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  Want more mythology?


Get the War on the Gods prequel novella "Wrath of Persephone" FREE!








  
  Dedication


For Grandpa Ron and Papa Don.

Can’t wait to hug you both in the next life.
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  Content Warnings


The Skeleton Faerie contains themes and elements that may be upsetting for some readers. A list of content warnings for this book and all other works by A. P. Mobley can be found here.








  
  Pronunciation Guide


Welsh:

Pair Dadeni – payr-dah-den-ee

Mabinogi – mah-bin-oh-ghee

Tylwyth Teg – tull-with-teg

Annwn – ah-noon

 Cŵn Annwn  – koon-ah-noon


Arawn – ah-rown

Pwyll – pwh-ikh

Dyfed – dih-ved

Matholwch – ma-thoh-lookh

Efnysien – eff-nih-see-en

Branwen – brahn-win

Bran – brahn

Olwen – oll-win

 Culhwch  – keel-hookh

 Ysbaddaden – us-bah-dath-en

Rhiannon – rhee-ah-non

Arianrhod – ah-ree-ahn-rhod



Irish:

 Tír na nÓg – teer-nah-nog

 Aes Sídhe – ay-shee

Merrow – mair-oh

Pooka – poo-kuh

Fomorian – foh-mor-ee-un

Lugh – loogh or loo

Brigid – bridge-id

Balor – bay-lor

Saoirse – sear-shah

Fiadh – fee-uh

Niall – nee-al



Scottish:

Elphame – elf-hame

Kelpie – kell-pee

Seelie – see-lee

Unseelie – un-see-lee



Irish and Scottish:

Samhain – sow-in or sah-win

Bealtaine – bee-al-ten-uh

Sluagh – sloo-ah



Cornish:

Piskies – pis-kees








  
  Gus's Playlist


	All I Want (A Day To Remember)

	Drown (Bring Me The Horizon)

	When We're Dead (MOD SUN)

	Alkaline (Sleep Token)

	Never Too Late (Three Days Grace)

	Running Up That Hill – A Deal With God (Lø Spirit)

	IF IT DOESN'T HURT (NOTHING MORE)

	Iris (MOD SUN)










  
  Saoirse's Playlist


	The Cure for Breathing (VOILÀ)

	DARKSIDE (Neoni)

	World War Me (Hollywood Undead)

	Teardrops (Bring Me The Horizon)

	Fighting Myself (Linkin Park)

	My Light (Dead by April)

	Part Of Me (Evanescence)

	Specter (Bad Omens)
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Long ago, there was a cauldron that revived the dead. 
The cauldron was called the Pair Dadeni—the Cauldron of Rebirth—and it had various owners over the years. Eventually, it found itself in the hands of an Irish king.
The king was cowardly, spiteful. In his weakness, he brought a war upon himself, and during that war, he used the Pair Dadeni to reanimate the corpses of his fallen soldiers.
When the king’s enemies discovered what he was doing, they destroyed the cauldron, rendering its powers useless. By all accounts, that was the end of its story.
Until now.

