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Chapter 1

Dad
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My daughter was screaming—loud, terrified shrieks that sliced at my heart—and I had no idea why everyone pretended they didn’t hear it.

Sunlight streamed through my office window in a long rectangle over the cracked tile floor, and beyond it, my secretary sat outside the open door. Between the clicks of her red-painted fingernails over the computer keyboard, she stared at her lap. Unless she caught the mouse in the office I didn’t tell her about and was deciding what to name it while rubbing between its ears, she was likely texting. How many times had I told her to leave the texting for her breaks? 

But not once did she glance up and ask, “Who is screaming?”

I gripped the edges of my desk so tight, white topped my knuckles. My insides shriveled with every cry into a trembling mess, and I thought I might be sick.

It had to be Leigh. It sounded just like her, but I had no idea where the screams were coming from. I’d searched the office and circled the building three times. She wasn’t here. The last time I saw her was this morning when she took my scientific logic and split it open. I had always believed science explained everything, but when Leigh brought the dead grass to life on the kitchen table, memories of all those arguments with Kassandra stormed back like a wintry, torrential rain.

The truth is right there in front of you. Why do you refuse to see it? she would say time and time again.

Because things like that don’t exist. Can’t exist. Yet when Leigh sat across from me at the kitchen table, her blue eyes so hauntingly similar to Kassandra’s, and pleaded with me to believe her, my resolve began to crumble. 

No, that wasn’t right. Continued to crumble. When Kassandra was still with us, I could almost believe anything was possible because a woman like her, so strong and selfless, had chosen me to spend the rest of her life with. The rest of her too short life. 

But in the end, even she couldn’t convince me. We once drove out to the middle of nowhere to a sunflower field, and she claimed she made the earth rumble.

There. See? I would show you more, but I’m afraid...someone will see.

I believe that’s called thunder, I’d told her and pointed to a growing collection of clouds in the east.

Her fingers curled at her sides, her nostrils flared, and I tried my best to keep the grin that threatened to stretch over my face hidden, or she would scratch my eyes out and serve them to me for dinner.

See that tree over there? she’d said without looking at it. Watch the branches.

And I did. Until Leigh started screaming. Kassandra and I leaped into action, searching for her, my mind buzzing with the kind of panic only a parent can feel when their child is in danger. It was only a scarecrow that had scared Leigh, but I would never forget that agonizing sense of alarm.

Which was exactly how I felt now. I didn’t know why, though, or how. Leigh should be at school, but because it had caught fire with her and Darby inside it, she wasn’t. She wasn’t at home either, even though I’d grounded her for the rest of her life. I had no idea where she was, which wouldn’t win me any father of the year awards, but my gut swamped me with the fact she was in trouble.

Pushing to my feet, I dialed her cell once again.

“Go away unless you’re Jo. Or Dad,” her voicemail answered, then a beep sounded.

“Leigh, I need to speak with you,” I said, and didn’t even attempt to keep the anxiety out of my words.

My secretary turned her head, listening, but I didn’t care. My whole family had always been fodder for her gossip hobby.

“Call me back on my cell as soon as you get this message.” I dropped the phone in its cradle with an unsteady hand and took my jacket from the back of the chair. “Charlotte, I’m leaving early.”

She swiveled around in her seat, hands in her lap to cover her phone, or her pet mouse, while her jaw hit the floor. “Early? But you never—”

“Something’s come up. Cancel the rest of the afternoon’s appointments.” 

“O-okay.”

Outside, I hoped the screaming would blend in with the traffic noise and the road construction farther up the street, but it pounded between my ears like an amplified jackhammer. I had to find her, make her explain to me more of what she talked about that morning. Why had she dug up my grandad’s ring and wanted me to recite the words inscribed in it? What had it said again? You set free my strongest gift? I had no idea what that meant, but she had seemed so relieved after I’d said it. 

And as soon as I did, a swell of memories had flooded my mind as if they had been gripped by an impenetrable dam: something long and dark weaving between the bars of my bed’s headboard, a shadow standing in my dad’s study, Grandad tucking the ring into my little fist with trembling hands.

“Too much power can corrupt Sorcerers, which is why I had to suppress your dad’s. Yours are hidden in that ring,” he’d said and glanced over his shoulder nervously, as if the army men lined up for battle on my dresser could hear him. “Repeat after me. Magic does not exist.”

