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   To the Viking
 
   I love you
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Down, down, down into the darkness of the grave
 
   Gently they go, the beautiful, the tender, the kind;
 
   Quietly they go, the intelligent, the witty, the brave.
 
   I know. But I do not approve. And I am not resigned.”
 
    
 
   ~from “Dirge without Music” by Edna St. Vincent Millay
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Of all the gods only death does not desire gifts.”
 
    
 
   ~ Aeschylus
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Molly’s Reaper Diary
 
   What You Should Know Already
 
    
 
   SET, THE GOD of Chaos, tried to take over the Underworld a looooong time ago … and started a war. After a whole bunch of reaper and human casualties, Anubis, the god of Death, kicked Set’s ass into the deepest part of the Underworld and imprisoned him. 
 
   Because so many of the reapers had been corrupted and betrayed Anubis, he took their powers, split them into five necromancer abilities, and gave the magic to (mostly) worthy humans. If these blessed humans used their powers well, they become reapers (some sooner than others) in the afterlife. 
 
   Those five powers are:
 
                 Ka Heka – Re-animates dead bodies using a teeny tiny part of the soul called the ka. 
 
                 Ren Heka – Calls forth and communicates with earth-bound spirits.
 
                 Sheut Heka – Creates and commands soul shadows. A soul shadow results from peeling away the top layer of the soul.
 
                 Ba Heka – Binds souls and keeps them from entering the afterlife.
 
                 Ib Heka – Sees into the heart of the soul, and knows the soul’s true worth. 
 
                 Very rarely a necro is born with two gifts. The last one recorded was Leonardo Da Vinci. No known human has ever had all five gifts. If someone was born a full reaper, then she’s probably the half-god kid of Anubis. Ahem. 
 
                 How do you know if you’re going to be a reaper? Lucky for you, the god of death likes to plan ahead. You’ll probably have an Anubis dream on your sixteenth birthday and/or your necro family will go consult the Anubis oracle and get the oh-so-happy news.
 
   Let’s see … oh, yeah. Did I mention there’s a prophecy that says Set’s gonna escape his prison and bring death to the world? Sooooo, if you’re extra-extra special, you’ll become one of Anubis’s Chosen warriors. You know, in case that whole battle goes down with Set. Among the Chosen is one awesome warrior destined to lead all the rest. 
 
   That would be me.
 
   Molly Bartolucci Briarstock.[bookmark: _GoBack]
 
   As a reaper in training, you gotta keep secrets. I keep secrets from all my friends, including my besties who still live in Las Vegas and the ones I’ve made at Nekyia: Barbie, Autumn, Daniel, and Trina. And then there’s Rath. Rath is … well, he’s hot. He’s like some super ninja reaper. Oh, he’s dead, too. That could be a problem in other relationships, but since I’m the daughter of Anubis, dating dead guys not much of stumbling block for me (um … that’s not as gross as it sounds). 
 
   Anyway. Since I’m trying to make this diary a how-to survival guide for soon-to-be reapers, you should just know that keeping secrets is part of the deal. You can’t go blathering about your trips in the Shallows, what souls look like, how scary Maat really is, or where you keep your scythe. You’ll probably have to lie and avoid, which makes you feel like a jerk, and you may lose friends. You have to decide what’s more important, you know? Because at the end, when it all goes down, saving the world means you’re saving your friends, too. 
 
   Hey, sometimes life—and death—just sucks.
 
   Keep calm … and carry your scythe. 
 
    
 
    
 
                 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “In ancient Egypt there was a religious sect devoted to Set, the god of chaos. The priests used their magic and knowledge to create soul boxes. These boxes could harbor many human souls, and it was said Set would feast on these souls, consuming them in the same way one might enjoy gourmet chocolate truffles. After the Reaper War, Anubis sought out these boxes and destroyed many of them—along with knowledge of how they were created. It is said that some survived—even into modern times.”
 
    
 
   ~The Secret History of Reapers, Author Unknown
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “If you can survive high school, you can survive anything.”
 
    
 
   ~Amanda Cannon Fenley, author of Parenting the Necro Child
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 1
 
    
 
   NIGHTMARES ARE OFTEN built with bricks of reality. I could not escape from either bad dreams or bad reality. Not after using my reaper gifts and taking a trip into the Underworld…
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry,” I whispered. I put my hand on Rick’s chest, and I felt his ragged, broken soul fluttering like a trapped bird. The soul knew that it was incomplete, and that it was caged inside a dying vessel. 
 
   I had caused that suffering, that confusion.  
 
                 “C’mon,” I said. “Let’s finish your journey.”
 
                 The soul popped free. Rick gave one final exhalation, and then he stilled.
 
                 I kept my gaze on what was left of him. The soul, a faded blue, was as mangled as Play-Doh in the hands of a toddler.
 
                 “In here,” I said softly, offering up the glass orb that had been given to me for transportation. The soul wiggled inside. 
 
                 It was time to heal Rick’s life essence.
 
                 It was time to let him go. 
 
    
 
                 I woke up, my skull pounding, my eyes tear-swollen, my limbs aching. The dorm room was dark and silent. I grabbed a nearby pillow and mashed it on top of my head. “No more, okay?” I muttered, as I gave in to the exhaustion. “Please, no more.” 
 
    
 
   “Present the soul,” said Maat. 
 
                 Everyone turned to look at me, waiting for me to relinquish Rick’s soul. I swallowed the knot in my throat, and cleared it a few times. “It’s not whole,” I said. “I was hoping you could repair it.”
 
                 Maat stared at me with distant eyes. “Why is it not whole?”
 
                 I licked my cracked lips, my heart beating so hard I thought it might burst out of my chest. Sweat trickled down my brow. “I tried to save him. I didn’t know … what I know now.”
 
                 The goddess sighed. “I do not understand why humans struggle so against death. It is not an ending.”
 
    
 
   My eyes popped open.
 
   “Damn it.” I tossed the pillow, and rolled onto my side. My mouth felt dry, but I was tired, too tired to go to the bathroom for a drink of water. I wanted so badly to sleep. Just sleep…
 
    
 
   “You have done a great disservice to this being,” said Maat.“You must pay penance. You will owe me three favors, Molly Bartolucci.”
 
   Maat lifted her hand and the glass orb lifted from my hands. It rose into the air … and the glass shattered. Rick’s soul zoomed forward, seemingly eager to see Maat. 
 
                 “Poor child,” she murmured as the warped blue mass settled onto her upraised palm. She held up her other palm, two wormy blue lights appeared. 
 
                 The missing parts of Rick’s soul!
 
   Maat cupped her hands together. She closed her eyes, and for the longest moment we stood there, while she whispered prayers I didn’t understand. 
 
   When she opened her eyes and then her hands … Rick’s soul was whole again.
 
    
 
   I WOKE UP to find my ghoul’s gray, gaunt face inches from mine. 
 
   “Aaaah! Henry!” I sat up and slapped a hand against my chest. My heart tha-thumped. “Don’t do that!”
 
   “I’m sorry, miss.” His expression held vague concern. He straightened, looking quite formal in the pristine black suit he always wore. “Miss Chiles has requested your presence.”
 
   After killing my almost-sorta boyfriend, escorting his soul to the Underworld, making a deal with scary goddess Maat, and finding out my sperm donor was Anubis, I wasn’t exactly in the mood to have a chat with the headmistress of Nekyia Academy.
 
                  Oh, well.  
 
   After I got dressed and had a quick breakfast of toast and orange juice, Henry led me to a small, stuffy and dimly lit room. Three people sat behind a long, dark wood table. Miss Chiles occupied the middle, her expression grim. The other two adults were a study in contrasts: a plump woman dressed in an alarming shade of purple with matching stripes in her short dark hair; and a man with a long, gray beard who wore glasses and a checkered jacket. The man looked confused, as though he wasn’t quite sure how he’d gotten here. 
 
                 “Molly,” said Miss Chiles, her voice stern. “We’ve convened a council of three, as outlined in Nekyia Academy’s bylaws. On my left is Dr. Lawrence Riverton, and to my right, is Professor Suzette Mills.” She put her hands on the table and threaded her fingers together. “A council of three is created when an accusation of forbidden necro magic is levied against a student.” 
 
                 The people on either side of Miss Chiles eyed me as though I was wiggling bug under their microscopes. I didn’t enjoy the feeling of being so coldly studied.
 
                 “A witness has reported to us that you stole a soul from a dying woman and gave it to an enemy of Anubis.” Miss Chiles paused, apparently waiting for me to comment on the accusation. 
 
   How was I supposed to respond? Cold fear slicked down my chest and settled like a greasy lump into my stomach. The memory flashed in my mind like guilty lightning:
 
    
 
   I looked down at the homeless woman named Sylvie. Irina--reaper, trainer, and nutjob--picked up the flashlight and aimed at Sylvie’s face. She hadn’t made a sound at all or tried to utter any last words. 
 
   She’d just … died.
 
   Before someone could be a ghost, their soul had to reject the Light. Sylvie’s soul rose out of her body, dancing upward. She wasn’t going to stick around. For a moment, I was glad she wanted to leave the earthly plane.
 
   “Molly.”
 
   My gaze slid to Irina, and my knees nearly buckled when I saw the big, nasty-looking gun she pointed at me. “The woman is dead,” said Irina in a cold voice. “And you will be, too, if you don’t take her soul.”
 
    
 
   I couldn’t believe that after all I’d been through, not to mention all the things I’d done that were not-so-awesome-and-or-legal, I was getting busted for a crime I didn’t even know I’d committed. 
 
   “While this report is troubling, Molly, the alleged incident did not occur on school grounds, so we will not address it here,” said Miss Chiles. 
 
   Um, then why did you bring it up? 
 
   She expelled a deep breath. “However, we have evidence that you’ve concealed an illegal magical device on school property.” She reached under the table and brought out a small object that she placed carefully in front of her. 
 
   My gaze dropped to the gleaming obsidian box sitting like so much sin on the table. A knot formed in my throat and I swallowed heavily. 
 
   “Do you recognize this item?” asked Miss Chiles. 
 
   “Yes,” I said. I’d left the soul box in my dorm room, unsure what I should do with it. I knew it was dangerous, which is why I didn’t tell anyone I still had it. But someone knew the box had been stowed in my dorm room. And that someone had told on me. Anger flared, but I keep my stance loose, trying to look as innocent as possible. Who would try to get me in trouble?
 
                 One name came to mind immediately. Clarissa Jacobs. I had saved her snobby ass, too. She had been the only one in the alleyway with me when I’d been forced to steal the soul of the homeless woman. I thought Clarissa had been knocked out, but maybe she came to in time to see me stash Sylvie’s soul. But if she’d seen me, then why hadn’t she seen the woman pointing the gun at me? Well, duh. She wanted to lead the Chosen so badly she’d probably do anything to be named Kebechet.
 
   “Are you aware of the soul box’s purpose?” Miss Chiles’s expression revealed nothing but cool professionalism. I felt betrayed by her because she knew that I was a member of the secret faction of the Society of Nekros. She knew I was Chosen, that I was among the elite warriors in training, and that I was prophesized as Anubis’s Champion, the Kebechet. If Set managed to break out of hell and start a necromancy war, I would be the one to lead the fight against him. 
 
                 “I’m aware of the soul box’s purpose, Miss Chiles.” 
 
                 “Have you used it, young lady?” asked Dr. Riverton. He didn’t sound accusatory at all. In fact, he seemed more curious than condemning. 
 
                 I nodded.
 
                 “She admits to the use of forbidden objects and magic,” said Professor Mills in a clipped tone. Her brown eyes filled with worry. “No young necro has yielded such power since…” She trailed off. She blinked at me, her mouth opening slightly, and then she looked down at the table. If I didn’t know better, I’d think she was afraid of me.  
 
                 Miss Chiles stood up, her robe rustling. “Molly Bartolucci, I am opening an inquiry into your illegal use of forbidden necromancy objects.”
 
                 My heart started a slow, erratic thudding. 
 
   “We do not render judgment,” said Dr. Riverton in a deep, lazy tone, as though he were merely commenting on the weather. “Judgment is for the tribunal.”
 
   A tribunal sounded bad. Since coming to Nekyia Academy, there was a lot I had learned—about my own past, about necromancy, and about being a reaper. All the same, I’d been a ka heka my whole life and helped my dad with his zombie-making business since I was twelve—and I’d never heard of half of the things I’d found at this school. Why was I surprised about a tribunal? 
 
                 “Molly,” said Miss Chiles softly, kindness edging her voice, “do you understand?” 
 
                 I felt the hot pressure of tears, but I blinked hard so they wouldn’t fall. I didn’t want to be seen as weak. Miss Chiles’ gaze remained steady and calm. I swear she looked almost sympathetic. I drew in a shuddering breath and tried to swallow the stupid knot still clogging my throat.
 
                 “You’re arresting me,” I said hoarsely. “And I have to stand trial.” 
 
                 Like I was a criminal. What was I supposed to do? Call my Dad? Pray to Anubis? Contact my grandparents? 
 
                 “You’re not under arrest,” said Dr. Riverton. “The tribunal is not … well, a traditional trial.”
 
                 Call me oh-so-comforted. 
 
   Behind me, I heard the squealing metal of the wooden door opening—with such force it crashed against the wall and shook the floor. I looked over my shoulder as a blonde woman dressed to the nines marched into the room. 
 
                 She was followed by my grandparents, Derek and Sandra Briarstock. 
 
                 Crapity crap crap!
 
   My heart leapt into my throat, and I felt my lungs squeeze. I opened my mouth even though I wasn’t sure what to say. Sandra shook her head slightly. She didn’t look happy, and neither did my grandfather. Dread crawled through me. 
 
   I turned back around, wondering what kind of lectures and punishments I would receive for getting myself into this mess. I was startled when I felt my grandmother’s arm slip around my waist. My grandfather put his hand on my shoulder. 
 
   A show of solidarity from my grandparents? 
 
   Whoa. 
 
   I was so grateful for their support that I clung to them with both arms It was nice not to feel so alone or afraid. 
 
   “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” The woman slapped a stylish black briefcase onto the table. Her brash voice and furious tone reverberated through the room. The three people sitting there reared back, all wearing alarmed expressions.
 