      [image: ]EARLY AUTUMN, NINETY-NINE YEARS AFTER THE NUCLEAR WAR OF 1989

Trips to the library (or anywhere else within the ruinous cities, for that matter) were risky and reckless. Gus Brandon’s compound elders forbid them, unless under certain circumstances.
But Gus was desperate enough to break the rules.
At twenty-one years old, he shouldn’t have been obsessed with anything other than surviving, continuing humanity, and restoring the world to the glory of the Golden Era. He especially shouldn’t have been obsessed with something as trivial as old folklore.
Yet here he was, ditching his scavenge-duty so he could scour a relic for the scraps of stories lost to time.
Again.
These woods offered little shade, the sun baking the air around him. As he darted through aspen and birch trees, sweat poured from his skin, and his throat felt drier than a crater left in the wake of a bomb. To make matters worse, the water in his canteen was already more than half gone. He paused, pulled it out, and took a swig anyway. The cool liquid spilled down his esophagus, offering temporary relief.
Soon the trees grew even more sparse. He crested a hill, and mountains of debris became visible in the distance. Although these ruins were less than six miles from the compound, he couldn’t visit them often—because of his elders’ rules, of course. “It’s too dangerous to visit a relic for recreational purposes,” they said at assemblies. “A waste of time and resources as well.”
If his teammates discovered where he’d been sneaking off to and told the military police about it, he’d most certainly receive a lashing in punishment. But even as he thought of whips shredding his flesh, he couldn’t stay away.
He picked up the pace, sprinting toward the destroyed city ahead. Once he reached the wreckage, he was safe to slow down and catch his breath, hidden from sight by mounds of fragmented wood, brick, and concrete. He dove deeper into the ruins, his combat boots scraping against dry soil and splintered glass, and dozens of automobiles rusting with age began to crop up, dispersed all around him.
Human bones—skulls, rib cages, spines, femurs—started to appear as well. Sprawled-out skeletons coated with grime, their jaws hanging open in soulless smiles, were scattered across the destruction, and the farther he went, the more of them he saw.
He wondered who they’d been in life, and what it’d been like to live and die in the Golden Era. They must have been terrified when tensions between the United States and the Soviet Union reached a boiling point—when soldiers left home for the battlefields, when fights broke out in the streets, when explosives rained down on civilians.
Try thinking of something less bleak, he thought. And, in a way, it was easy. After all, how could he consider the horrors of reality when stories of fair folk danced in his mind?
Finally, he approached the library. It was a plain two-level rectangular structure that had (somehow) withstood the Nuclear War. Damage to the building consisted of shattered windows and doors, cracked flooring, knocked-over shelves, and a collapsed section in the back. Other than that, it was intact.
Gus had always found the library’s stability to be strange, especially considering that everything around it had been so utterly demolished. Not that he was complaining; the building’s survival meant he got to read something other than compound manuals and historical textbooks. It was just weird, and if he were more interested in his job as a construction worker, he might have investigated how it could have happened.
Too bad he hated the job he’d been assigned . . . Not that any job in the compound sounded particularly swell.
He glanced down to check the time on the black watch around his wrist—which Ronnie had given to him years back, when he’d gotten old enough for scavenge-duty—and cussed under his breath. It was half past three. He only had until six thirty before his scavenge-team would return to the meeting point and start the hike back to the compound. I’d better make this quick. I still have to catch something. He hastened up the concrete stairs, leapt through the broken doors, and jogged toward his section of choice.
A smile turned up his lips when he saw the sign that read “Fantasy: Myths, Folktales, and Faerie Tales.” It was discolored and hung crookedly from the sagging ceiling, the tome-lined shelves beneath it overrun with the twisting, gnarled vines that grew up out of the fractures in the wooden-plank floor. At the back of the dilapidated section, an oak tree had even broken through the floorboards, its tallest branches brushing the ceiling.