I did repeat it back to him, and until Leigh asked that I read the inscription on the ring, I had believed it wholeheartedly.

I drove home, thinking, hoping, she would be there safe. She wasn’t. The next logical place was Jo’s. I shoved the jeep into reverse, a mix of a scowl and a sob constricting my face when I looked at the front of the house. 

The screen door had been smashed, and according to Leigh, a girl from school had taken a rock to it. Slivers of glass that had escaped the broom winked in the sunlight around Kassandra’s lilacs and twinkled up the length of their thick and sturdy purple petals. I had never seen lilacs look so alive and strong, especially after our unfortunate yard virus that had turned everything into an ominous bad dream. I had assumed a considerate neighbor or someone from the Kansas Department of Agriculture had re-planted fresh lilacs and rolled out new grass over our entire yard as a show of goodwill, but after what Leigh demonstrated this morning, I wasn’t so sure.

Was she capable of something like that? She had talked about Sorceresses and had claimed to be one herself. Darby, too. 

And me.

This realization wrenched my whole world out from under my feet. I didn’t know anything anymore. It reminded me too much of the unstable feeling I had when Kassandra died. It was all I could do to keep myself standing, let alone my two little girls. With our new reality, we needed each other, now more than ever, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was terribly wrong. Leigh’s screams wouldn’t let me.

Blinking back tears, I drove to Jo’s, certain Leigh would be there. After all, this was her second home. Hope straightened my shoulders from the worried stoop they had been in all day. 

But on the way up the sidewalk, the skin along my spine prickled. My sure steps slowed to a stand-still, and a deathly chill clenched my muscles around my bones. A powerful gust of wind rushed past and tossed stray leaves, flower petals, and small branches across the Monroe’s yard.

I shivered despite the spring sun that was only just starting its descent. I turned my head a fraction. The hairs on the back of my neck lifted as if someone was running an icy finger along my scalp. It felt as if someone was behind me, watching.

I had more important things to worry about than someone playing practical jokes, but the pinch of dread in my throat multiplied. Somehow being here, standing out in the open, felt wrong.

Slowly, I turned around, but no one stood behind me. I blew out a sharp breath as I took in everything familiar—the Monroe’s yard that was in need of a mow and a good weeding, my jeep in the driveway, a woman in her nightgown two houses away.

No. That wasn’t familiar at all. She was Ms. Boeing, the shut-in who hardly ever ventured out of her house unless it was to refill her plastic cups. 

Around the single wispy tree in her yard, she had wedged fifty or more plastic cups into the dirt and filled them all with broken twigs. Now she paced back and forth in front of her tree, her yellowed nightgown flapping around her, while she swung her arms at the air in obvious frustration. 

Standing on either side of the tree trunk were two elderly women I had never seen before. They knelt on the sparse grass, their movements perfectly synchronized, and plucked two dandelion puffs from the ground.

Ms. Boeing must know them from somewhere, and I had no reason to be spooked by a trio of old women.

I strode up to the Monroe’s front door and rang the bell, but another blast of wind deflated my insides. Leigh’s screams echoed in my head so loud, I covered my ears and slammed my eyes closed.

She was in trouble, more trouble than I might be able to help her with. I knew it in the marrow of my bones.

Her screams faded to a dull roar, as did the wind mere seconds later, though it felt like an eternity. I breathed hard, trying to still the shudders that kept quaking through me. I looked to my left again.

From bald stems in the two strangers’ hands, dandelion puffs drifted lazily in front of them. Big smiles stretched their mouths as they waved both their arms in front of them with exact, coordinated movements in some kind of strange greeting.

The Monroe’s front door finally opened. Callum stood just inside.

“Mr. Baxton, hey. Sorry, I was downstairs and didn’t...” His dark eyes tracked over my face. “Are you all right?”

“Leigh. Is she here?”

Normally when I mentioned her name in front of him, I didn’t miss the spark of sudden interest, like a faulty light that had been plugged in to a brand new outlet. Now, however, his face paled, and his throat bobbed on a hard swallow.

“She isn’t.”

“Do you know where she might be?”

A flash of red appeared behind him, and Jo wedged herself between her older brother and the doorframe. “Have you tried the graveyard, Mr. B.?”