                 Miss Chiles recovered first. “Who are—” 
 
                 “Rosie Knowles,” interrupted the blonde. “I’m Miss Bartolucci’s lawyer.” She snapped open the locks and then paused in opening the briefcase, looking at Miss Chiles. “Did you inform Miss Bartolucci that she’s allowed to have representation during these proceedings?”
 
                 “Nekyia Academy has in loco parentis—”
 
                 Rosie laughed, whipped out some papers from the case, and snapped it closed. “Don’t give me that ‘school acts as the parent’ crap. Your accusations have the potential to affect my client’s life far beyond the walls of this school.”
 
                 “No one outside of campus has been brought in on this matter,” said Miss Chiles in a polite, but strained voice. “We are choosing to handle it quickly and quietly within Nekyia. The tribunal is the best way—”
 
                 “Railroad students?” asked Rosie. 
 
                 “To help Molly,” finished Miss Chiles.
 
                 “Hah!” Rosie slapped the papers onto the table. “Where’s her accuser?”
 
   “The accuser is anonymous.”
 
   Rosie lifted one blonde brow. “How convenient.”
 
    “We offer a Peers Helping Peers program where students can anonymously report trouble or abuses without fear of repercussions,” said Miss Chiles. “We received such a report. We have the purview to search any student’s room, car, or belongings. A search was made of Molly’s room, and the soul box found.”
 
                 “I see,” said Rosie. “So, you get an anonymous report, and you find the soul box in Molly’s room. What if the person who reported this alleged ‘magical abuse’ was the one who put the object in Molly’s room?”
 
                 The teachers looked at one another, and shifted in their seats. Professor Mills coughed into her hand, obviously uncomfortable with the lawyer’s scrutiny.
 
                 “May I remind you that this is the child who was taken—on a school-sanctioned field trip—by Russian gangsters with ties to Set supporters? She was emotionally traumatized and then imprisoned. She barely managed to escape with her life. And you, the stewards of this school, repay that bravery, that sacrifice with these ridiculous accusations!” Rosie launched her words with precision of darts hitting the bulls-eye.
 
                 “Molly admitted that she knew what the soul box was, and that she had used it,” said Professor Mills. Impatience crackled her tone. I got the feeling she didn’t like Rosie Knowles (or me, for that matter). I glanced at my lawyer. She didn’t seem to give a crap if anyone liked her or not. 
 
                 “Really?” asked Rosie. “Molly said she used it?”
 
                 Professor Mills’ heavily penciled eyebrows dipped as she frowned. 
 
                 “When asked if she had used the soul box,” said Dr. Riverton in his slow-as-molasses tone, “Molly nodded.”
 
                 “Oh? Maybe she did. Maybe she didn’t. Maybe her neck itched, or she tilted her head. Since she didn’t give a verbal response, it’s not relevant.”
 
                 “She recognized the soul box,” insisted Professor Mills. “She understands its purpose.”
 
                 “Shocking,” said Rosie in a droll voice. “Especially since soul boxes and their purposes are mentioned in the History of Necromancy textbooks used by this school. And a number of other sources available in the school’s library. And a plentitude of other sources that are outside Nekyia Academy’s purview.” She tapped the papers. “This is for you, Miss Chiles.”
 
                 Miss Chiles glanced down at the papers, and her eyes widened. “You’re filing a lawsuit?”
 
                 I gasped, and my grandparents squeezed me—either a sign of comfort or a warning to be quiet. Rosie looked over her shoulder at me and winked. 
 
                 “Oh, yes,” said Rosie. “If you’re going to pursue unfounded anonymous accusations against my client and put her through the ringer, then I have to protect her from the emotional and physical repercussions resulting from those ill-advised actions. Obviously, she’s suffering from exhaustion—and it’s likely she has post-traumatic stress disorder.”
 
                 “Post-traumatic stress disorder,” repeated Miss Chiles. Her gaze flicked to mine, and I swear I saw sympathy flash in her eyes. What the what? I got the feeling I didn’t understand even half of what was going on here. 
 
                 “Trust me, Miss Chiles. By the time my experts are through, this academy will—”
 
                 “Enough.” Miss Chiles folded her hands on top of the table. “If we do not investigate Molly’s use—”
 
                 “Alleged use,” inserted Rosie.
 
                 “—alleged use of illegal necromancer objects, I must then assume there’s no reason to pursue legal actions against Nekyia Academy.”
 
                 Rosie offered a glossy smile. “Well, now. You make a good point.”
 
                 “It’s in everyone’s best interests if we turn the soul box over to the appropriate authorities, and consider the matter closed,” said Miss Chiles. 
 
                 Professor Mills puffed up in her seat like a plumed bird. “I don’t think—”
 
                 “Which you are quite successful at, Suzette,” intoned Dr. Riverton. 
 
                 “The discussion is over,” said Miss Chiles as Professor Mills opened her mouth yet again. 
 
                 “Good. We’re done here.” Rosie scooped up the papers and tucked them into the briefcase. “It’s been a pleasure.” She snapped her fingers, and a business card appeared in thin air. “If you need to talk to Molly, you can call my direct line.”
 
   She placed it carefully on the table. Then she looked each teacher in the eye, offering them a sharp, thin smile—no doubt meant to be a warning. 
 
                 Rosie spun on her heels and marched toward us. I turned with my grandparents and followed Rosie out of the suffocating room. After we entered the hallway, I felt overwhelming relief and a whole lot of confusion.
 
                 “How did you know?” I asked. My voice was unsteady, and my hands trembled. 
 
                 “Miss Chiles warned us,” said Sandra. 
 
                 “What? Why?” I asked. 
 
   “Believe us when we say she’s on your side, darling.”
 
                 “Yeah. Everything’s okay, kid.” Rosie locked eyes with my grandmother. “I’ll give you a moment together, and then I’ll make sure Molly gets to her room.”
 
                 Sandra nodded, and Rosie withdrew a cell phone from a side pocket of her briefcase and walked down the hall. 
 
                 “I didn’t know the soul box was illegal, I swear!” I blurted out. “I didn’t mean to get into trouble.”
 
                 “We know, Molly,” said Derek. “We also know you did what you had to do.”
 
                 “You were kidnapped, for Anubis’ sake! You were brave,” said Sandra. “And we’re proud of you.”
 
                 I stared at my grandmother with an open mouth. Compliments were not her strong suit. Neither was being supportive, unless you counted lectures about good manners. And nobody did. 
 
                 She cleared her throat. “Close your mouth, dear, or you’ll catch flies.”
 
                 Ah. There was the grandmother I knew. I pressed my lips together. Then I asked, “Sooooo … what now?”
 
                 “You’ll go back to classes and to your training,” said Sandra. “And on the weekends, you will come home.”
 
                 “You mean, to your house?”
 
                 Sandra nodded. “It’s for your protection.”
 
                 I could think of nothing worse than leaving my awesome digs and my friends at Nekyia for the museum-like mansion and fussy company of my grandparents.
 
                 “Uh, I probably should stay here. Homework and … stuff.”
 
                 “Anything you can do here, you can do at home,” said Sandra. Her eyes looked like sapphires—hard, cold, and immutable. 
 
                 “I can’t leave Henry,” I said (okay, I whined). “He’ll get lonely.”
 
                 Derek laughed, and Sandra sent him a look of exasperation. “Henry is a ghoul. He’s not—”
 
   “Sweetheart,” interrupted Derek. “Molly’s obviously attached to him, and she may need him.”
 
   Sandra let out a breath. “Well, then. Of course, Henry is welcome, too,” she said. She drew me in for a tight, quick hug. “See you on Friday.”
 
                 “Okay,” I said. 
 
                 “Quell your enthusiasm, dear,” she said drily. She chucked my chin. “It’s just too infectious.”
 
                 I laughed. Well, at least I knew where my sarcasm genes came from. I almost went in for a fist bump, but I wasn’t sure Grandma knew what that meant. She stepped away, and pretended to smooth her hair. 
 
                 Derek brought me in for an additional hug, and I whispered, “Who is that woman? And what has she done with Sandra?”
 
                 He chuckled. “She’s trying, Molly. We love you.”
 
                 “Love you, too,” I said. It was an automatic response. I wasn’t sure how I really felt about my grandparents. We hadn’t known each other all that long. But they did have my back, and I respected that. 
 
                 I walked with them to the end of the hall. They said good-bye and left. Rosie turned me toward the general direction of my room. As we started what would be a labyrinth of hallways and staircases, my mind raced with questions. Had Clarissa tried to screw me turning in an anonymous report about the soul box? Was she really so desperate to be named Kebechet, she’d throw me under the bus? Honestly, I couldn’t believe that Clarissa’s ego would let her think of me as competition. Then again … Clarissa was a ten on the bitch scale. 
 
   Rosie sighed. “Walking sucks, especially in these atrocious heels.” She stopped and turned toward me. “Let’s take a shortcut.”
 
                 I stopped, too. “You know a shortcut?”
 
                 “Yep.” Rosie grinned and as I watched, glittery black tendrils squiggled up from her feet and surrounded her. When the magic dissipated, Irina stood there.
 
                 Panic ricocheted through me. “You!” 
 
                 Irina grabbed my shoulders, and as I start to scream … a yawning black hole opened under our feet.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Molly’s Reaper Diary
 
   Save Your Panic for the End of the World
 
    
 
   WHEN YOU’RE DOING reaper stuff, it sometimes feels like the end of the world. It’s usually not. You’ll still feel like panicking about 80% of the time. 
 
                 Look, there’s always going to be something you haven’t even thought about suddenly staring at you with red eyes and sharp teeth and oversized claws. 
 
                 The point is to not panic. When you panic, your brain fries and your muscles freeze, and then you’re getting kicked in the teeth.
 
                 You know the easiest way not to panic? 
 
                 Breathe.
 
                 Focus on your breathing. It sounds stupid, but it works. Once you have control of your breathing, you have control of yourself, and then you can think and act. 
 
                 As a reaper, you need to keep all of your skills honed—be ready with your scythe, your magic, and your training. But if you’re hyperventilating and flailing … um, you’re going down. 
 
                 I really want to help future reapers avoid the mistakes I’ve made. Then again, if you’re anything like me—well, you gotta do things the hard way. 
 
                 Just try to remember the breathing thing, okay?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Reapers don’t kill. They aren’t, as so many humans believe, ‘death incarnate.’ Reapers are conduits. Guides. Beings that help humans get to the next plane of existence. However, they cannot force the unwilling, and there are ways to prevent reapers from doing their jobs. Spells were written by Set and given to his followers, and though Anubis sought to destroy all knowledge of binding souls to the earthly plane … he did not succeed.”
 
    
 
   ~Secret History of Reapers, Author Unknown
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Zombies require exercise otherwise their muscles may stiffen up or atrophy. They need at least thirty minutes a day of stretching and walking. So, put your zombie on his leash and get him to the zombie park for fresh air and walkies!”
 
    
 
   ~Felicia Sparks, Zombie Trainer and Unlife Coach
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 2
 
    
 
   THE SCREAM CURDLED in my throat. I felt as though I was choking on the horror of the sound, unable to either let it out or swallow it down. A long moment passed before I realized I was standing on a hard surface and not falling into dark oblivion. 
 
   “Open your eyes, stupid.”
 
   I hadn’t realized my eyes were closed. I opened them, and saw Irina in front of me. “Your accent is gone.” What a dumb thing to say. I guess I was still trying to get a handle on the moment.
 
   “I’m not really Russian.”
 
   Duh. “You’re really Anput.”
 
   “So, Anubis told you about me.”
 
   “He mentioned you briefly.” I shrugged. Now that my heart rate was calming, and my knees had stopped shaking, I realized that we were in my dorm room. Being in a familiar environment within shouting range of Henry made me bold. I eyed her. “I don’t see what the big deal is about you.”
 
   “You don’t, huh?” She smiled, but sorrow edged the tilt of her lips. Her form shimmered. In the undulating light I saw Irina fade. The woman who stood before me now was beautiful in an ethereal, untouchable way. Her eyes, hair, and caramel skin tone matched that of my father’s. She was dressed in a white gown with gold clasps on the shoulders. Her black hair fell in a shiny black waterfall down her back. “The big deal is that I am the sister of Anubis. His twin, actually.”
 
   His twin? I stared at her, wide-eyed. Sudden realization sent cold zipping down my spine. So, that made Anput-Irina-Rosie … gulp.
 
   She chuckled softly. “Yes, Molly, I’m your aunt.” Her expression sobered. “And yes, I’m the one who betrayed Anubis.”
 
   Oh, crap. We were going to have that discussion now? I looked at her expression, and realized that yes, yes we were.
 
   I sighed.  
 
   “Catch up on your reaper history.” She waved her hand toward my bed and a huge black and gold book plopped down into the middle. It was so large and heavy, it sank into the mattress like an anvil. “There. Now you have The Secret History of Reapers. Written by gods and necros alike throughout history. Too many authors to even count.”
 
   I eyed the book, feeling both curious and horrified. “Don’t you have a Cliff’s Note version?”
 
   “Only reapers can read it. To anyone else, the pages appear blank. The book is imbued with reaper magic. You can search for specific words or particular stories just by telling the book what you want.”
 
   “Um. Okay. I tell the book what I want—and it gives it to me?”
 
   “Not necessarily. Magic is strange, Molly. It’ll often give you what you need, not what you want.”
 
   “Awesome,” I said without enthusiasm. Like I really needed more adult woo-woo-boo-boo crap. Why couldn’t people just say what they meant, or go with a simple explanation?
 
   “Why did you betray Anubis?” I asked bluntly. “And did you kill the real Rosie Knowles?”
 
   “I am the real Rosie Knowles,” she said. “It’s one of my own personas that I created.”
 
   “Yeah. You just happen to be the lawyer of my grandparents?”
 
   “One of them. I’m a partner in the law firm they have on retainer.”
 
   “You have weird hobbies.”
 