Adjusting his aviator eyeglasses, he inspected the books’ spines for compelling titles. He only had room for one or two in the secret sleeve he’d sewn on the inside of his backpack, depending on their trim size and length, so he had to decide what sounded the most interesting and narrow down his choices from there.
Several “modern” fiction titles (that is to say, published within the last two centuries—to his knowledge, no new novels had been produced since the Nuclear War) caught his eye, but what he most wanted to read were books that documented the beliefs and superstitions of the cultures that came before his own, not stories inspired by said beliefs and superstitions. Maybe someday, after he’d exhausted his nonfiction options, he’d move on to fiction.
Soon he found more of what he was searching for and narrowed it down between a collection of “real-life” encounters with changelings and an illustrated encyclopedia of Celtic deities. Oh boy, what would the elders think if they saw me reading this?
The elders had always asserted that there was no such thing as God or gods, that it was pointless to even contemplate ideas such as reincarnation or life after death. “Focus on the here and now, what you can see and touch and know to be real,” they urged, again and again. “Focusing on anything else is a waste counterproductive to the compound’s survival.”
Ultimately, Gus chose the book on changelings, and as he slipped the treasure into his backpack, there was a chittering noise nearby, then the familiar scurrying of tiny paws. He smiled. “Is that you, Rem?” More chatter, this time to his left. He turned that way.
The black-furred squirrel that seemed to live in the library—Remington, Gus called him—stood atop the shelf before Gus. The creature cocked his head, twitched his tail, and scampered forward.
With his free hand, Gus brushed some unkempt chestnut hair out of his eyes and stroked Remington behind the ears. Many animals in the area suffered from genetic deformities, their ancestors’ DNA damaged by fallout, but Remington appeared to be a normal, healthy squirrel, identical to the old photographs Gus had seen in school.
“Hey, little guy,” Gus said. “What’s up? Haven’t visited you in a while.” In fact, he hadn’t been here for months. He had scavenge-duty once every five weeks, and during his last two duties, he hadn’t managed to get away from his teammates at all.
He’d missed picking out books, but he’d almost missed talking to and petting Remington more.
Almost.
The creak of floorboards sounded behind him. “You got a friend I don’t know about?” he asked Remington, chuckling. He pivoted, sure he was about to see another squirrel, but was met with something much more surprising.
Shrouded in shadow, a woman stood less than twenty feet away. He couldn’t make out her facial features, but he could tell she was on the shorter side. Her long-sleeved dress hugged her pronounced curves, the hem stopping just past her mid-thigh. For some reason, she was barefoot.
Gus dropped his backpack, his pulse quickening. Years of survival training kicked in, and he reached for his gun, ready to shoot, ready to—
Wait a second.
She was just standing there, wasn’t attacking him.
Not yet anyway.
What if she doesn’t? What if I scared her as much as she scared me?
His palm hovered above the worn leather holster at his belt. He cleared his throat. “Uhh, hello?”
Hesitantly, she stepped into a ray of light shining in through a break in the ceiling, and Gus got a better look at her. She was young, probably his age. Her straight platinum-blonde hair framed her full cheeks and reached a little past her collarbones. She watched him with large round eyes, her irises the same shade of green as her dress, her top lash line drooping as if she’d always been sad, as if she’d been cursed to a lifetime of sorrow.
“Hello,” she said. She spoke differently from anyone he’d ever met—was that what they called an accent?—her voice high and melodious. “Who are you?”
“I’m, um—I’m Gus Brandon. And you?”
“Oh, what a nice name.” She paced forward, slowly and carefully, and Gus’s lips parted as he noticed her pale skin was covered with scars. Raised and pink, they must have come from surgical stitches, and they wrapped around her flesh like chains. No exposed part of her body was free of the marks—not her face, not her neck, not her hands or legs or feet.
How in the world had she gotten those scars? Had she been operated on by the deranged scientists the elders warned people on scavenge-duty about? If so, how had she survived such intense surgeries?