I dropped my head in my hands with a heavy sigh. Of course she would be there. With her mother. Why didn’t I think of that sooner?

Callum stomped on Jo’s foot, and she let out a yelp.

“But they have a very strict rule about closing the graveyard early,” Jo said in a rush. “You have to be out of there before dark, like hours and hours before.”

“Yeah, I think they close at six,” Callum added.

I nodded, not really listening anymore, and blinked down at my black oxford shoes. A flower petal had lodged on the toe. A purple one. A lilac petal, but the Monroe’s didn’t have any lilacs growing in their yard. 

Twigs were strewn around their front steps with thorns sticking out of the sides. Those were from the hawthorn tree, but the Monroe’s didn’t have a hawthorn in their yard, either.

A third burst of wind zipped the petals off the ground and pushed a long line of them into the neighbor’s yard. The twigs skittered through the grass and skipped off to join them. Meanwhile, Leigh’s magnified screams bludgeoned the inside of my head.

My knees buckled, and I almost went down, but Jo and Callum swept to my side to haul me back up

“Mr. B., what’s wrong?” Jo asked, voice thick with concern.

Callum locked my elbow around his neck, taking the brunt of my weight. “Do you need to come inside?”

Ms. Boeing was shaking her head now and pulling at her hair. The two strangers dropped their empty dandelion stems at the exact same time, and the wind stopped dead. 

They’d blown on them the same time the wind had kicked up. I was sure of it. It didn’t make any sense, but neither did Leigh’s constant screams. But why were they blowing away all the twigs and flower petals out of the Monroe’s yard and into the next?

“Mr. B., please. Is something wrong?” Jo asked, and the rims of her eyes had reddened as if she was about to cry. “You can tell us, even if it seems...impossible.”

“I’m just not feeling myself today, that’s all,” I said. “You’re good kids. Leigh’s lucky to have you.”

Jo bit down on her bottom lip while tears streamed her face. What did she know that I didn’t? And how long had she known? If I hadn’t been distracted by my own grief, I could have realized this sooner.

“Leigh’s in trouble, isn’t she?” The words came out helpless, resigned.

Her friends stood there, neither agreeing nor disagreeing, their expressions matching what I already knew.

Callum gripped his sister’s shoulder and aimed a grim look at me. “Whatever you need, we’ll help.”

Jo wiped her face. “She told us not to, Cal.”

“Whatever you need,” Callum said again, his voice stern.

Just then, Mrs. Gonzalez’s car pulled into my driveway up the street with two ponytailed passengers in the backseat. Without Leigh home to watch her, she would be all alone, and given that I feared for one daughter’s safety already, alone wasn’t going to happen.

“Can you watch Darby?” I asked. “Just for a little while so I can find Leigh.”

Jo nodded. “I have a Bobby Fever bookmark for her anyway.”

I sighed my relief. “I’ll be right back with her.”

“We’ll have a peanut butter and pickle sandwich waiting when she gets here,” Jo said and disappeared behind the closing door.

I trotted to the house, glancing over my shoulder at the situation with Ms. Boehing on my way. She was frantically waving at the elderly women who were stepping into her house. Pleading with them to stop? I didn’t know because I couldn’t hear a thing over Leigh’s screams.

I picked up my pace and fixed a serene smile on my mouth as Darby dragged her backpack out of the car. There was no need to worry her about Leigh, but every scream inside my head urged me to hurry.

“Hi, pumpkin,” I said, shouldering her backpack. “Thank you, Mrs. Gonzalez.”

“Dad?” She scrunched up her nose so her glasses climbed past her eyebrows. “You’re home early.”

“I am.” I waved as Mrs. Gonzalez backed out of the driveway, then moved to take Darby’s hand. She shook me off. “Jo and Callum are going to watch you for a little bit, okay? Let’s go.”

“They are? But where are you going?”

“To run some errands.” 

“Why can’t I come with you?”

“Because...” I turned, realizing she was no longer next to me.

She stood in the middle of the street, arms crossed, and heels dug in, likely until I answered her. Her mother’s stubborn streak had branched into two equally persistent daughters who would likely test my patience even after I was dead.

“It’s Leigh, isn’t it?” she asked.

I rubbed my chin and looked at the house, thankful, yet frustrated I had a daughter who was smart enough to see right through her old dad.