   Anput laughed. “I have a lot of time on my hands. As to your other question … I made the mistake of believing in my Uncle Set and yes, I helped him. I was wrong, but by the time I figured it out, it was too late. You have to understand, Molly. Set almost won. The war took a huge toll on all planes of existence—the human world, the reaper world, the Underworld. It’s why Anubis put a tighter leash on his reapers, and why the humans were gifted with necromancy powers. There was a time on Earth when no human had any magic.”
 
   No magic? Weird. I had always lived in a world with magic, zombies, and ghosts. It was difficult for me to fathom a world where everyone was the same, and no one had connections to the other side. Maybe life would be a lot less complicated if Anubis hadn’t given humans the abilities once only wielded by supernatural beings. 
 
   “I’ve been staying out of the way of my brother, but now our uncle is making a bid for his freedom. He may well succeed, Molly, especially if the Chosen and the Kebechet aren’t ready for him.”
 
   “Hey, no pressure, right?” I offered my aunt a grim smile. “I can’t believe the fate of everyone depends on me leading bunch of teenagers.”
 
   Surprise flashed on Anput’s face. “There are many more Chosen. You won’t be leading a dozen of reaper wannabes against Set. You’ll lead an army made up of thousands and thousands of necromancers. Chosen all over the world have been preparing for the rise of Set for a very long time. You’re part of the newest generation, Molly.”
 
   “This is why communication is so important,” I said. How could I lead thousands of Chosen against a pissed-off god? I couldn’t even get the hang of Algebra. My knees wobbled. I walked to the bench positioned at the end of my bed and sat down. Emotions poured through me. Fear. Anger. Worry. Panic. Nausea roiled in my stomach. Oof. “Are you sure I’m the Kebechet?”
 
   “Your birth was part of a prophecy uttered by Maat herself. Anubis knew that he would sire the Kebechet who could defeat Set.”
 
   I noted the “could,” which didn’t mean Maat had predicted this fab Kebechet would necessarily win. Gawd. This was a conversational path I did not want to skip down with dear auntie. I mean, how many children had my god-dad sired (ew)? Did I have some half-sibs out there? More and more questions surged in my mind, so many that my head started to throb. However, there was one question that burned through all the rest vying for consideration, and I couldn’t stop from asking it.
 
   “Why did he pick Cynthia Briarstock?”
 
   Anput shrugged. “Only my brother can answer that question, Molly. He must’ve had his reasons for choosing your mother.”
 
   “Yeah. Like you had your reasons for following Set?” I was surprised to hear the bitterness in my own voice. I thought I had accepted my mother’s abandonment a long time ago. My human dad, Al, and my Nona had more than made up for anything Mom might’ve given me. 
 
    “Evil does not exist in a vacuum,” said Anput. “It’s created. Some wounds are so deep, so toxic, they never heal. Even good people can be poisoned by hurt, shame, anger, vengeance.”
 
   “Is that what happened to you?”
 
   Anput looked stricken, but she nodded. “Partly. I believed in the wrong person, gave my trust to a liar. I paid for it. So did Anubis. And so did this world and the next.”
 
   I felt sorry for Anput. Anubis hadn’t said much about her, but he seemed more sad than angry when he’d mentioned her to me. I still didn’t understand her motives. While I didn’t think she was lying, I couldn’t know for sure. After all, as the reaper-teacher Irina, she pointed a gun at me, made me steal a soul, trapped me with a Russian gangster, and then took off for parts unknown. Yeah, she’d gotten me out of trouble today, but that’s only because she’d gotten me into it. 
 
   “Stay strong, Molly. Train hard. Focus. And keep faith in Anubis—and yourself.”
 
   “What about you?” I asked. 
 
   “Have faith in me, too.” 
 
   I hated to admit it, but liked Anput. However, I didn’t trust her. She seemed to understand that, too. After all, she’d betrayed her own twin. How could she ever prove herself trustworthy again? 
 
   “See ya round, kid.” She gave a little wave. Glittering black coils of magic swirled around her like attacking pythons. 
 
   Then she was gone. 
 
   “Show-off,” I muttered. 
 
   It had been a spectacularly crazy morning. I turned around and contemplated my magnificent bed, which Henry had already made. His efficiency was scary. 
 
   Blurgh. My brain was rebelling against entertaining any more thoughts, and exhaustion made my limbs feel heavy. 
 
   I crawled onto the bed, pushed the massive book to the side, and promptly passed out. 
 
    
 
   I WAS PRESSED against a rock wall, my fingers digging into the craggy surface. My heart pounded in rhythm to the frenetic drumbeats echoing in the cave. Ahead, an odd purplish light flickered, throwing shadows onto the rock walls. The air stank of incense and sulfur, accompanied by a dank, otherworldly stench that clogged my throat and settled into my stomach like spoiled food. 
 
                 “You ready, brown eyes?”
 
                 I looked to my left. Rath stood shoulder to shoulder with me. His face was streaked with dirt and blood, his shirt torn. He was sweaty, too, and breathing hard. 
 
                 “You’re hurt,” I said.
 
                 “Not my blood, Mol. Yours. You already forget kicking the asses of those guards?”
 
                 “What?”
 
                 His eyebrows dipped and he frowned. “You okay? Did you hit your head or something? I thought you just skinned your knees.”
 
                 I looked down. The jeans I wore were bloody and filthy, and had huge holes in the knees. “Holy crap.”
 
                 “Maybe you should stay here,” said Rath. 
 
                 “No way,” I said, partly because I always wanted to do the opposite of what Rath told me, and partly because I somehow knew that I needed to face what stood in that flickering light, responding with unearthly screeches to the wild drumbeats. 
 
   “All right,” said Rath. “Suck it up, princess, and let’s go.”
 
   I opened my mouth to tell him to shut up, but he covered my lips with his and gave me a deep, heartfelt kiss. He pulled away, winked at me, then grabbed my hand, and we crept forward. My lips tingled, and my heart now thudded with the thrill of that unexpected kiss. I felt secure, confident, especially with the firm grip of Rath’s hand around mine. 
 
    We ran. 
 
   The scene that greeted us was surreal—and awful. 
 
   The screeching of the animal in the cage sawed its way through the primal drumming. Dark figures surrounding the cage ... humans or demons or reapers ... I didn't know. They all wore black cowls, and they all lifted their arms up in a rhythmic way that matched the boom, boom, boom of the ancient music. I'd never thought about evil as a taste, but here, in this place, I could feel the ache of it in my throat, feel the acidic drizzle of hate dripping into my stomach. 
 
   For a moment, I couldn't bring myself to look at the cage, or the creature within. Not just a creature, but my Great Uncle. For a moment, I lost my ability to breathe, and I stalled our progress. My feet felt glued to the floor. Rath stopped and looked over his shoulder at me. "Don't lose courage, Molly. C'mon."
 
   I wasn't losing courage. (I didn’t have any to begin with, I was sorry to say.) I was gaining fear, and fast. I let Rath pull me along, but I didn't want to go. I didn't want to see anymore. 
 
   "It's him," said Rath. "He projects fear. It's how Set controls you, controls everyone."
 
   "It's not affecting you," I said.
 
   "Yeah. It is." Rath gripped my hand tighter. "I only feel brave because you're here with me."
 
   "You mean, because I'm the daughter of a god, and that gives you security?"
 
   "No, Molly. Because you're you. You don't give up. Especially when it comes to the people you love. That's where my faith lies. With you."
 
                 It wasn't the right time for an "aw" moment, but I hoped that if we survived this, I would have plenty of "aw" moments with Rath. We didn't really have anyone left except each other. Okay, that wasn’t exactly fair, I know. Still, it felt that way. 
 
                 Loss was a burden almost too heavy to bear. 
 
                 I’d had enough of it, enough of it all. I wanted it to end. And the only way to do that, the only way to protect those who were left, was to make sure Set never, ever got out. I sucked in a deep breath, filled my lungs with the fetid air of this poisonous place, and let Rath lead me closer to the cage that imprisoned Set. 
 
   The cage was its own atrocity. Made of bones—bones of the old gods, just like The Secret History of Reapers had described. They looked like dinosaur bones, large and pitted, smudged with dark red goop. I shuddered. I didn’t even want to think about what that stuff was. Blech! The cage didn't really have a door--at least not one that I could see. Of course, why would something meant to be an eternal prison have a door? 
 
   The creature inside the cage screamed again. It was a terrible sound, one of longing and rage, and it zapped me right down to my soul. Fear was lightning in my heart, ice in my blood. But I had Rath and his faith, and I had no choice. Kebechet. Right. I wished the word, the idea of it, gave me more comfort, but all I really felt was utterly afraid. 
 
   Rath pulled us behind a large outcropping of black, jagged rocks. 
 
   The drumbeats and the sounds of chanting rose up, blending with the yells of Set. Set was terror personified. In Ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs, he looked less scary. With the head of an anteater, the horns of giraffe, and the body of a mutant dog, he was snarling and snapping and squealing. He was dressed in ragged, singed clothing. He was huge ... the biggest, most terrifying monster I'd ever seen. This wasn't a late-night horror show, though, this was real. If Set got to the earthly plane in that form—no one would survive. 
 
   The whole world would be destroyed. 
 
   "Look," said Rath. He pointed to a box that sat in front of the cage. The obsidian box was as big as a coffee table, and the marble sides gleamed in the dancing shadows of the fires rimming Set’s cage. 
 
   "Well, that’s not good," I said. I couldn't begin to calculate how many souls would fit into that container. Thousands. Maybe millions. Surely, Set's followers hadn't been able to fill that thing. It wouldn't be possible. Would it? I went completely still and cold. "How did they get souls for it?" I asked. 
 
   Rath glanced at me.
 
   We heard creaking and cracking, and Set’s mournful cries turned to triumphant sounds. 
 
   The cage exploded. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Molly’s Reaper Diary
 
   Portents, Visions, Symbols, Signs, and Dreams
 
    
 
   AS A REAPER-IN-TRAINING, you may have visions, déjà a vu, and nightmares. How can you tell the difference between a nightmare that’s warning you about impending doom and an embarrassing dream where you show up naked to Algebra class? Either one could be a vision of the future, but you should probably pay attention to the one that has fire, screaming, and explosions. 
 
   Symbols and signs will pop up, too—in your life and in your dreams. Portents are ways that the gods or other supernatural creatures (like sheuts, or ghosts, or whatever) try to communicate with you. I’ve never understood why someone (or something) can’t just tap you on the shoulder and say, “Look, the apocalypse will be here on Tuesday. You might want to get a helmet and a weapon. Tell your friends.” 
 
   But, no, it never works that way. The future can be told, but not written. Choices and free will mess around with outcomes, and P.S. gods aren’t too good about keeping track of time. They’re like, “Wow. The end of the world already? I thought that was last millennium.” Immortals don’t use calendars. That’s why prophecies are so vague and can have fifty different interpretations. 
 
   If you have a prophetic dream, your first response will probably be to freak out. You may wake up screaming, or gasping, or even roll off the bed and bash your face into the nightstand. Once you recover, go get some exercise and try to shake off the heebie-jeebies. I usually go for a run and keep going until my legs feel like wet noodles and my lungs feel like they’re gonna burst. Then I go eat ice cream. Lots and lots of ice cream. 
 
   Oh, if you can’t find ice cream, don’t settle for a Popsicle. Popsicles won’t help at all. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Evil does not always come in supernatural forms. Humans are often capable of deeds darker than even the gods can imagine.” 
 
    
 
   ~Secret History of Reapers, Author Unknown
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Believe in the gods, and they will believe in you.”
 
    
 
   ~Kelley Hartsell, Curator for the Anubis Oracle in Reno, Nevada
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 3
 
    
 
   “MISS BARTOLUCCI!” DR. ALLISON Mayfair’s voice, rife with censure, bolted me upright in my desk and scattered my worries to the corners of my fogged-out mind. 
 
   My 9 a.m. Necromancy Literature class was not my favorite, and I’d been thinking about Set and Rath and dying in cave. The nap-time nightmare hadn’t left my thoughts. In fact, I hadn’t slept much at all last night. I was too afraid of falling back into that horrible dream.
 
   “Am I boring you?”
 
   “Huh? What?” My voice sounded hoarse and scratchy. I heard other students laugh as I blinked down at my notebook. I hadn’t taken any notes, unless you counted the skull with fiery eyes and scythe clenched in its teeth. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Clarissa Jacobs lean forward and whisper to one of her minions. They stared at me while tittering in common derision. 
 
   I looked up at Dr. Mayfair, who stood at her lectern in front of the class, her razor-gaze cutting me to ribbons. “I can only assume, Miss Bartolucci, that you were absolutely riveted by Chapter Five of J. Benjamin Parker’s Keep Thy Soul.” 
 
   I flinched. I hadn’t read Chapter Five. Okay, I hadn’t read any chapters of Keep Thy Soul. I’d tried, mind you, but it was written in the 1600s, it was all “thee’s” and “thou’s” and big words nobody used anymore. I’d given up after paragraph three. 
 
   “Um … I didn’t understand it,” I said. 
 
   “Ah. Then perhaps you’ll take a moment to listen to my thoughts about the devious Lord Manning and his innocent ward, Sally Wright.”
 
   Embarrassment knotted my throat, and I nodded. My face felt flushed, like someone had taken a blowtorch to my skin. I heard Clarissa snicker, and I tamped down my urge to punch her in the face. Instead, I put my pen against paper and dutifully prepared to write actual notes. 
 
   “The author used Miss Wright as an example of magical purity,” continued Dr. Mayfair. “Can someone tell me what Lord Manning represented?”
 
   Clarissa’s hand shot up, and Dr. Mayfair gifted her with a rare smile. “Yes, Clarissa?”
 
   My nemesis pushed a silky red tress behind her ear, offered us less studious peons an arrogant smile, and said, “Lord Manning is the representation of corrupted magic.”
 
   “Ah! Exactly.” 
 
   Clarissa swung around and gave me a smarmy grin. I put my hand under the desk and wiggled my fingers until she looked at them. 
 
   I flipped her off. 
 
   She glared at me, and returned to her note-taking. And I returned to my skull doodle, adding a jaunty pirate hat while Dr. Mayfair droned on about necromancy gone awry in fifteenth century England. 
 
   Mercifully, end-of-class bells chimed, and we all scooted from our seats. I threw my notebook and pen into my bag, lobbed it over my shoulder, and headed for the door. 
 