Not only that, but where had she come from? She couldn’t belong to the compound. Hardly anyone there owned a dress, let alone garments in colors other than black, white, and gray. Also, nobody went outside without a good pair of boots. How was she supposed to protect her feet?
None of this was adding up. Something horrible had happened to this young woman. Does she need help? The elders accepted Ronnie even though he was an outsider. Would they take her in too?
“Thanks, I think.” He dropped his hand to his side. It didn’t seem there was anything to be afraid of. “What did you say your name was?”
She paused, her face brightening by the slightest of margins. Wait a second—was she smirking at him? “I didn’t give it to you.”
Okay, yeah, she was definitely smirking at him, but two could play that game. He did his best to mirror her expression. “Would you? It’s not every day I get to meet someone in my”—he gestured at the bookshelves around him—“favorite place of all time. This is groundbreaking for me, really.”
She giggled, her lips turning up in a full-on smile, and Gus’s breath hitched. She’s . . . really pretty.
Several moments passed before her laughter subsided, and she replied, “You can call me Saoirse, Gus Brandon.”
“Sear . . . shah? Is that what you said?”
“Mm-hmm.”
“How do you spell that, exactly?”
“S-A-O-I-R-S-E,” she said. “Saoirse.”
“Saoirse,” he repeated. “That’s beautiful.”
A reddish-brown insect flittered in his peripheral, and he looked that way. It was a moth, one bigger than his palm, the kind he saw in the forest sometimes.
The moth flew straight over to Saoirse, and she lifted a hand toward it. It landed on her index finger, and she smiled sadly at it, then at Gus. “How kind of you to say.” Glimmering, flickering movement winked all around her.
And then she disappeared.
It was as if she’d melted into the air, and Gus stood there, dumbstruck. What had happened to her?
He reached for his gun again. “What the hell?” He glanced around, but nobody else was in the library. I’m alone.
The moth fluttered past him, back from where it came, and he took deep breaths, removing his glasses and rubbing his eyes with trembling hands. Was he going crazy, seeing things? Had his “overactive imagination” finally “gotten the best” of him, just as Beverly always said it would? Or had his parents’ passing, combined with Beverly breaking things off with him and moving on, become too much for him, and he’d snapped?
Sure, his relationship with Mom and Dad had been nonexistent at best, abusive at worst, and he and Beverly had wanted different things, so it’d had to end between them.
But still . . .
He sighed and put his glasses back on. So what if he were going crazy? Tons of people had lost their minds after the turmoil of the Nuclear War, and he wasn’t convinced that even after all these years, every person in the compound was entirely sane. A bunch of folks probably saw people that weren’t there, right? Constantly. I bet they see people that aren’t there constantly.
He shook his head. There wasn’t time to stand here and worry about it anyway. Now that he had his books, he needed to catch a hog or a deer or a goat or something so that he wouldn’t get in trouble. So that there would be more animals in the compound to breed, to eat.
Chittering sounded on the ground next to his feet. He looked down to find Remington nuzzling the side of his boot. “I’ll see you next time, okay, Rem?” He knelt and quickly petted the black squirrel, then retrieved and zipped up his backpack, threw it over his shoulder, and left the library. 
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It took over half an hour to track and capture the six-legged white billy goat. But once Gus had it tied up, he couldn’t have been more pleased. It meant the compound would have a male to impregnate the females they’d been catching lately—their livestock supply was sorely lacking ever since that nasty virus killed so many people and animals last year. He’d be the hero of today’s scavenge, and his teammates wouldn’t worry about why he’d run off during their mission. 
It was perfect, really.
He tugged the goat as he trekked through the forest, keeping the creature beside himself, careful not to let it run wild and gore him. He lifted his wrist; the time on his watch showed six o’clock. Fantastic. I’m early.
The woods began to thicken, and he reached his destination located at the edge of a ravine three miles north of the compound. Compared to its surroundings, the ravine was a lush oasis, with weeping willows hanging over a river. Moss blanketed the bark and rocks, and mushrooms dotted the grass.