A couple hawthorn twigs lay scattered below the front window, and across the driveway in the neighbor’s yard, a number of lilac petals held to the blades of grass among many more twigs. But, like the Monroe’s, we didn’t have a hawthorn tree, and Kassandra’s lilacs looked as hearty as ever. Besides, there was hardly a breeze on this side of the street.

Except when the two women had blown on their dandelion fluffs. Which meant what exactly? That the Monroes and I had twigs and petals in our yards, and the women puffed them away? But why? Did Leigh have something to do with it?

“Dad?”

“I don’t know what to tell you, pumpkin, because I don’t know myself.” I knew absolutely nothing, and that added extra weight to the anxious stone in the pit of my stomach. “Jo has something for you, though, and she said something about peanut butter and pickles.”

She grimaced. “I would rather eat spider eggs,” she said, but finally she picked up her feet and followed.

I resisted the urge to sweep her into my arms and sprint across the street, but just barely. The sun had dropped lower in the sky. Instead of feeling a slight relief from the spring heat, cold sweat doused the back of my shirt and beaded all over my face. 

As we climbed the Monroe’s porch steps, I glanced at Ms. Boehing’s house. Now, no one stood in the yard.

After the first knock, Callum answered the door and smiled down at Darby. “What’s up, Big D?”

She pushed past him into the house. “I’m a Trammeler Sorceress, that’s what’s up.”

“Lock the door,” I said to him, then took off for the jeep before he had a chance to respond.

Inside the close quarters of the vehicle, Leigh’s screams filled my ears to the point my eyes wobbled inside their sockets. I clamped them shut and fumbled at the ignition with the key. When I was fairly certain I wouldn’t pass out, I opened my eyes and slammed the gas in reverse. I turned the wheel in the direction of Heartland Cemetery and hoped with everything inside me I would find her there.

A flash of yellowed nightgown to the right, and suddenly Ms. Boehing stood right in front of the jeep.

My heart rocketed into my throat. I shoved at the brakes. Tires squealed. I’d come within inches of running her down, and she hardly seemed to notice. She flitted around to my side of the jeep, hands yanking at her hair, while she shook her head hard.

“Ms. Boehing—”

“It’s tonight. She’s Three. She didn’t stop them, and it’s tonight.” 

She reached a withered, clawed hand into the open window and grabbed my arm. Body odor poured off of her, and when a clump of her wiry gray hair tickled my wrist, I twisted away from her in disgust.

“Who didn’t stop them?” I asked, my voice shaky. “Stop who?”

“Leigh didn’t.” 

As far as I knew, Leigh didn’t personally know this woman, but Ms. Boehing obviously knew her. But who was Leigh supposed to stop?

A puff of black smoke appeared behind Ms. Boehing’s bony shoulder and funneled into her mouth. She jerked and twitched. Her eyes flashed a brilliant blue, almost as if they were lit from the inside.

“Ms. Boehing!” I grasped her arm, but recoiled at the feel of her glacial skin. What was happening?

“There’s nothing you can do.” She leaned into the window, her grimace displaying rows of teeth as yellow as her nightgown, her diseased smell assaulting my senses. “Tonight, she dies.” 

I fell back in the seat while her words crashed into me. Tonight?

Dies?

When the black smoke gusted out of her mouth, Ms. Boehing slumped over the open window. Before I had a chance to shake her, demand more answers, smoke raced between my lips with my next inhale.

Pain tore gashes down my throat, and as day turned to bluish night, my screams joined with Leigh’s.
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Chapter 2

Dad
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My hand.

That was the first thing I became aware of when I...awoke? Regained consciousness? Something was biting into my palm, something hard and sharp, while something else joined my fingers together. Something sticky and strong enough to hold when I balled my hands into fists.

Where was I and why didn’t I remember how I got here? Wherever here was. I had been on my way to Heartland Cemetery to find...

Leigh.

My shuddering moan forced its way out above the screaming din that filled my head. I jerked my hand away from the sticky substance, but it gripped my entire body like some kind of cocoon.

Terror barged into my lungs, and I dragged in a gasping breath. The sticky thing was wrapped around my face, too, touching my mouth, sealing off my air. It would suffocate me, second by slow second.

My daughter. I had to find her. I had to get out of here. For her sake, I couldn’t panic.