   “Miss Bartolucci. A word, please.”
 
   Crap. I look longingly at the doorway, escape mere steps away, and then I dutifully turned around. “Yes, Dr. Mayfair?”
 
   “You’re a bright girl, Molly. I know not everyone is as enthusiastic about necro lit as I am, but this is a core class required for graduation. Paying attention to details will benefit you—not only in this class, but in other areas as well.”
 
   “Okay,” I said. She lifted a brow, so I added, “I’ll pay closer attention from now on. Promise.”
 
   Dr. Mayfair looked at me, and I got the feeling she was trying to convey something more important than understanding metaphors written by authors long dead. In fact, she held my gaze for so long, I started to feel uneasy. “Is there something else, Dr. Mayfair?” I asked. 
 
   Dr. Mayfair blinked, as though she hadn’t realized just how hard she’d been staring at me. She pulled back a little and placed her pale hand on desk’s edge. I noticed that her fingers trembled. 
 
   “Did you know they made a movie about Keep Thy Soul?” she asked. 
 
   I shook my head. 
 
   “I believe it came out in 1942. The film is black and white, and three hours long. They modernized the language, of course, but it’s still a fair representation of Parker’s excellent novel.” She straightened in her chair, and then waved me off. “Don’t be late to your next class.” She grabbed a red pen and attacked the student papers neatly stacked in front of her. 
 
   I was apparently dismissed. 
 
   I left the classroom, wondering why Dr. Mayfair let me know about the movie—and why didn’t I think of that already—and if I was just imagining the undertone of her “pay attention to details” message. These days, it was difficult to have a conversation without searching for hidden meanings and secret messages. Yep. Just another fab component of being the daughter of Anubis. 
 
    
 
   I LANDED ON my backside, and pain edged up my spine. I thought about climbing to my feet and letting Rath pummel me some more, but I was too tired. 
 
   “What’s the matter, brown eyes? You quittin’?”
 
   “Yeah,” I said. Sweat dripped down my neck. We’d been training for more than hour, and with another hour to go for my “independent study” class, I figured I could take a breather. Plus, I didn’t want to get up. 
 
   To my surprise Rath lay down on his back beside me, close enough so that the tip of his fingers touched mine. 
 
   “You thinking about him?”
 
   Him. Rick Widdenstock. First crush. First kiss. First soul. I had screwed up so bad. “Yeah. I guess so,” I said.
 
   The guilt was still there, but those feelings for Rick? I didn’t know. We hadn’t been together long enough to have a real relationship. I had changed so much from the girl who had wanted Rick. And at the end? Rick’s feelings hadn’t compelled him to stay close to me. I had done that with my reaper magic—without even knowing it. He was my thrall, not my boyfriend. 
 
   Rath said nothing, and the silence between us was as thick as poisoned honey. 
 
   “The heart wants what the heart wants,” he said, his voice gruff. 
 
   I rolled onto my side and propped my head up, so that I faced Rath. He folded his arms behind his head and stared up at the ceiling. 
 
    “I feel awful about everything I put him through … and sure, there’s grief there, too.” I struggled with how to express what I felt—jeez, I needed one of Dr. Mayfair’s metaphors. “I can’t say my heart wanted Rick then, much less now.”
 
   Rath glanced at me. “Yeah? What does your heart want?”
 
   You. I licked my lips, drawing Rath’s attention to my mouth. Something sharp and electric zigzagged through me. I didn’t have the courage to tell him that I liked him. I thought that maybe I should tell him about the dream, but … well, it didn’t feel like a good idea. And it really didn’t feel like a good idea to go all I heart you Sooooo much on him, either. 
 
   “I don’t know what I want,” I said. “Not yet, anyway. I’m still trying to figure it all out.”
 
   His gaze warmed, and a smile tugged his lips. “I’ll be here when you do.” He rolled to his feet, and then gestured at me to c’mon. “Let’s go, brown eyes. You really need to practice your tuck and rolls.”
 
   I groaned. Tuck and rolls were my least favorite move. It had taken forever for me to learn how to do one from a standing position, and half the time, I still face-planted. 
 
   I climbed to my feet.
 
   “Don’t give me the puppy-dog look,” he said. 
 
   I jutted out my lip and pretended to sniffle.
 
   “Lame,” he said, stifling laughter. He made his expression serious, but he couldn’t quite extinguish the twinkle in his eyes. “Ten in a row, brown eyes. Go!”
 
    
 
   “MEETING,” SNAPPED CLARISSA. She and her two favorite minions stood in front me, blocking me from moving forward with my tray of food. Over her shoulder, I looked longingly at the lunch table where all my friends sat. I could see them staring me. Barbie lifted her hands in a WTF gesture, and all I could do was shake my head. 
 
   Every day this week, Clarissa had pulled last-minute meeting bullcrap. Since Clarissa had a leadership position in the society, she liked to throw her weight around—especially at me. I couldn’t explain to my friends why I was even talking to wicked bitch of the west, so I told them we’d been assigned as lab partners for a science project. 
 
   “Another lunchtime meeting?” I asked. “What’s on the agenda today? Make-up tips? Shoe advice? Why red is the color of evil?”
 
   Clarissa rolled her eyes and tossed her red hair. “Well, I’m sorry the business of the Nekros Society is screwing up your social life. You could always quit, Molly. Then you wouldn’t have to worry about little things like saving the world.”
 
   Her minions giggled. 
 
   I looked at them. “Don’t you have an appointment with the 1980s … you know, to give those dresses back?”
 
   Their expressions went as hard as stone. Accusing someone in Clarissa’s circle of bad fashion was akin to declaring war. They both smoothed their stripped dresses with the triangular shoulder pads. Their hair was slicked and braided into long ropes. They were almost twin-like, except one was short and blonde and the other tall and brunette. The blonde lifted her finger and I saw a thin line of glittery black magic sprout from her nail, coiling like a pet snake around her hand. She hissed at me, raising that finger, but Clarissa grabbed her arm. 
 
   “Knock it off,” demanded Clarissa. “You want to get sanctioned? You know the rules. No reaper magic outside of training.”
 
   Oh, sure. Like Clarissa was all about following the rules, even though the first day I met her, she used her magic to trip me and humiliate me. 
 
   “Every member has been called to the temple.” Clarissa’s smile was thin, and as shiny as a blade. “Daddy has an announcement.”
 
   “Fine. Whatever.” I maneuvered around her and the evil twins, and hurried to the table where my friends waited for me. 
 
   Barbie, who was dressed in black lace and striped leggings, glared at me. The kohl around her eyes was extra heavy and she wore scarlet red lipstick. “What the hell did her highness want this time? Does she need help clipping her talons?”
 
   “It’s that stupid lab thing,” I said. “I can’t stay for lunch.”
 
   “Shocker,” said Barbie. She looked down and contemplated her ketchup-bathed French fries. “Have fun with your new BFF.”
 
   Argh! It seemed I’d been spending most of my time feeling bad—and right now was no exception. I hated ditching my friends, and I really hated lying to them. 
 
   “You still up for tonight?” asked Autumn.
 
   “My room is your room,” I said. “Movie night is on.”
 
   “My dad brought home snake jerky from Cambodia,” said Daniel. As usual, he wore his special sunglasses. As an ib heka, he could see a person’s true worth. It was a rare necro power and one that had to be used carefully. He was the only dude in our friend zone—sorta the Eeyore of our group. 
 
   “Uh, no,” said Trina. Trina was dark as cocoa with long silky black hair that fell past her shoulders. She wore her favorite color: pink. Today, it was a shimmery white tank with pink polka dots tucked into skinny pink jeans. “If you bring that crap to movie night, I will cut you.”
 
   We all laughed. 
 
   Daniel shrugged. “It’s good,” he said. “You’re missing out.”
 
   Autumn threw a balled-up napkin at him, which bounced off Daniel’s head and landed in Barbie’s messy fries. She sighed and flicked the napkin off her food. “Gee. Thanks.”
 
   “I gotta go.” I looked down at my supreme nachos, and mourned the loss of cheesy calories. “Anybody want my—”
 
   “Girl, you know I want those.” Trina lifted her hands in a “gimme” gesture. I handed Trina my tray, and she wasted no time digging in to my lunch. 
 
   “See you tonight,” I said. 
 
   Everyone said bye, and I trudged out of the cafeteria, pissed at Clarissa for the umpteenth time since I’d been at Nekyia. Not only was she ruining my social life (what little I had these days), but I just knew she’d been the one to plant the soul box in my dorm room. She had the number-one motive: get rid of her competition. 
 
   The temple was near the school, but it was underground and could only be accessed if you knew the way to the entrance and if you knew the magic passwords to open the carved stone door.
 
   The secret headquarters of the Nekros Society had been built at the same time as the school, except the temple was created inside a natural cavern. The temple was covered in wall reliefs that told the stories of Anubis and his reapers. 
 
   Getting to the temple meant going outside, entering the woods, and walking downhill on a path most people used to go down to the lake. About halfway down this path, I veered off and continued to a small hillside. Hidden by illusionary magic, I walked through what appeared to be a pile of brush and fallen trees. Then I pushed on the hidden door and uttered the magical password. 
 
   The rock-carved staircase was lit by blue-flamed torches. As I descended, I heard conversations rumbling and shoes scuffing as restless teens awaited the great Mac Jacobs’ “announcement” in the main area of the temple.  
 
   The flames suddenly went wild—dancing as though tormented by wind. I felt a swish of cold and in front of me, a flash of inky darkness that quickly disappeared. 
 
   Had a reaper entered the temple?
 
   I was reminded about the first time I met Rath. At my Sweet Sixteen party, I’d felt that same kind of chill and saw the same kind of black flash—right before I noticed Rath leaning against the wall, with a smile that cut like broken glass. 
 
    “Rath,” I whispered. 
 
   Molly, you idiot. Rath wouldn’t have to sneak in to the temple. And I don’t think he’d show himself to me as a freaky shadow, even if he did. 
 
   The flames returned to their normal flickering, and I shook off the experience. I don’t know if the shadow meant for me to see it at all. Now, I needed to worry about whether or not an unknown reaper, or maybe even Anput, or worse, something Set sent, had infiltrated the temple. I mean what—
 
   Aunt Lelia.
 
   The only moving inkblot I’d seen before this one was the sheut of my long dead Aunt Lelia. She’d left the earthly plane when I was six months old, and for reasons I had yet to discover, she had been enslaved by Set as a sheut. A sheut was the shadow of a person’s soul—stripped from its other parts and controlled by the type of heka magic that usually caused trouble. 
 
   I didn’t know if that shadow thingie was Aunt Lelia or not. Aunt Lelia’s visits weren’t exactly the warm and fuzzy kind. She was always warning me about impending doom. I had noticed that she was getting weaker as Set got stronger, and seemed in pain—tormented—when she did manage to visit me. 
 
   It was time I found out more about Aunt Lelia—and my mom. Nobody would talk to me about our mysterious family tree, but I did know that my grandparents had disowned Cynthia Briarstock Bartolucci. Oh, and let us not forget about the still circulating school rumors that Mom hooked up with a teacher and got preggers (with me, ugh). 
 
   Right now, what mattered most was that I didn’t want my Aunt Lelia to suffer. So, I had to figure out a way to free her from Set’s control. You know, along with preventing Set from destroying all mankind. And I really need to pass my next Algebra exam. 
 
   Hmm. I better prioritize my to-do list. 
 
   I reached the end of the staircase, and I jumped the last step. Thinking about sheuts, Aunt Lelia, Mom, and Set had upped my heebie jeebie factor by ten. I took a couple of steps, and stumbled to an abrupt stop. My whole body tingled with heat, with nausea. A pit opened in my belly, and my stomach wobbled, a stern threat to puking. I put my hand against the nearest wall and drew in a shuddering breath. I felt like Jell-O in an earthquake. 
 
   I sank to my knees. 
 
   My vision blurred. 
 
   My heart pounded.
 
   I clutched at the wall, and tried to breathe. 
 
   Just. Breathe. 
 
   I fell forward, on my hands and knees now, trying to get my lungs to work.
 
   I teetered to my side and collapsed against the rough stone floor. 
 
   I saw the shadow emerge from the floor and take a more human shape. A female shape. It—she—turned toward me. She wasn’t tall, but she was lean and fit, and dressed in a tight black pant suit that reminded me of a Cat Woman Halloween costume. Silver daggers glittered dangerously from their tucked positions on her belt. She wore a dark leather jacket with a large cowl that covered her head. The only thing I could discern from her hidden face was the glittering maliciousness of her smile. 
 
   Familiarity stabbed me. 
 
   I knew her. 
 
   She withdrew one of the knives, and glided toward me. 
 
   “S-stop,” I pleaded. “Stop. Please.”
 
   Then I saw Mac Jacobs slink away from the other side of the staircase, his face mottled and his lips moving. His gaze was on me, and those green eyes were filled with hate. A deep and terrible hate. 
 
   Mr. Jacobs was trying to kill me, too? 
 
   He walked forward, his hands out as though he planned on choking the rest of the air from my lungs. 
 
   The woman whirled around, and stepped in front of Mr. Jacobs. 
 
   “Don’t be a fool,” she snarled. “She’s mine. She’s always been mine.”
 
                 “You made your choice,” he said. “Return to your master, slave.”  
 
   The woman froze. She snarled, her hands going up, as though she planned on hitting him—or casting a spell. Then her fingers curled inward. Her body twisted, dissolving into an oily puddle that splashed onto the floor … and disappeared.
 
   Air flowed into my lungs, and I could breathe again. As I sucked in as much oxygen as I could, the wobbling nausea in my stomach gurgled, and my head ached with lightning strikes of pain. Amid all this physical awfulness came the snaking cold of fear. It slid through my limbs, coiled in my belly, wrapped around my heart.  
 
   As his gaze landed on me, Mr. Jacobs’ self-satisfied smirk dissolved. Then he hurried forward.
 
   I tried to scream, to cry, but no words, no sounds left my mouth.
 
   The man loomed over me, and his hand gripped my shoulder. 
 
   Terror snapped at me like the crocodile snout of Sobek, the eater of evil souls. 
 