As Gus stopped at the riverbank, the smells of damp soil and green vegetation filled his nostrils, the sounds of gushing water and splashing fish permeating the air. He breathed in deeply, savoring the scents and sounds. Wish I could read out here.
The goat bleated at something behind them, and he spun around. The rest of his team—yes, he counted all three of them in the distance—was fast approaching. Adam had a massive duffel bag slung over his shoulder, Oliver carried a bundle of dead two- and three-headed birds, and Nancy pulled along a live pig, the animal’s skin covered in scarlet splotches.
At the sight of Adam’s new bag, Gus’s stomach dropped. Great, he found guns. No one’s going to give a shit about my goat now.
Adam pointed at Gus. “You got a billy?” His freckled white skin was fried from being outside all day, his shaggy ginger curls shining in the sun like freshly polished copper. He patted the duffel bag. “Try again. I got some .22 long rifles with lots of ammo.”
“Oh boy.” Gus resisted the urge to pinch the bridge of his nose. That was a favorite make and model of artillery.
The three of them—all of average height, average build—paused in front of him. Nancy put a tanned hand on her hip and watched him with a suspicious look in her brown eyes, her silky straight onyx hair tied up in a ponytail, her blunt bangs clinging to the sweat on her forehead. “Where’d you run off to?” she asked.
“Where do you think?” Gus jutted a finger at the goat. “I was tracking this guy.”
“Come on, Gus,” Oliver said. He looked like a short-haired clone of Nancy, as she was his older sister by two years. “You’ve got to stop doing this.”
“Stop doing what?” Gus asked, feigning innocence.
“Sneaking into that relic,” Nancy replied. “The old city.”
“What? What are you talking about? Why would I—”
“You’re putting yourself in danger,” Oliver interrupted. “And the rest of us too. We have no idea what kind of crazies could be lurking around the ruins, just waiting for someone to prey on. Traffickers, cultists, cannibals, organ thieves—you name it, they’re probably hanging out in there.”
“To be fair,” Gus started, “if there are any ‘crazies’ in the ruins, who’s to say they aren’t hanging out in the woods too? I seriously doubt the forest is any safer than a relic. Case in point: Where do you think those rifles came from? Our people have been scavenging since the war. If the guns had been out here all along, they would’ve been discovered before we were born. Someone must have lost them recently. Someone passing through.”
He thought of the blonde woman he’d imagined seeing in the library, of her scars and sad green eyes. Saoirse. How much of her was tethered to reality? How many people like her were truly out there, wandering this hellscape of a world without a safe compound to sleep in at night?
Adam shook his head. “I don’t know why you’re so fascinated with that place, but today was the last time you’ll visit it without permission. Because if you do so again, I’m informing MP.”
“I already told you I didn’t!”
Oliver balled his free fist at his side. “We saw tracks. Actually, we’ve seen tracks on multiple occasions. The difference is this time we wizened up and took a photograph of the pattern on your soles, and we were able to confirm that the tracks belong to you. You can’t lie to us anymore.”
“You got a photograph of my soles?” Gus cried, anger bubbling in the pit of his stomach. “When did you do that? How’d you manage to save the credits for something so frivolous?”
“We all worked doubles for a month to chip in for it,” Nancy said. “Anyway, like Adam told you, you can’t visit the relic anymore. Not without an approved mission. And if you break the rules again, we’ll have to notify MP.”
Gus laughed, but it was devoid of joviality. “Man, I can’t believe this.”
“Can’t believe what?” Adam raised a brow. “That we’re holding you accountable for your actions? That we aren’t going to let you take so many risks and break the compound rules?”
“Oh, that’s rich,” Gus said with a snort. “Especially coming from you. If you’re so worried about me taking risks and breaking rules, stop doing it yourself. In fact, maybe I’ll go to MP. Maybe I’ll tell them what you’ve been up to on our missions. You know, to ‘hold you accountable’ for your actions and all.” He tugged on the goat and stomped around his teammates, ready to end this conversation and get back to the compound.
One of them seized his free arm and yanked him backward. He turned to see it was Adam. “What’s that supposed to mean?” Adam demanded, a threatening look in his ice-blue eyes.