I adjusted the thing in my palm slightly so I could run a finger over it. Teeth. Metal teeth. It felt like my car keys and sharp enough to slice my way out.

My shallow breaths spun my head, but I worked the key from my palm to my fingertips and sawed at my binding. Silk threads broke around my wrist, my elbow, and still I kept sawing. It reminded me of the way a spider web strand felt, only thicker. Bigger. But there weren’t any spiders large enough to catch a grown man. Were there?

With my arm finally free, I cut into the webbing over my mouth and inhaled putrid, dank air. The smell made me cut faster, and once the rest of my head was free, I stared into the dead eyes of Ms. Boehing.

She hung across from me in another section of web, her face so sunken in, parts of her skull had torn through her wrinkled flesh. She looked as though all of her insides had been sucked out.

I quickly looked away, fighting the urge to vomit, and cut at the rest of the web. 

With Leigh’s screams echoing inside my mind, I briefly wondered if Ms. Boehing had the chance to scream, too. And why I hadn’t heard her.

Once free, I scanned the area. The web blanketed four walls of a small room, but through a thin veil, a door appeared. 

I lunged toward it, spider webs clinging to me once again, and fell out into a short hallway that led to some stairs. Ms. Boehing’s basement, if I had to guess, and I sped through the rest of it on high alert for anything that could have made me into a liquid meal, too.

I burst out the front door and reeled back at the total darkness before rushing to my jeep. Parked in the driveway. What had made me detour to Ms. Boehing’s house, and why couldn’t I remember? How long had I been there? 

The drive to Heartland Cemetery flashed by in a blur of running red lights and honking horns. I didn’t care. The only thing that mattered was saving Leigh, and if I was too late... I squeezed the steering wheel as a swell of emotion burned the backs of my eyes.

I turned the corner past the video store on screeching tires, then swerved into the gravel parking lot of the graveyard, my door already open before I pulled to a stop. When my feet hit the ground, complete silence crashed between my ears. 

Leigh had stopped screaming. 

The suddenness of it roared inside my head while other, normal sounds gradually took over—the steady clang of empty flagpoles lining the entrance from a steady wind. The hum of my jeep I hadn’t yet switched off. And the rev of my heartbeat knowing I might already be too late.

“Leigh,” I yelled and rushed at the gate. 

It was secured with a heavy padlock, and the only thing I had to try to force it open was a tire iron. I popped open the trunk, retrieved the tool, and slammed the padlock with every ounce of strength I had. Every crash rattled up my arms and banged my teeth together, but the lock wouldn’t budge. 

I lunged at the gate and shook it, knowing that wouldn’t do any good. 

“Leigh!” I shouted. “I believe you!”

There had to be another way inside. My headlights cut through the metal gate over the winding rocky paths to some trees that grew next to the side fence. That was as good as anything, so I sprinted past the front entrance and around the side.

I shot up the chain link fence as fast as my tense muscles and old bones would let me, then went hand-over-hand on the nearest tree branch and dropped to the ground. I had never broken and entered into anything in my life, but that had been surprisingly easy. Still crouched, I let my eyes adjust to my shadowy surroundings and listened.

Sound had changed inside the cemetery. Outside the gates, wind rustled the tree leaves, but inside, everything stood motionless. The rumble of the jeep’s motor didn’t reach this far, either, though the headlights still beamed out front.

But most importantly, I didn’t hear Leigh’s screams in reality or inside my head. It was as though they had been cut off, silenced, which was ten times worse than her constant shrieks. 

What if I was too late?

Stagnant, rotted air threatened to gag me, so I covered my nose with my sleeve and moved forward, mentally mapping where Kassandra’s grave was from this different angle and holding hope in my tight fists that I would find Leigh untouched. Every footstep over the rocky path was a gravelly shout in the extreme quiet. Clouds passing over the moon swung shadows around gravestones and statues, making them appear alive and pressing closer. Of course that was ridiculous, but after everything I had seen and heard today, I would never again disregard anything as impossible.

Kassandra rested just over the slight bump in the path up ahead, but I didn’t see any sign of Leigh. Maybe she wasn’t here. Maybe Ms. Boehing’s warning had been wrong, and Leigh was waiting for me to come home. 

I wanted to believe it, but deep down, I knew something was wrong, still wrong, which meant she had to be here somewhere.