   Ugh. Why was the room spinning?
 
   I tried to think … tried to move … tried to… . 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Molly’s Reaper Diary
 
   Sometimes, You Are on Your Own
 
    
 
   YOU CAN’T ALWAYS assume that the people in your life—those alive or dead—can help you. It’s important that you become proficient enough in your training to use it to get yourself out of messes. Unfortunately, we don’t always have the wisdom to overcome certain situations. At least, I don’t. That’s the bummer of being young. Someone once told me that only experience can give you wisdom. BTW, when saving the world is the burden on your shoulders, it’s difficult to find comfort in platitudes.
 
                 However, sometimes you have a friend out there that you don’t even know about. Keep on the lookout for people who want to help you. You may have thought them enemies. Or you may not really know who they are at all—not until they reveal themselves. 
 
                 The same can be true of friends. I mean, people you think are on your side can turn out to be real douchebags. 
 
                 It goes back to that wisdom thing and those oh-so-wonderful learning experiences that create maturity and understanding. 
 
                 Don’t give your trust to just anyone. Let them earn it.
 
                  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Necromancy powers are usually limited to the parameters of the particular heka. However, necros often find ways to circumvent these boundaries, and to use their magic for purposes other than what Anubis intended.”
 
    
 
   ~Secret History of Reapers, Author Unknown
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Continuing scientific studies seem to confirm that music soothes the savage zombie, or any zombie for that matter. Research has shown that the most effective use of music on the zombie brain is playing death metal at ear-busting levels. I highly recommend ‘Scattered Remains, Splattered Brains’ by Cannibal Corpse.”
 
    
 
   ~Wendy Bocock, Ph.D in Zombie Music Theories
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 4
 
    
 
   SET’S CAGE EXPLODED.
 
   Violet fire swept through the cave, and the triumphant cries of Set mixed with those of agonizing screams. 
 
   “Get down!” yelled Rath. He shoved me to the ground and covered me.
 
   All the breath left my body at once, and I squeezed my eyes shut. The weight of Rath on top of me was both comforting and terrifying. The ground beneath us shook. Rocks crumbled from the walls, pelting us with shards.
 
   The stench of sulfur and death rolled over us, so thick and cloying, I choked.
 
    “Hang on, brown eyes,” said Rath.
 
   It seemed like forever, but finally the awful shrieks and the terrible rumblings stopped. It took another long moment for Rath to roll off me. He crouched in our hiding spot as I got to my hands and feet and crawled next to him. We both clung to the large rock in front of us, and I gasped. The cage that had imprisoned Set was dust.
 
   So were the cowled minions who had freed their evil god.
 
   “Where did he go?” I asked. I knew the answer, but I wanted it not to be true.
 
   Rath put his arm around my shoulder. “We were too late. He’s going to the mortal world. The war is beginning.”
 
    
 
   THE LOW MURMUR of voices infiltrated my consciousness seconds before I found the ability to open my eyes. 
 
   The first face I saw was that of Mac Jacobs.
 
   “Get away from me!” I tried to scramble back, but the surface beneath me was slick and cold. I couldn’t get any traction. 
 
   “Molly, you’re all right,” said a familiar voice. Miss Chiles edged Mac Jacobs back, and then she put her hand on my arm. “Relax. You’re in the temple, on the dais.”
 
   I felt like a human sacrifice lying on the big marble slab, especially when the other Chosen filled up the spaces around it, staring at me and holding whispered conversations. 
 
   I pointed at Mr. Jacobs. “He tried to hurt me. I saw him!”
 
   “I did no such thing.” Mr. Jacobs actually had the gall to look shocked at my accusation. “I found you crumpled at the bottom of the stairs. You fell. ”
 
   Yeah, right. I wasn’t sure about how to respond. After all, he was an adult and I was a kid. Adults always thought they knew better—even when they didn’t. Whoa. I felt shaky and strange. On the upside, I didn’t feel like I was gonna yark anymore.
 
   “Here.” A glass of water appeared above my head. Unfortunately, it was held by the hand of Clarissa Jacobs. Anger soared through me. Were the Jacobs’ so intent on getting rid of me that they would try to poison me with magic, and now with water? “Forget it!” I knocked the water away and the liquid spilled on me, the dais, and Clarissa. She yelped, and leapt backward. Her expression turned furious.
 
   “You moron! I’m trying to help you.”
 
   “You’re trying to help yourself.” I felt tears welling in my eyes. Here I was, splayed out for all to see. I knew I looked weak, and I hated that. I gave a beseeching look to Miss Chiles. “I really want to get out of here. I need … I need…” I gulped. “Please.”
 
   “It’s okay. See if you can sit up.” Miss Chiles put her arm around me and helped me sit up. For a queasy moment, the room spun. I clutched my stomach, and swallowed the bile that rose in my throat. What spell had Mr. Jacobs used? Or was it that woman? Had they worked together … or had he driven her off? Ha. If he had, it was only because he wanted to do me in himself!
 
   I’d never heard of reaper magic making someone violently ill. I was still learning about my own necro powers, so there were probably all kinds of magic out there that could hurt people. I shuddered.
 
   “Molly?”
 
   I waved off Miss Chiles’ concern.
 
   “I’m fine.” Sorta. Ugh. 
 
   “Well, we can’t stop the proceedings for one ill student.” Mr. Jacobs looked down his nose at the headmistress. “Everyone else is here. We should move forward as planned.”
 
   Miss Chiles glared at Mr. Jacobs. “Molly is a contender. She has the right and privilege to enter the competition. We will wait to proceed until she feels better.”
 
   “She can’t compete if she’s sick,” said Clarissa. Oddly, I didn’t hear a sneer in her voice. I knew she wasn’t concerned about me. But I do think she was worried about something. The fire had gone out of her eyes. How could her anger turn cold so fast? She glanced at her father, and then she looked away, chewing on her lip. Clarissa acting vulnerable? What?
 
   A headache pulsed behind my eyes. Still, I had grabbed on to the gist of the conversation. “Compete? Compete for what?”
 
   “To become the champion of Anubis … the Kebechet,” said Miss Chiles gently. However, the look in her eyes was more like: Suck it up, princess. Things are going to get rough. “The elders of our society have voted that the champion will be chosen by competition.”
 
   Wait. The Nekros Society had elders? Note to self: Read The Secret History of the Reapers. STAT.
 
   “Competition?” echoed a girl’s voice in the crowd. I couldn’t place which student had spoken, not even when she added, “There hasn’t been a Kebechet challenge since the fourteenth century.”
 
   “These events are only held when more than one Chosen have the ability to become Kebechet,” said Miss Chiles. She looked at me. “There is only one Kebechet per generation. Usually, it’s very clear who bears the title. In rare cases, it is not … and so, the competition was created.”
 
   Why did I think Mac Jacobs had something to do with this? He’d probably initiated this whole stupid contest thing. It wasn’t like I’d been announced or formally picked as Kebechet No one knew that I was the blood daughter of Anubis, and it’s not like my god-dad had bothered to talk to me lately, either.  
 
   “After the prophecy of Set’s return was discovered, our ancestors created a series of challenges designed to reveal the true Kebechet,” said Mr. Jacobs in a superior tone. 
 
                 Oh, yeah. He definitely had something to do with initiating the competition. Not only did his voice give away his smugness, but the look Miss Chiles aimed at him should’ve melted him into a fiery pile of poop. 
 
   “The one who won the competition had obviously been granted favor by Anubis,” continued Mr. Jacobs. He glanced at his daughter, pride evident in his expression, but Clarissa wouldn’t meet his gaze. 
 
   What was going on between the two of them? 
 
   “We’ll make the formal announcement at a later time,” said Miss Chiles to the kids who’d crowded closer. “Molly, you need some rest.”
 
   My thoughts spun. Even though Mr. Jacobs couldn’t know I was the daughter of Anubis, he still perceived me as a threat. Or maybe that‘s how he perceived everyone. 
 
   I was the champion. Too bad the rest of the society didn’t know it. If my god-dad would just appear to everyone and say, “Hey, she’s the one,” we could avoid anything grueling, painful, and dangerous. Still, a tiny part of me wondered: What if I didn’t win? Would I be off the hook? 
 
   Somehow, I didn’t think so. 
 
   The throbbing in my head worsened. I felt seven kinds of awful. Still, I wasn’t letting them have a meeting about the Kebechet without me. If Mr. Jacobs had anything to do with it, he’d start the competition the minute I left. 
 
   “I’ll stay,” I said.  
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous.” The headmistress helped me off the dais. She looked over her shoulder at Mr. Jacobs. “Send everyone back to the school. We’ll make a formal announcement about the competition tomorrow afternoon.”
 
   Mr. Jacobs looked less than thrilled with Miss Chiles’ commands. His lips thinned, and he scowled, but the headmistress stared at him until he nodded. 
 
   “Yes, fine. I’ll see to it.”
 
   Miss Chiles helped me scoot off the dais, and then kept her arms around my shoulders as we crossed the room. The more we walked, the steadier I felt. When we got to the staircase, she looked at me. “Can you make it up the stairs, Molly?”
 
   “Yeah.” I put my hand on the wall and my foot on the first step. Then I paused. “I did see Mr. Jacobs. He was there. Right before I passed out.” I hesitated. “There was someone else. A lady. She wasn’t nice. And … well, I think she was helping him.”
 
   Miss Chiles studied my face. “Did you recognize the woman?”
 
   I shook my head. “I couldn’t see her face. She was wearing a hood.”
 
   “A student?”
 
   “No. She seemed older.” 
 
   “How would you know if you didn’t see her face?” Miss Chiles patted my shoulder. “You passed out, Molly. It might be that what you saw was … mixed up.”
 
   “I’m not mixed up about Mr. Jacobs. He doesn’t like me.”
 
   “Not liking you is not the same thing as hurting you. In fact, he helped you.”
 
   Helped me almost die, I wanted to blurt. Instead, I swallowed the bilious comment. Obviously, Miss Chiles was taking the diplomatic route. Fine. She’d as much as admitted that Mac Jacobs didn’t like me—and he hadn’t since the day I arrived at Nekyia and challenged his precious daughter’s right as the champion of Anubis. Miss Chiles knew it, too. Why was she protecting him?
 
   “C’mon, Molly.” 
 
   I went first up the staircase with Miss Chiles following. When we got to the top, I pushed through the door. It was a nice day, not too chilly, with the sunlight peeking through the trees. Just being out of the temple and away from the drama had a calming effect. My head was still pounding, though. The pain pulsed in my head as sharp as nails being hammered into my skull. My neck felt knotted. Aches pulsed in my arms and legs, and knew I’d find a few new bruises. 
 
   I turned to Miss Chiles. “I’ll call Henry. He can help me back to the dorms.”
 
   “That’s a good idea.” She hesitated. “Perhaps you should go to the nurse—just in case you have a concussion.”
 
   “I’ve gotten worse in training,” I said. “I’m fine. Really.” 
 
   “Very well. Get some rest. I’ll make sure that you’re excused from your afternoon classes. If you start feeling strange again, then go to the nurse.”
 
   I gave her the thumbs up, and after giving me one last concerned look, she turned and re-entered the temple. I waited until Miss Chiles had closed the door and then I walked to the path that lead to the school. 
 
   “Henry, I need you.”
 
   My ghoul appeared instantly. He was gaunt and gray-skinned. His eyes were white with pinpoint black pupils. His gaze was weird, sure, but I’d gotten used to it. As always, he was dressed impeccably. Despite his thinness, he was very strong and he even had some ability to use magic. He’d been in my family for a very long time. Ghouls weren’t made anymore, but if you had one, you got to keep him. (Or her.) 
 
   Henry wasn’t one to show emotion, but he immediately reached out and enfolded me into his stiff embrace. “There now, Miss. Let’s get you tucked into bed. Hot chocolate and cookies will make you feel much better.”
 
   “Thank you, Henry.” I laid my head on his shoulder, and to my surprise, I started to cry. He lifted me into his arms, turned, and strode down the path. 
 
   “I’m s-sorry,” I sniffled. “I’m m-messing up your jacket.”
 
   “I have others, Miss. You may cry as much as you want on this one.”
 
   I hiccupped. “O-okay.”
 
   I curled into the crook of his neck, noted that he actually smelled kinda nice, and let Henry take care of me. 
 
    
 
   AFTER FIXING ME hot chocolate and peanut butter cookies, Henry tucked me into bed, and insisted I rest. I couldn’t shut my thoughts down. I kept thinking about Mr. Jacobs, and that woman. Who was she? I tried to remember what they’d said to each other, but I couldn’t extract the words from my uncooperative brain.
 
   Eventually, I fell asleep.
 
   We stood near the crumbled remains of Set’s prison. The chanting robed minions who’d given the god of chaos the energy to escape now lay in ashy piles around the cage’s perimeter.
 
   “No one’s ready for this,” I said. “They all think Clarissa closed the portal.”
 
   “This isn’t your fault, Molly.” Rath drew me into his embrace, and I closed my arms around his waist. I rested my head on his shoulder. 
 
   “Rath, what do I do? How do we stop him?”
 
   “We do what the Oracle told us. And we find your father.” 
 
   I jolted awake, my heart racing. For a moment, I couldn’t draw breath. 
 
   What was going on? Why was I dreaming about Set and Rath and the Underworld? Clarissa closed a portal? Rath and I went to the Oracle? 
 
   The shadows stretching across my room told me it was late afternoon. Henry had left on a bedside lamp for which I was grateful. I didn’t want to be left alone in the dark.
 
   “Hey.”
 
   “Aaaaaaaaaahhh!!!” I tried to leap from the bed, but I got tangled in the sheets. I wrestled with them and I lost the battle.
 
   “Whoa, brown eyes. It’s just me.” 
 
   I stopped trying to extract myself from my bedding and looked up. Rath was about a foot away from the bed. His hands were in his jean pockets, and his gaze took in my sleep-worn, and now mortified, self. I reinserted myself under the covers.
 
   “Henry seemed to think you needed a friend.”
 
   “Oh.” I smoothed the bedspread. Rath took this as an invitation to sit down. The bed dipped under his weight and his hip settled against mine. He leaned forward. He smoothed back my hair and then tapped my nose.
 