“You already know. You and Oliver both.” Gus ripped his arm from Adam’s grasp and kept on walking. He didn’t want to call out Adam and Oliver for their secret relationship, but they were being hypocrites for threatening to inform MP about Gus’s trips to the city, considering same-sex coupling was strictly forbidden.
Another asinine rule, but Gus understood why the elders had put it in place. How else would they restore the planet to the glory of the Golden Era if their people got to choose who to sleep with? Got to choose whether to pop out babies?
The compound needed as many little workers as it could get.
“Are you really going to rat us out?” There was a tremor in Oliver’s voice.
Gus stopped. Let out a long sigh. It would make his life easier, so much easier, if he held this over their heads. They wouldn’t be able to tell anyone about what he was doing.
But he’d been on the receiving end of cruelty too many times before, knew just how much it hurt.
Finally, he said, “No, I’m not.”
It seemed that, at least for now, the discussion was over, and without another word, they began the hike back. 
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When Gus and his teammates were a mere mile from the compound, the sun had almost finished setting, and the temperature had dropped significantly. A breeze grazed the back of his bare neck and arms, sending chills through his body. In every direction, all that was visible were trees, the only noises those of his and his companions’ boots and their animals’ hooves crunching against shriveled grass and fallen leaves. Occasionally, crows—some of them genetically altered, their feathers stained a pinkish color—flapped from branch to branch, their harsh caws piercing the quiet. 
Maybe it was because of the extensive amount of folklore he’d been reading, but these days, the dark played tricks on Gus’s eyes, making him see monsters when nothing was there.
Nothing could be there, after all, as the stories he so loved weren’t real.
And even if there was a chance that they were real (and he knew there wasn’t), his compound was on the western side of a mountain range called the Black Hills, located within the fallen United States of America—far, far away from the places those magical tales took place.
Yet he still found himself imagining all manner of malevolent faeries prowling the woods at night. He saw them skulking in the shadows, waiting for the perfect moment to strike.
In masses of collapsed cottonwoods, he imagined there were redcaps hiding, plotting to slaughter any stray travelers passing by.
In murders of crows, he imagined there were sluagh flying, scouring the forest floor for the next unlucky fellow whose soul they might devour.
In fast-moving streams, he imagined there were kelpies biding their time, anticipating the moment a person came close enough to drown and eat.
Thankfully, the logical side of his brain knew he had nothing to worry about—even as far as nonfictional threats went. The worst anyone on scavenge-duty had encountered in the last year was a couple of mountain lions and some rattlesnakes, and although he and his teammates had never run into anything like that, they knew how to take care of it as easily as the other people of the compound had: with bullets.
No one left the compound without a loaded gun and extra ammo.
Gus and his team were safe.
The sun dipped below the horizon, and if it weren’t for the smog blanketing the sky (a lingering effect of the Nuclear War, which the elders said should clear up any decade now), the moon and stars might have lit up the night. The temperature fell even further, clouds of breath filling the air in front of Gus’s face and fogging up his glasses.
“Guess we should have packed our coats,” Nancy remarked as she walked in front of Gus, guiding her pig along. She began to shiver. “I hate when the weather gets like this. Hot during the day, cold at night.”
Twigs cracked to the left. Hand flying to his holster, Gus looked that way, his goat bleating, Nancy’s pig squealing.
A flash of movement in the trees, there and gone in an instant.
“What the . . . ?” Oliver tossed his bundle of birds over his shoulder and retrieved his flashlight, his teeth chattering. He and Adam stood several feet to Gus’s right. “Did you guys see that?”
Adam drew his handgun. “Probably a mountain lion. We’re almost home, so just keep your eyes peeled and your weapons ready.”
“Maybe speed it up a little too,” Gus added, and he and Nancy pulled out their handguns. The team continued toward the compound.
Not five minutes had passed before more branches snapped behind them. Again, the goat bleated, and the pig squealed.
