. “How could that happen if karma itself picks them?”

“That we did,” she said, staring off into the darkness. “There was a scandal about sixty years ago, when some Gravediggers murdered Wardens, and the Council decided on a worldwide campaign among the Wardens, in which we doubled our efforts, recruited every young woman with the right mix of enchanted blood—I was one of those recruits—and forced containment like never before. Gravediggers were chosen out of necessity—so with no breaches of containment, there was no need for them. Then we put a curse on the remaining ones, threatened to kill them if they ever came around.” Then those bright blue eyes pan over us, and a strange lightness comes to her voice. “And then, you kids showed up. The fact that you found your way onto my mountain, destroyed all those zombies, and survived to tell about it means that the universe has plans for you. It means that you’re needed.”

“Needed,” whispers Ian, nodding. “Like we’re superheroes.”

“Or slaves,” grumbles PJ.

As sure as O’Dea sounds, the worm of doubt continues to wriggle within my mind (which image, naturally, leaves me thinking of nothing but zombies). O’Dea seems to be relying too much on this vague magical history to explain our predicament. Some cold hard facts are in order.

“Are you sure we’re needed as Gravediggers?” I say, pulling out my phone and bringing up a downloaded PDF. “It might be some other kind of magical interference. My immediate worry is the Bermuda Triangle, given its proximity and history of mysterious magical events—”

“Nah,” says O’Dea, waving a hand at my outstretched phone.

“O’Dea, if you’ll just take a quick look at this document—”

“The Bermuda Triangle is what we call a sinkhole,” she drones, as though any idiot with half a brain would know this. “A weak membrane between our world and a different one. After Amelia Earhart got eaten by it in nineteen thirty-seven—”

“Earhart went down in the Pacific,” I note. “Not the Atlantic.”

O’Dea shoots me a look that seems to automatically close my mouth. Slowly, she continues. “As I was saying. A group of Wardens and other witches got together and sealed it up in a five-day-long ritual during which two of them went blind and one spontaneously combusted.” She glares at me. “You need to trust me here, girl. Don’t worry about research. You’re a Gravedigger now, not a scholar.”

There it is—girl, just like she called me on the mountain. The urge to shout the Warden down, to thrust my phone in her face and make her read my cold hard facts, rises in me.

And what’ll that do, exactly, Kendra? What do you know about magical sinkholes and spontaneous combustion and Amelia Earhart’s disappearance? It’s just like on the mountain, when you burned O’Dea’s dream catcher and released the zombies into the outside world. You pride yourself on your brilliant deductions and scientific know-how, but it appears that counts for nothing. You’re just here to fight magically revived corpses, that’s all.

PJ must feel me getting angry, because he steps into the argument. “Look, O’Dea, is there anything we can do?” he says. “You’re telling us it’s inevitable that we’re going to Puerto Rico, and that Kendra’s research isn’t helpful.” (Oh, thanks, PJ.) “So is there some way to at least prepare for whatever we might be faced with?”

O’Dea chews on the corner of her lips. “Right. What doesn’t make sense is how your name got entered into the raffle. I didn’t smell or sense any zombies when I came here, so I can’t imagine the dark forces are using a vessel like they did with that dead girl writing the map of the mountain for you last time. That means there’s someone else helping the darkness, which isn’t entirely unheard-of. But I don’t know island magic—it’s got a different history, different ways of doing things. For now, stay aware at all times. Don’t get comfortable. Be ready for anything, all the time. Finally—” Suddenly, her head snaps up, and her eyes narrow.

“O’Dea?” asks PJ.

“Did you hear that?” she whispers.

For a moment, the night is perfectly still, and then we hear it—the soft crunch of twigs, and the sound of footsteps charging off into the distance. “HEY!” screams Ian in their direction, and begins weaving between tombstones, but already the sounds are gone, fading into the intense quiet of the churchyard around us.

“Damn,” mutters O’Dea. “That mouth-breather might’ve been our culprit.” My stomach clenches at her words, but the Warden seems relatively unfazed, simply putting her hands on her hips and shaking her head. “Well, this is a pickle.”

“Do you think we could track him down?” asks Ian, rubbing his hands together.

“Probably not,” she says. “Magic can only go so far.” She spits and turns back to us. “Well, guys, get your bags ready. It looks like we’re going to Puerto Rico.”

“We?” I say.

“I certainly can’t let you go alone,” she says, striding past us. “Gravediggers or not, you’re just kids, and no matter how much magic is involved, there’s something bigger going on here, something
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