   “You were having a nightmare.”
 
   I couldn’t deny it was a nightmare, but I knew it somehow a view into the future. Was Anubis sending these dreams to me? Why didn’t he check in on me? Or answer my prayers? I was his daughter. Didn’t that give me priority somehow?
 
   The idea I was dreaming about the future—about the Set’s inevitable escape scared me. I looked up and found Rath’s gaze on me. He reached out, withdrew my hand from under the covers, and then threaded his fingers through mine.
 
   “Do you trust me?” he asked softly.
 
   I wouldn’t look away. I couldn’t. My heart started to pound. “Yes. I trust you.”
 
   His lips curled into a half-smile. “I trust you, too.” He squeezed my hand. “Tell about your dream. Why did you say my name?”
 
   Embarrassment flooded me, and heat flushed my face. “You heard me?”
 
   “You’re cute when you blush.”
 
   Gah!
 
   “I wasn’t trying to be a creeper.” He leaned forward and with his free hand, he grasped my chin. “I’m here for you, brown eyes. I’m on Team Molly.”
 
   “Thanks.” I swallowed the knot in my throat, and licked my lips. Rath was so close. I could smell his cologne—something crisp and outdoorsy. 
 
   “Maybe I was dreaming about failing Dr. Mayfair’s quiz on Keep Thy Soul.”
 
   “Uh-huh. Are you that scared of an F?”
 
   “Definitely. It’s probably what I’m going to get because … blurgh. That book is awful.”
 
   “C’mon, Mol. Tell me about the dream.”
 
   I didn’t want to tell him. I felt as though if I verbalized those visions, it would somehow ensure they came true. Fear crawled through me like tiny electric spiders. 
 
   I took a deep breath. “You and I are in the Underworld. We’ve found Set’s prison and we’re trying to prevent his escape.” I shuddered and squeezed his hand tightly. I told him the details, even the part where he kissed me. Maybe if he knew everything, he could help figure out what it meant. (And also, maybe take the hint to kiss me? I know, I know. I’m such a girl.)
 
   “It definitely sounds like a portent dream,” said Rath. “It’s just you and I?”
 
   I nodded. 
 
   He didn’t say anything for a moment. Then his gaze snared mine. “Where are the rest of the Chosen?”
 
   “Yeah. And what portal did Clarissa not close?” I asked. 
 
   “Good question,” said Rath. 
 
   “We don’t know that there isn’t other stuff going on,” I said. “You know, like the other Chosen fending off Set’s minions somewhere else.”
 
   “Maybe they’re in the human world preparing for the apocalypse.”
 
   “Or there’s that.” 
 
   “What happened in the temple?” he asked. 
 
   “A big meeting was called at lunch. So, I go to the temple, and when I get to the bottom of the staircase, I start feeling really sick. This woman appears … like she’s a sheut or something. I fall down, and I’m starting to pass out. That’s when I see Mr. Jacobs in the shadows looking like he wants to kill me.” I frowned. “Only I think the woman was trying to hurt me, too. I passed out. I woke up in the main temple, I was on display in front of the whole society. Everyone was staring at me, including Mr. Jacobs.”
 
   “You think he was the one making you sick?” 
 
   Rath seemed to take my accusation seriously, which was a nice change from other people blowing off my worries. At least Rath knew about Clarissa and her diabolical pursuit of becoming the champion of Anubis.
 
   “Yeah, but he totally denied it. Even Miss Chiles said he was trying to help me.” I looked at Rath, feeling helpless. “I didn’t think necros had that kind of ability. I mean, using magic to kill someone doesn’t really fall under any of the heka powers.”
 
   “Sometimes necros find ways to bend magic. It’s stupid, because doing that kind of shit never ends well. If he did use his power to make you ill, then he’ll pay a big price for it. Don’t worry, Molly, I’ll look into it.”
 
   “You believe me?”
 
   “Yes.” He squeezed my hand, and then lifted it to kiss my knuckles. “I’m glad you’re okay, Molly.”
 
   “Thanks.” Being around Rath made me feel like my blood had morphed into raw electricity. It pulsed and writhed, sending little shocks to my stomach. I knew there was something between us—at least, I knew how I felt. Rath wasn’t as easy to read. I never knew what he was going to do or say, much less how he felt about anything (especially me). Still, in the dreams, the visions, he kissed me … and it was like we were together-together.
 
   “You said the woman in temple might be a sheut,” said Rath. “Have you seen one before?”
 
   I bit my lower lip. I hadn’t revealed my aunt’s predicament to anyone, but I needed some guidance about what to do for her. “My Aunt Lelia … she’s, uh, a sheut.”
 
   Rath’s expression turned incredulous. “She made contact with you?”
 
   “Yeah. The night of my birthday party, after you left my bedroom. Remember that?” 
 
   “How could I forget?”
 
   At my Sweet Sixteen party—the same night I saved Rick from death and bound him to my service (accidentally, I’d like to point out)—Rath had confronted me. He’d been there to reap Rick’s soul, and I had massively interfered with the process. My triumph soon turned to regret. Rick had suffered because I hadn’t wanted him to die. 
 
   Sometimes what you want isn’t what you need (so sayeth Henry).
 
   Anyway.
 
   “I don’t know what happened, or how my mom’s involved, but Aunt Lelia somehow got captured by Set.”
 
   Rath held up a hand. “Wait a minute. Your aunt’s sheut belongs to Set?”
 
    “Oh, you mean the god imprisoned in the Underworld who’s trying to break out and get vengeance on us? Yeah, that’s the one.” I picked at the edge of the bedcover anxiously. “I want to free her.”
 
   “We’d need a sheut heka, Molly.” Rath shook his head. “Since they’re pretty much outlawed, it’s rare that you find anyone willing to admit, much less use, that power.” He looked at me, his gaze serious. “You need to be careful. Asking around about sheuts can get you into trouble.”
 
   I sighed. “There’s got to be a way to help her.”
 
   “I can’t promise anything, but I’ll make some inquiries.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “No problem.” He looked at me, and for a moment, I thought he might reach out and touch my face again. Instead, he let go of my hand and offered me a wicked grin. “Rest up, brown eyes.”
 
   “Yeah. I’ll need my rest to kick your butt in training.”
 
   “You can try.” He got off the bed. “See you later.” He winked at me, and then in a flash of cold darkness, he disappeared.
 
   The clock on my nightstand reminded me that I had about three hours before my friends arrived for movie night. I didn’t really feel like having friends over, but I’d bailed once too often in the last couple of weeks. I couldn’t bring myself to cancel. 
 
   I eased out of bed, and surveyed my room. If this had been my bedroom at home, you wouldn’t be able to see the floor because of discarded clothes, thrown pillows, and other assorted junk. I had cleaned my room on a weekly basis because Nona insisted (remember, she’s Italian and has a big rolling pin). Here, at Nekyia, I’d been spoiled by Henry’s OCD tendency to keep everything clean, neat, and precisely in its place. 
 
   I looked down at my toes, and decided I had time for a long bath and a pedicure. Then I’d help Henry set up for the movie night party. 
 
   Knock, knock, knock.
 
   I crossed the room and opened the door. When I saw who it was, I tensed up immediately. 
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Molly’s Reaper Diary
 
   Frenemies
 
    
 
   You won’t like everyone you meet. And hey, there’ll be plenty of people who don’t like you, either. Especially souls who don’t want to believe they’re dead, and will fight you all the way to the gates of the Underworld. 
 
   You don’t get choose the souls you guide, and sometimes, you don’t get to choose who you work with on certain tasks. Take, for example, the loathsome Clarissa Jacobs. Despite her attempts to sabotage and humiliate me, I still had to suck it up and work with her for the common good. 
 
   “The common good” phrase belongs to Miss Chiles. She utters it constantly. Hey, I get it. I’m not dense. I understand there’s a bigger picture. So, I resist the urge to punch certain people and choose to be a “team” member. 
 
   Woo.
 
   Anyway, just because you have to work with your nemesis doesn’t mean you have to trust her (or him). It does mean to be extra cautious around them because they’re probably looking for opportunities to screw you.
 
   Don’t plot back. I mean, really. Don’t do that. You’ll lose focus fast if you’re concentrating on making one person miserable instead of completing a successful mission. I’m sorry, but trust me when I say you’ll be better off taking the high road than jumping into the muddy hole with your frenemy. You’ll get dirty, but worse, you’ll swallow all that animosity … and drown.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “The Nekros Society was created by Anubis to train elite necromancers—the Chosen—to fight Set, should he ever escape his prison and wreak his vengeance. Among these was the Kebechet, the ancient Egyptian word for ‘daughter.’ The Kebechet is always a female. Anyone may challenge to be champion of Anubis, and can gain the title by winning a competition designed to test her wits, her fighting skills, and her necromancy. ”
 
    
 
   ~Secret History of Reapers, Author Unknown
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Muddy is the graveyard
 
   Thin is the veil
 
   On the night the ghosts dance
 
   And open the gates of hell.”
 
    
 
   ~Jennifer McClung, Author of Undeadly Poems
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 5
 
    
 
   “WE NEED TO talk,” said Clarissa.
 
   I glared at her. “Why?”
 
   “Because we do.” 
 
   She crossed her arms, her lips pursed and her eyes narrowed, but her little imperious act couldn’t cover her nervousness. Could she possibly have come to my dorm room to fess up to her crimes? Oh, ha. 
 
   “Are you going to let me in?” she demanded.
 
   I wanted to yell NO! and slam the door in her face. Instead, because I am a good person (and also curious about what she had to say) I opened the door wider and stepped back so she could enter.
 
   She strode across the room and sat on the bench at the foot of my unmade bed. I shut the door and then I joined her on the bench—sitting as far away from her as possible without falling off the edge. 
 
   Clarissa glanced around the room, obviously unimpressed by my dorm room. I realized she had a Legacy dorm, too, so nothing in mine would come as a surprise. Her gaze landed on the TV and the comfy lounging cushions and bean bags. “I have a training area,” she said. “Daddy says TV is a distraction.”
 
   “It is,” I agreed. “Sometimes, you need distractions.”
 
   She shrugged. “Whatever.” She crossed her legs and then clasped her hands around her knee. “Why did you accuse my father of trying to hurt you?”
 
   “Because he did.”
 
   “Where’s your proof?”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “I saw him. He was muttering under his breath, no doubt casting an illegal spell, and he walked toward me like … like he was going to crush me into dust.”
 
   “He doesn’t like you.”
 
   “The feeling’s mutual.” I crossed my arms. “If you think have the chops to get Kebechet without dear daddy cheating for you, then why did you report me for stealing the soul box?”
 
   “I didn’t.”
 
   I snorted in disbelief. “You’re the only who has the motive.”
 
   Her expression turned incredulous. “You are so stupid. You don’t think you’re a threat to anyone else on this campus? You’re a Briarstock! Anyone here could have a bloodline grudge. Your mother wasn’t exactly known for her charity work.”
 
   Give that Mom had bailed when I was ten-years-old, I found it difficult to defend her. I wasn’t sure what a bloodline grudge meant, but I wasn’t going to ask Clarissa about it. I had all kinds of questions about what Mom did while she was at Nekyia. Of course, I wasn’t all that sure I wanted to know. Carrying my own baggage was hard enough—I didn’t want to pack and carry Mom’s miseries, too. 
 
   “Fine. Whatever. Are we done?” I asked.
 
   Clarissa chewed her bottom lip. Then she straightened and looked me in the eyes. “I don’t need my father’s help to win the competition. I’ve been training my whole life to be chosen as the Kebechet. I’ve sacrificed everything.”
 
   “You mean, your dad made sure you sacrificed everything.”
 
   Something raw and vulnerable flashed in Clarissa’s blue eyes, and I knew I’d hit a nerve. “Save your armchair psychology for your loser friends. And leave my dad alone. He didn’t do anything to you. You’re just … weak.”
 
   I suddenly realized that Clarissa’s faith in her father had been shaken. And here she was, trying to make herself feel better by bullying me. I hated to admit that I felt sympathy for her. I understood that her father probably pushed her hard—probably way too hard. 
 
   Unfortunately, that fact didn’t make Clarissa any less of a bitch.
 
   At some point, you had to stop blaming the people around you and accept that you’re responsible for yourself, your choices, and your mistakes. 
 
   Or so I’ve been told by every adult in the history of ever. 
 
   “Believe what you want,” I said. “Your dad came after me.” I stood up. “If he does it again, I’ll be ready. So maybe you should tell him to leave me alone.”
 
   Clarissa stiffened and her expression became thunderous. Then she sucked in a breath and slowly stood, her fists clenching. “The competition will prove which one of us is the real champion,” she said. “It’ll just be you and me, Molly. And I will win.”
 
   Clarissa’s arrogance was boundless—no doubt that quality was another gift from her awful father. I strode to my door and yanked it open. “Get out.”
 
   “Gladly.” She marched forward, and then she hesitated. She glanced at me, her expression more anxious than angry. “Just … watch your back.”
 
   Clarissa left. I slammed the door and locked it. 
 
   Watch your back. Her tone hadn’t been hostile. She’d sounded more worried … almost like she was giving me friendly advice. That didn’t make sense. As hungry as Clarissa was for the ultimate prize, she wouldn’t do something stupid like warn me. 
 
   Would she?
 
   I wrestled with my thoughts for a few moments more, and then gave up. Clarissa and her father could go jump off a cliff for all I cared. I needed to focus on my own goals. Right now, goal one was a long, hot bubble bath followed by goal two of painting my toes neon blue. 
 
    
 
   “WE REALLY NEED to stop letting Autumn pick the movies,” said Barbie. 
 
   “Oh, c’mon,” protested Autumn. “Casablanca is a classic!”
 
   “There wasn’t a single zombie in there. Booooooring!”
 
   “You need some romance in your dark, decrepit soul,” said Autumn. Four of her ghosts floated above her head, engaged in a card game. Every so often, I heard one say, “Go fish.” 
 
   “No, I need more cheese doodles in mah belly.” Barbie rolled off her bean bag, and pointed at the only dude in our group. “Hand ’em over, Danny.”
 