Darkness hid Kassandra’s gravestone, but I could still make out its silhouette.

Watch over her, babe. Please, I prayed.

I sure hoped she could hear me.

To my left and deeper into the cemetery, thick shadows shifted. I couldn’t make out anything except more gloom, but I pivoted my feet in that direction. A steady trickle sounded the closer I drew, something wet and heavy, like falling raindrops. But it wasn’t raining.

Thunder shook the ground as if in disagreement, but it was like no thunder I had ever heard before. It didn’t start in the sky. It came from below. Kansas did get its fair share of small earthquakes, but this felt stronger, as though the earth itself was rupturing.

I sped my steps.

Drip. Drip. Drip.

It came faster now, louder, like a major storm was breaking, except nothing pelted my skin. Another blast of thunder rumbled the earth, and red lightning forked across the wispy clouds. Red, not white. What the hell was happening?

Ahead, the dark took on a life of its own. On either side of the dull glow of the curving path, I couldn’t see. It was as if everything else had dropped away from existence.

Drip. Drip. Drip. Drip.

A slice of moonlight pierced the clouds and cast over a large tree just to my right. It stretched thick branches skyward, and pouring from those branches to the ground below was whatever was making that drip sound. 

Not rain. 

Hesitantly, I reached out my hand to catch some, and at least a dozen drops splattered all over my fingers. My stomach clamped as I lifted my arm up to the moon. My hand was drenched in red. Was that...blood? But how?

I blinked around for some sort of explanation and stumbled forward up the path. The dripping followed. It came from everywhere, and some streamed a thin, dark line toward my shoes. 

I backed away, toward the other side of the path, and stopped short when my shoe crunched over dead grass. Not just dead, but a blackened sea of spiked nightmares like my yard had been. Even though I couldn’t see it to be sure, the sound alone stabbed the truth up my back—whatever Leigh was involved with, whatever was happening here, it had happened at home, too.

The Earth growled beneath my feet, as if in agreement with my realization.

Heart in my throat, I turned and found another tree split down its center. Limbs sagged from the trunk, and blood cascaded from them in sickening waves to the uneven ground below.

Why were these trees bleeding? Where was the blood coming from? Inside the—?

Oh. A head of red hair—only a head—lay just behind the divided trunk. My legs gave out, and I sank to my knees, a desperate shout welling up inside me. 

“Please, no,” I groaned and fell forward onto my hands. Icy, loose dirt with rivers of blood running through it reeled me back again.

No. No, that couldn’t be Leigh. It was someone else. It had to be someone else. 

I crawled forward on my hands and knees because I had to know. I had to be sure, even though what I found might well destroy me.

The rotten stink coupled with the coppery scent of blood rolled my stomach the closer I drew. The head faced away from me, and thin, sparse hair growing on half of it caught the drops of blood falling from the tree. Leigh had much thicker, wavier hair, and had colored all of her blonde hair red. I saw it that morning and hated it, but that didn’t matter now. 

But if this wasn’t Leigh, then who was it? What had happened here?

I pushed myself upright on shaky legs, and at the same time, the ground rumbled a third time, so strong it threw me off balance.

Three times. Hadn’t Ms. Boehing mentioned something about Leigh and three? 

“Leigh,” I shouted, trying to gain my footing, but the thundering earth drowned me out.

Something shifted to my right. A body, whose arms were firmly locked around a small gravestone, rolled to its side.

I strode closer over the shaking ground.

The dark stains streaking the body’s gray sweatshirt pulled me up short, as did the decaying odor emanating from everywhere. I forced down a swallow and circled it. This person was too thin, practically wasting away, and their feeble hands lost their grip as the earth continued to shudder. A number of curved seed pods snapped under the person’s weight. 

Henderson, the gravestone read.

The earth rocked violently, knocking me down, and a great ripping sound filled the night. The person rolled toward me over the unsteady ground. A black void filled the place where her head was supposed to be. Sarah Henderson’s head. Oh, my God, it had to be her. 

I lunged out of the way and heaved into the loose dirt so hard, my eyes watered. A cold sweat that quaked shivers through my body harder than the trembling earth broke out all over my skin. She was dead and then she came back and I saw her. I had hoped for a brief moment, before Leigh convinced me I was wrong, that Kassandra would come back, too. But what had Sarah
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