Everyone swung around, preparing to shoot. Oliver shined his flashlight into the trees.
The glow revealed a creature that made Gus’s skin prickle with goose bumps.
Suspended in the air was some kind of moth, its brown-and-orange wings twitching, but it was far too large to be a natural-born insect. Gus couldn’t see its head, thorax, abdomen, or even its antennae, but he had a clear view of the back of its outstretched forewings and hindwings, and they were huge. From one side to the other, they had to span well over two yards.
“Does that thing have fucking feet?” Adam cried out.
Gus gazed at the space below the giant moth wings, and sure enough, he saw a pair of human legs and feet. They were pale, with raised pink stitch scars wrapped—
A gunshot roared into the air from behind Gus. He staggered forward, his ears ringing.
Another gunshot, then another and another and another. The goat tried to run, and Gus’s skin burned from the friction of the rope rubbing against it. Gritting his teeth, he tightened his hold on the cord. He looped it around his hand and wrist, but the goat was frantic. The animal careered into the trees, dragging him sideways. He dropped his handgun and slammed into the forest floor shoulder-first. The rope scraped out of his grasp, ripped his flesh raw.
Head throbbing, hand and wrist stinging, Gus scrambled to his feet. But before he could chase after the goat, someone seized him by the arm. He looked over. It was Nancy, her expression etched with horror. She didn’t have her pig anymore.
She yelled something at him, though he couldn’t hear what. Then she jerked him away, toward the compound, Oliver and Adam already sprinting in that direction. Oliver had dropped his birds, and Adam his guns.
What happened? Didn’t they shoot that thing? Gus glanced over his shoulder, expecting to see the moth-creature dead on the ground after so many gunshots had gone off.
But instead of a lifeless heap, he saw four dark figures standing together, staring intently at him. They seemed to be human, seemed to have human faces and human bodies, but the silhouette of insect wings protruding from their backs gave them away. They fluttered their unnatural appendages and soared into the night sky.
Gus faced forward and ran as fast as he could, terror arcing through his veins.
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By the time Gus and his team reached Wall One—a fifty-foot-tall corrugated barrier erected long ago with scavenged metal—the ringing in his ears had subsided, and he could hear his teammates a bit. But their voices were muffled, as if his ears were clogged with cotton. 
Oliver stuffed his flashlight into his backpack, yanked out his walkie-talkie, and pounded his free fist against Wall One’s door, which, like the compound’s other three entrances, blended seamlessly with the rest of its wall due to the patchwork nature of the walls’ construction. Unless someone saw where the doors were located from the inside, or saw where the scavenge-teams exited and entered the compound for scavenge-duty, they wouldn’t be able to find the doors, wouldn’t even know they were there.
“Let us in!” Oliver cried, beating on the entrance again. “Fucking let us in!”
“And get MP!” Adam yelled into the walkie-talkie. “There’s something in the woods, and we couldn’t kill it! We couldn’t kill any of them!”
“Okay,” a young man with a deep voice said on the other end of the walkie-talkie. “We’re coming down from the tower. Just hold on.”
Nancy released Gus, and pins and needles rushed through his wrist, palm, and fingers. She’d been holding onto him so tightly that she’d cut off circulation.
Heart still racing, he shook his tingling hand and tried to catch his breath. Had the moth-creatures or people or whatever they were followed him and his team to the compound?
If they had, and if their intentions were less than agreeable, would the military police be forced to use precious grenades and other hard-to-get weapons to keep the peace, since bullets apparently didn’t work on them?
And what about the stitch scars on the legs and feet of the first moth-person they’d seen? Now that Gus had a moment to think, to breathe, he realized the marks were the same as the ones all over the woman from the library.
Had Saoirse been real?
Had she vanished from sight because she had the legitimate ability to disappear, not because she was a figment of Gus’s imagination? Was she one of those freaky things in the woods, and had she somehow folded her wings behind her back so he couldn’t see them? Was she—were all of them—a sort of science experiment, as he’d first suspected when he’d noticed her scars?