   “Don’t call me Danny,” said Daniel in his usual deadpan tone. He gave her the half-empty bag of orange puffs, and Barbie happily shoved three into her mouth.
 
   “Well, at least she’ll shut up for a minute,” said Autumn. 
 
   “Grag-ug-ew-blah!” yelled Barbie. She swallowed. “So there!”
 
   We laughed, and then pelted Barbie with assorted snacks. Popcorn, potato chips, and M&Ms hit their target. Barbie looked down at her lap and picked up an M&M. “Thank you all for your donations. Your recognition of my awesomeness is appreciated—and expected.”
 
   “Oh, ya’ll!” Autumn got up, turned off the TV, and ejected the DVD. “I gotta get some sleep. I’m plum tuckered out.”
 
   “Plum tuckered,” mimicked Trina. She also stood, and brushed crumbs off her pink-striped shirt. “Why don’t you just say ‘tired’?”
 
   Autumn put her hands on her hips, the DVD case sticking out from her left hand like an odd appendage. “I did.”
 
   “Oh, goodie. Trina and Autumn are engaged in another round of ‘speak English, ya fool’.” Barbie pretended to hold a microphone. She pointed it toward Daniel. “What’s the score so far, Dan-O?”
 
   “Zero to zero,” said Daniel. “And don’t call me Dan-O.”
 
   Barbie stuck her tongue at him, which was orange. Her childish gesture earned an eye roll from “Dan-O.” 
 
   I watched my friend’s playful bickering with a sense of gladness. I felt (almost) normal. For once, I was able to hang out with my friends without having to back out, make up a lame excuse, or see Clarissa’s stupid face. 
 
   “All right, guys,” said Trina. “I have an announcement.”
 
   We all turned toward her. 
 
   Trina’s expression was one of excitement. 
 
   “Oh, holy shit,” said Barbie. “They must’ve come out with a new shade of pink.”
 
   “No,” said Trina. “But that would be cool.” She clasped her hands in front of her, and her mouth split into a wide grin. “I’m moving to Europe!”
 
   “What!” I exclaimed. “Are you kidding?”
 
   “I would never kid about the land of fashion.” Trina did a hip-shaking dance. Then she laughed. “My dad is opening a new Ghoul-AID factory in France. I’m transferring to the Nekyia Academy in Paris.”
 
   “Do you even speak French?” asked Autumn.
 
   “Oui. Je parle français.” 
 
   Everyone was silent. I jumped to my feet, and Daniel rose, too. We closed in around Trina. She was obviously happy—and who wouldn’t be? Moving to Paris was awesome. On the other hand, our friend was leaving. There would now be a Trina-sized gap in our lives. And I would never look at pink the same again. 
 
   “When do we say bon voyage?” asked Barbie. 
 
   “I’m leaving in three weeks,” said Trina. She finally noticed the looks on our faces. Her joy dampened. “Now, don’t get all sad. It’s not like we’ll never talk again. Or see each other.”
 
   “You’re moving to Paris,” I said. “That’s not exactly a short drive from Nevada.”
 
   “That’s why video chat was invented,” said Trina. “And airplanes.”
 
   “We’re happy for you,” said Autumn. She gave Trina big hug. “We’ll have a big sendoff party for you.”
 
   “Yeah,” I said, following Autumn’s lead. “It’ll bad ass, too.” As Autumn stepped back, I wiggled through the gap and wrapped my arms around Trina. “I’m going to miss you.”
 
   “Oh, get out of the way,” said Barbie. “I want a hug, too.”
 
   After Barbie’s uncharacteristic display of affection was over, Daniel gave Trina a quick squeeze. “No doubt Paris will be the new pink after you’re through with it.” 
 
   “You know it,” said Trina. Her eyes looked wet and she blinked rapidly. “Enough already. I gotta go get my beauty sleep.” She picked up her purse, and headed toward the door. With one last wave goodbye, and the tears she couldn’t hide glimmering in her eyes, she left.
 
   The four of us looked at each other. 
 
   “Autumn, you know you’re in charge of the party, right?” asked Barbie.
 
   “Of course!” Autumn spread out her hands. “It’ll be pink tie. Little Eiffel Towers on the tables. Parisian music. Oh, and there will be all kinds of pastries. And a chocolate fountain.” Autumn blinked, her expression dreamy, and looked at us with a goofy smile. “I have a million things to do. I’ll see y’all later.”
 
   “Wow,” I said, after Autumn and her ghosts floated out of my dorm. “She loves parties.”
 
   “And she’s completely OCD about details,” said Barbie. “We are now friends with Party Planner Autumn, AKA General Patton. Anubis save us.”
 
   Daniel sighed. “I guess this means I’ll have to find a pink tuxedo.” He shook his head sadly. “The things I do for friends.”
 
   “And on that note,” said Barbie. “We shall take our leave.” She wrapped her hand around the crook of Daniel’s elbow. “Walk me to my room, Danny Boy.”
 
   “All right,” said Daniel. “And don’t call me Danny Boy.”
 
   I laughed, and walked my friends to the door. “Good night,” I said. “Sweet dreams.”
 
   “If only,” muttered Barbie. She offered me a half-smile. “Here’s looking at you, kid.” She flounced out, dragging Daniel with her. 
 
   I shut the door, and then turned to lean against it. 
 
   Trina leaving Nekyia Academy sucked royally. Eventually the distance would be too much to maintain the close friendship we all had with her. I had only moved eight hours away from my best friends in Las Vegas, and we talked less and less. If besties who lived in the same state couldn’t keep close ties then I had no real hope for those who moved to the other side of the planet. 
 
   On that bummer note, I started the post-party clean-up by eating the rest of the cheese doodles. 
 
    
 
   THE NEXT MORNING, I actually woke up early, so I had some free time before classes. I lounged on my bed and surfed the Internet, trying to find any information I could about Lelia Briarstock and her death nearly sixteen years before.
 
   Okay, so I wasn’t the queen of research. I could find very little about my Aunt Lelia’s death. It was strange that the oldest daughter of a prominent necromancer family didn’t even merit a memorial FB page. I mean, what did people do before Facebook and Twitter? Sheesh. No one would know anything.
 
   I couldn’t even find Aunt Lelia on the school’s website. If my aunt had been this great student and awesome record holder, you’d think they’d have some sort of information. I understood why they wouldn’t want to talk about my mother. Obviously, she had been a troublemaker and I doubted there was a rogue’s gallery available on the Nekyia website. 
 
   After a half hour of useless searching, I finally tried the local newspaper’s site. I plugged in the search terms “Lelia Briarstock” and “death” along with the year of my birth. The results came back mixed. But one headline caught my eye: “Woman Dies in Brutal Attack.”
 
   I clicked the link. The page pulled up a three-paragraph story. Huh. That wasn’t exactly bursting with the kind of clues I needed. Next to the article was a picture of a wooded area with crime scene tape stretched between two large pine trees. 
 
    
 
   WOMAN DIES
 
   IN BRUTAL ATTACK
 
    
 
   RENO, Nevada – Yesterday evening, the body of a young local woman was found in the woods just off Necromancy Drive. The two-mile road leads to the elite necromancer school, Nekyia Academy, and the woman was identified as former star student, Lelia Briarstock.
 
                               Officials have not confirmed the cause of death, saying only that it was a possible animal attack.                            Briarstock is the oldest daughter of wealthy entrepreneur Derek and his wife Sandra, who is well known in the elite circles of Reno society. The Briarstocks have not publicly commented about the death of their daughter. Their lawyer, Rosie Nowles, released a statement this morning: The Briarstocks are devastated by the loss of their daughter, and request that they be allowed to grieve in private. They are extremely grateful for the community’s support and they commend the Reno police department for conducting an efficient, professional investigation.
 
    
 
                 I re-read the article twice more. Neither the article nor the picture offered much information about my aunt’s traumatic death. Was she mauled by animal? Killed by a necromancer? Attacked by one of Set’s minions? 
 
                 Well, there appeared to be one person who probably knew the answer. 
 
   Rosie Nowles … AKA dear auntie Anput.
 
                               
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Molly’s Reaper Diary
 
   Put on Your Big Girl Panties and Deal
 
    
 
   That’s it. 
 
   Put on your big girl panties and deal. 
 
   Write it on your mirror. 
 
   Tattoo it on your arm. 
 
   Set it as a daily text reminder.
 
   You don’t have time to whine and wail about your lot in life. You’ll want to, believe me. It does no good to give in to your fear, your anger. Just box up the emotions and do what you gotta do.
 
   You can freak out afterward. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Scythes were created in the Underworld to strengthen reapers’ connections to the magic gifted by Anubis. Scythes open portals between worlds. Scythes are extremely important to reapers, and why they often kept animal protectors born of two worlds, the living and the dead. These familiars often protected the scythes—and their owners.”
 
    
 
   ~Secret History of Reapers, Author Unknown
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “He was undead, a zombie. I’d been taught from an early age that zombies were mindless corpses, but here was my friend, whom I’d known so well, and he was still sentient … and yes, in some ways, very much alive. We had long conversations about the living and the dead, and he often expressed longing to be freed from his body. What could I do but honor my friend’s request? Regret was my companion the night we crept into the woods and I took the ax to his neck. He thanked me before the blade came down. He thanked me. When his body lay still, I fell to my knees and grieved more deeply than when death had taken him the first time.”
 
    
 
   ~The Diary of Eudora Helmnot, 1874 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 6
 
    
 
   I RAN ALONG the worn path, concentrating only on my breathing and the scuffing sounds of my Nikes hitting dirt. 
 
   Two days had passed since I found the article about my Aunt Lelia. She’d been killed around the same time Mom met and eventually married Al Bartolucci. And thus began the lifelong lie about my true identity.
 
   Last night, I’d called to talk to my family, and asked Daddy if he knew anything about Aunt Lelia. Since Mom had never mentioned having a sister, he couldn’t satisfy my curiosity. I thought about broaching the topic with Grandmother Sandra again, but she’d made it pretty clear the last time I brought up Aunt Lelia that she was not going to talk about her eldest daughter. Ever. 
 
   Asking Henry about what happened to my aunt was like literally talking to a wall. His lips had been sealed with spell—and it was the same thing with any information he had about my mother. His only response was to tell me to find the book called Anubis and the Seventh Warrior. The book was supposed to be in the restricted section of our school library, and had been missing for weeks. Apparently, someone had stolen it, and ever since I’d attempted to check it out, the librarian had treated me suspiciously. 
 
   To top off my failure sundae, I hadn’t been able to reach Anubis. I couldn’t get Anput on the line, either. When she had been the reaper Irina, she had given me a small white diamond (after all, I’d helped her steal a bag full of diamonds … um, long story). I figured if I held the diamond, I could summon her—you know, the way I summoned Henry.
 
   It didn’t work.
 
   Then I got the brilliant idea of calling Rosie Nowles. However, her secretary let me know that she was going to be out of town for the next few weeks. She refused to give me another number, but asked if I wanted to leave a message. So I did. Who knows if Anput would ever get that message? I was left to conclude that my dad and aunt were getting my (ethereal or cell phone) calls, or they were ignoring me. 
 
   I rounded the corner, jogging past a familiar copse of large pine trees, and listened to the chatter of squirrels and birds darting among the treetops. 
 
   It was peaceful out here. 
 
   The hard run was good for me. I definitely felt better. I picked up the pace, pushing myself harder. Sweat rolled down my back and dotted my temples. I concentrated on my breathing, trying to control my inhalations and exhalations. I knew my muscles would ache and I’d need a long shower to wash away the stink, but that was okay. I wanted to be exhausted tonight. I wanted to sleep so deeply that I wouldn’t dream. I didn’t want to have another Set nightmare.
 
   I was terrified of him. 
 
   Worse, I was afraid that my god-dad had made a mistake about naming me the Kebechet. Okay, so I was the literal daughter of Anubis. What did that mean? It didn’t make me automatically qualified for the job. Let’s not forget that Anubis had failed to tell the Nekros Society I was “the one.” Now, I was training for a series of challenges that I shouldn’t have to face. Although, I had to admit that I wanted to see the look on Clarissa’s face when I won—and she finally had to accept the fact that she was not the freaking champion.
 
   The path zigzagged for a while, partially because it went downhill. I focused on my breathing again, the crisp scent of pine, and the cool mountain air. The sky was already purpling, and I knew the sun would set in less than an hour. I decided that when I got to the bottom of the hill, I would return to the school.
 
   At the spot I’d designated, I turned around and jogged back up the incline. The silver ring on my right hand tingled with warmth. The ring was my reaper token—a gift from Anubis that magically held my raven familiar and my awesome scythe.
 
   Surprised, I looked down at the band and watched the raven fly off it. The tiny bird glided over my hand and launched into the sky; it grew bigger and bigger and bigger. The huge raven was more shadow than substance, but still very formidable. 
 
   In its claws, it held my scythe.
 
   Caw. Caw.
 
   Its cries made the hairs stand up on the back of my neck. The air grew heavy, and the friendly sounds of the forest disappeared as though someone had hit a mute button. 
 
   I stopped running, my heart pounding and my breath heaving as I watched the raven circle above me. The last time I had seen the bird was when I had escorted a ghost to the other side. The same ghost who had traded a stash of diamonds (I covered this earlier … stolen jewels … Anput’s diamond gift … blah, blah, blah.) for her freedom from the dreaded Spirit Extraction, Encapsulation, and Restraining (SEER) machine. 
 
   Like I said, it was a long story. 
 
   The bird dove down, cawing urgently. My arms seem to lift of their own accord, and the beautiful silver scythe dropped into my hands. It was warm—alive, really—and it felt like part of me. 
 
   A faint shadow rose from the earth, wavering weakly. I held my scythe, ready to fight, when I saw my Aunt Lelia’s face in the grayness. Her haunted eyes held more pain than I’d ever seen.
 
   “Sh-she’s here. You’re not ready.” Her voice was a mere whisper.
 
   “Who’s here? Ready for what?”
 
    “Get … to … school. Safe. Run!” She opened her mouth in a soundless scream, and my aunt’s sheut was sucked into the ground, almost as though as she’d been yanked through the earth by an unseen hand.
 