Why would scientists want to turn people into bulletproof moth-creatures with the power of invisibility, anyway? What did that accomplish? Maybe it doesn’t have to accomplish anything if the goal is to simply defy nature.
He had to admit, if Saoirse turned out to be real, he’d be relieved. If she was real, that meant he wasn’t seeing things.
Then again, if she was real, that could also mean she was one of the moth-people they’d encountered, and if she’d followed him from the city, it was his fault this had happened in the first place.
Not only that, but if she intended to harm the compound or its inhabitants, the military police would track her down and try to kill her.
Gus hoped it wouldn’t come to that.
It might not, he thought. Saoirse seemed harmless, maybe even nice. She could’ve attacked me twice now, but she didn’t, and I wouldn’t have stood a chance, considering she’s bulletproof.
If she really is one of those moth-people, then maybe we misunderstood what they wanted. Were they following us because they need help or something?
Metal creaked against metal as the pair on tonight’s watch-duty of Wall One (it should be Evie and William, if Gus remembered correctly) undid the door’s many deadbolts and opened it.
Gus and his teammates stumbled into the open area beyond Wall One’s entrance, the long rectangular watchtower that was supported by tall beams and ladders high above their heads. Rows of LED bulbs, dim and flickering, hung from a mess of wires at the bottom of the tower’s base, barely illuminating the dry dirt ground and Evie and William as the pair shut the door and fastened its bolts and latches.
“Where—is—MP?” Oliver asked between gasps.
Evie and William turned around to face Gus and the others. “They’re on their way,” William said, and crossed his umber arms over his chest. Gus stood relatively tall at five foot eleven, but William had a good five inches on him, not to mention at least a hundred pounds of pure muscle. “What happened out there?”
After catching his breath, Adam explained how the team had come across the moth-people, how they’d looked human but had insect wings. “When Nancy shot at the first one, the bullet veered off course,” he said. “Almost like it was, I don’t know, redirected or something?”
“Redirected by an unseen force,” Oliver chimed in.
“Yes, that’s it. Redirected by an unseen force,” Adam agreed. “It hit the ground instead of the target, and then three more of the creatures showed up. Nancy and I shot at the others, but the redirection-thing kept happening, so we cut our losses and ran.”
Gus’s eyes went wide as he processed what Adam was saying. The moth-people weren’t bulletproof, but they could deflect bullets? Somehow the latter was even more bizarre than the former.
“They can fly though, you guys,” Adam went on. “When I looked back, I saw it.”
“I saw it too,” Gus said, and Nancy and Oliver added, “Uh-huh,” in unison.
Evie cussed, brushing obsidian curls out of her tawny face. Since they’d all been children, she’d been tiny, and she’d grown up to be one of the shortest women in the compound. “I bet a lunatic scientist kidnapped some people and experimented on them, and now they’ve escaped the lab.”
Gus nodded and replied, “That’s what I think.” He was starting to calm down, his hearing and heart rate returning to normal. “If that’s the case, maybe medical can help them. Get them back to normal.” His teammates gave him incredulous looks. “What?”
“They’re freaks, Gus,” Nancy said. “Monsters. There is no ‘normal’ for them anymore.” He clenched his teeth, holding himself back from retorting that Saoirse had seemed pretty damn normal to him back when he first saw her in the library, that she could have rushed him but didn’t. His teammates knew he’d gone into the city, but they had no idea why, had no idea whom he’d met or what he’d brought back. And William and Evie don’t even know as much as they do.
Better just keep my mouth shut.
William chuckled. “Monsters? C’mon, Nancy, don’t be dramatic.”
“I’m not!” she protested.
Another chuckle. “It was dark, which makes everything more frightening. I’m sure they really are science experiments, but redirecting bullets? Flying? Be real.”
Adam threw his hands in the air. “We are being real!”
“We wouldn’t lie about something like this!” Oliver exclaimed.
Footsteps crunched in the dirt on Gus’s right, and he looked that way. Two figures walked toward them, the dark, distant outlines of the Wall One MP and artillery quarters looming behind the approaching silhouettes.
The figures drew closer and stepped into the dim light, and Gus
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