   I didn’t waste any time. I gripped my scythe and ran. My raven flew above me, its caws seeming to urge me to go faster and faster. My calves throbbed and my lungs burned as I dashed into the forest. 
 
   My heart pounded so hard I could felt the beat of it in my throat. 
 
   I was afraid to look around me, afraid I might see the mysterious “she.” The forest that had seemed so peaceful before now felt dark and foreboding. 
 
   The silence unnerved me. 
 
   Despite the protests of my legs and lungs and heart, I kept running. Within minutes, I saw the spires of Nekyia Academy jutting above the treetops, and I focused on the gray stone as I tried to keep momentum. 
 
   The air grew colder and the sky darker. I started to feel like something awful was right behind me—and if I stopped for even a second, it would grab me. 
 
   I kept my gaze forward. In only minutes I would break through the trees, out of the shadowed embrace of the woods. 
 
   Then a tall figure stepped out from behind the thick trunk of an oak tree. I yelped—and veered, my sneakers losing traction as I hit a pile of dew-slick leaves.
 
   An arm snaked out and I felt the cold clamp of fingers on my shoulder. I was yanked back so hard, my legs gave out beneath me and I fell.
 
   I immediately rolled away and popped to my feet, holding my scythe up.
 
   I looked at the man.
 
   Then I blinked. 
 
   “Jon Lemons?”
 
   Jon Lemons was Barbie’s zombie. He was funny in the sense that he understood his name, and got upset if anyone tried to call him anything other than “Jon Lemons.”
 
   What was he doing out here alone? 
 
   The zombie’s gaze met mine, and I shuddered at the intensity of his unblinking stare. He lifted a gray finger to his lips and whispered, “Shhh.”
 
   I worked on deepening my exhalations as I slowed my breathing. My senses were on high alert, and I gripped the scythe. Above me, my shadow raven kept circling. 
 
   Jon Lemons stretched out his arm. The finger he’d put to his lips now pointed to the pathway that led to the school.
 
   He shook his head slowly. 
 
                 Okay. So he didn’t want me to go that way.
 
                 Up ahead, zombies shuffled out from the clusters of trees. There had to be a dozen of them, maybe more. Their clothes hung off their emancipated bodies in stained scraps. Dirt smeared their hair, their faces. They were in varying states of decay. Most had greenish purple skin and filmy, vacant gazes. 
 
                 I’d seen enough zombies to know these were fresh from their graves. 
 
   Someone had raised them. 
 
   My stomach pitched. Holy Anubis! It took powerful necro magic to animate corpses still six feet under—especially so many. These walking dead would not have their kas intact. Only their master’s necromancy would keep them upright and moving. 
 
   They formed a two-by-two column, blocking the path. The zombies began to move forward as one unit; unearthly moans mingled with the shuffle of bare feet against packed dirt. 
 
   Okay. Okay. Take out the puppeteer, and the puppets would fall.
 
   Except I didn’t see a puppeteer.
 
   I backed up a couple of steps, and Jon did the same, staying even with me. The zombies picked up their pace, and they were coming … coming right for me. 
 
   They sniffed, and low, creepy moans rippled through the undead crowd. I heard jaws cracking, mouths opening impossibly wide. 
 
   Shit. Oh, shit. 
 
   The Hunger. They all had the Hunger. 
 
   Fear chilled me to the bone. I gripped my scythe, holding it at the ready. I didn’t have my cell phone to call anyone. I was reluctant to summon Henry and ask him to risk his unlife for me again. Yelling at the top of my lungs might bring innocent students and teachers into the maws of starving zombies. 
 
   Damn it. I couldn’t leave a pack of wild brain-munching zombies running around outside the school. 
 
   “Hey, uh, Anubis? Anput? Got a minute to help me?” I prayed out loud. “Hello! Kebechet in danger of becoming zombie chow!”
 
   The zombies marched closer, and desperation soared through me. 
 
   “Go find help,” I told Jon. “I’ll hold them off.”
 
   Jon didn’t move. Instead, he stood by my side, seemingly willing to face the zombie horde with me. 
 
   “Jon,” I said, this time adding a little ka heka command to my words. “Go to Nekyia. Get help.”
 
   “Noooooo. Pro-tect. Ke-be-chet.”
 
   For a moment, I was stunned by his refusal, especially since I’d never heard a zombie speak—much less show a force of will.  
 
   The two zombies leapt into the air, issuing howls that drove fear like a spike into my stomach. 
 
   Then they were on us.
 
   Jon grabbed the woman who tried to claw out my eyes and twisted off her neck with a sickly crack. He threw her head into the forest, and then proceeded to rip off the limbs of her still fighting body. 
 
   The other zombie, this one a man, grabbed the sides of my head. His mouth, filled with decayed teeth and blackened tongue, aimed for my face. His breath smelled like a sewer, and made me gag and cough. 
 
   I head-butted him. The impact to my skull hurt and made my ears ring, but the move popped his hands free of my face. 
 
                 He snarled, his glassy gray eyes narrowing as he tried to grab me again. 
 
                 I brought my scythe up. The metal glowed silver as it sliced the zombie from hip to shoulder. 
 
                 He flopped to the ground in two pieces and lay still. 
 
                 Jon Lemons had wadded into the zombies who’d now lost their military precision. They attacked Jon, but he fought with animal ferocity, punching, kicking, and yanking. 
 
                 Zombies fell upon the decimated corpses, gnawing and mewling as they chomped on the dead, ripping off skin, chewing through organs, feasting on faces. 
 
                 Not all were distracted by the carcasses.
 
                 Three zombies managed to escape the carnage wrought by Jon, and surrounded me in a circle of hungry, terrifying death. 
 
                 All three were women, and they seemed to understand the power of my scythe. If they did not fear it, at least they knew to avoid it.
 
                 The tallest of the three, once a blonde if the scraggly hair left on her scalp were any indication, came at me first. 
 
                 I hit her in the face with the blunt end of the scythe, she reared back and screamed. I twirled the scythe around and the blade cut through her neck. 
 
                 Her head sailed off into the woods. 
 
                 Her body fell sideways, knocking down one of the smaller zombie women. I wasted no time piercing that one’s neck, too. 
 
                 The third zombie shuffled back. Her face had half rotted away, revealing a monstrous smile of teeth and ligaments. 
 
                 She slashed at me with her arms, made grisly by worms and time. Her once pink blouse was filthy and torn. Her skeletal fingers clawed at my shoulders, her teeth clacking as she tried bite off a chunk of my cheek. 
 
                 “Brown eyes!”
 
                 Rath’s voice heralded my rescue. Before I could take another breath, he’d pulled the ravenous corpse away from me and used his own scythe to behead her. He kicked her twitching body off the path, and the body slid into a bank of leaves. 
 
                 “How did you know to find me?”
 
                 “Your raven.” He cupped my face, studied me carefully. “You okay?”
 
                 I nodded. 
 
                 “Good.” He leaned forward and gave me a hard kiss. “Let’s finish this.”
 
                 I’ve never been in battle. I’ve never killed unless you count removing a ka from a legally made zombie (and I didn’t). Zombies weren’t alive, not really, but desecrating their corpses was another form of killing, of death.
 
                 By the time Rath and I joined Jon, there were few enemies left. We dispatched them until only the three of us were left standing—amid scattered limbs and headless corpses. 
 
                 “Who the hell did this?” asked Rath. “These poor bastards didn’t even have kas attached.”
 
   I was exhausted. Every muscle ached, and sweat soaked my shirt and running shorts. Gore spattered my arms and legs. I looked down at my sneakers and realized they had been ruined with zombie ick.
 
                 “My aunt warned me right before this happened,” I said. “And this is Barbie’s Zombie, Jon Lemons. He warned me, too.”
 
                 “I’ve never seen a zombie like him before,” said Rath.
 
                 “He talks.” I explained everything that happened.
 
                 Rath grimaced. “We need to go. Whoever controlled the zombies is probably still around.”
 
                 “What do we do about all this?” I waved my hands at the dead zombies.
 
                 “Nothing,” said Rath. 
 
                 “How about an anonymous report through the peer-to-peer program?” I asked.
 
                 “Yeah. That’s good.”
 
                 Rath took me by the shoulders. “Get to the school, to your room. I’m going to check around here, see if I can find anything.”
 
                 “I should go with you.”
 
                 “No, Mol. You’re the target. You’re safe at Nekyia. I’ll touch base with you later, okay?” He tapped the end of my nose. He kept his scythe close as he turned and walked off the path, into the darkening woods. My heart jumped in my throat.
 
                 “Be careful!” I called out. 
 
                 But Rath had already disappeared. 
 
                 “Jon,” I said.
 
                 “Uuuuuh.”
 
                 “Oh, sorry. Jon Lemons. We need to go.”
 
                 The zombie followed me, and soon, I saw the outer gray stone wall that surrounded the school. On the back side of the ornate castle was a landscaped outdoor area that students used to study and hang out. The last meal of the day was served at 6 p.m., so I knew the courtyard would be full of kids waiting for the dinner bell to ring. 
 
   The gate to the courtyard entrance was left open until our 10 p.m. curfew. All I had to do was make it through, and I would be safe. 
 
   My raven cawed a warning, and I realized I couldn’t go barreling through the gate holding my scythe. I skidded to a stop, and looked up.
 
   “Time to return,” I said. 
 
   The raven’s spread wings cast me in darkness as it swirled down, grasping the scythe before making itself smaller and smaller. Finally, the bird returned to the silver ring. 
 
   I ached from head to toe, and my heart pounded so hard, the thumping sounds clogged my ears. 
 
   At a nearby bench, a couple kissing were startled apart. They stared at me and the zombie as I limped past them. I smiled and gave them a little wave. 
 
   I noticed the wide-eyed stares of the kids hanging out in the courtyard. Conversations ceased as Jon Lemons and I trudged by, but no one said anything. 
 
   I didn’t relax until I got to my room. 
 
   I shut and locked the door, and Jon Lemons stationed himself in front of it. 
 
   I wanted to collapse onto my bed, but I was filthy, so I dropped to the floor, rolled onto my back, and shut my eyes. 
 
    
 
   It took a while for me to calm down. My heart eventually found a steady rhythm, and my breathing regulated. 
 
   “Miss?”
 
   I screamed. My eyes flew open and I scrambled off the floor as if it were on fire. All my calm evaporated and I slapped a hand against my chest as if to keep my heart from leaping out of my ribcage. 
 
   Henry gazed at me with his usual stoic expression. “Forgive me, miss. I didn’t mean to startle you. Are you all right?”
 
   “Henry, you scared the crap outta me.”
 
   “How unfortunate. Do you require a change of underwear?”
 
   I stared at Henry, but his expression never wavered. I grinned. “Did you just make a joke?” I lifted my fist. “Way to go, Henry.”
 
   Henry stared at my fist. One gray eyebrow lifted. 
 
   I patted my fist. “Come on, give me a fist bump.”
 
   Henry stepped forward. He curled his fingers and lifted his arm. Then he gave me the slowest fist bump in the history of fist bumps. Still, I laughed. “You really do rock, Henry.”
 
   “So do you, miss.” The corners of Henry’s mouth tilted up very slightly. I assumed that was his version of a smile. “I see we have a guest.”
 
   “You remember Jon Lemons, right? He saved me, Henry. We got attacked by zombies … Rath’s trying to find out who sent them.”
 
   “You were attacked? And you did not call me?” Henry sounded … well, hurt.
 
   “You’ve risked yourself too much for me. I can’t keep asking you to do that.”
 
   “I am your ghoul. And I am your friend. I must insist you call me whenever you need me—no matter the perceived risk.”
 
   I blinked. “Okay, Henry. I will.”
 
   He sniffed delicately. “Perhaps a shower is in order?”
 
   “Yeah. Definitely. And maybe you can make sure Jon Lemons gets cleaned up and back to Barbie?”
 
   “I will take care of the zombie. What about dinner, miss?”
 
   I’d learned to trust Henry about food. “Whatever you think is best,” I said.
 
   “Very well.” Henry continued to stare at me, and I realized he was exuding a sense of urgency. Well, as urgent as Henry could appear. 
 
   “Is there something else?” I asked.
 
   “Have you made much progress in finding the book?”
 
   At first, I thought he was talking about Keep Thy Soul. But Henry never really bothered me about homework. Then I remembered. “You mean Anubis and The Seventh Warrior?” I shrugged. “I told you, it’s been missing since like forever. Someone took it from the library and never gave it back.”
 
   “I believe it is still on the campus.”
 
   How would Henry know that? And why was he so insistent that I find the book? I trusted Henry. He seemed to think that I could find answers in Anubis and The Seventh Warrior. “Okay. I’ll put it on top of my to-do list. Is there anywhere in particular you think I should look?”
 
   “This school has many mysteries,” said Henry. “Even the walls contain secrets.”
 
   I knew Henry was unable to give me direct information. So, I would try to decipher what he was really trying to say, and work harder to find the book.
 
   You know, on top of training for the Kebechet challenge, writing a book report, worrying about Rath, and trying to avoid whoever was trying to kill me. 
 
    
 
   AFTER MY SHOWER and a nice dinner, I crawled into my bed. I’ve been thinking about my Aunt Lelia. She had warned me about “she.” So, was that the woman I’d seen in the temple? Was Mr. Jacobs in on it with her? I didn’t know. I was having doubts about my own accusations against Mr. Jacobs. I couldn’t ignore the fact he gotten help for me, instead of dragging me off somewhere to finish the job. 
 
   Trying to figure out motives—and pin down who had out for me—was frying my brain. 
 
   Maybe it was time to think more about this mysterious book that Henry wanted me to find. Maybe I couldn’t tell my friends what was going on with the Nekros Society, being the daughter of Anubis, and that I had serious reaper skills, but I could ask for their help. With all of us searching for information about my aunt’s death and tracking down Anubis and The Seventh Warrior, I had a better shot at success.
 
   I retrieved my phone from the nightstand.
 
    
 
   Molly: Need help. Can’t find 411 on Aunt Lelia’s death. Need 2 find book: Anubis and The 7th Warrior. 
 
   Barbie: Research queen here. On it. 
 
   Trina: Daddy loves rare books. Will check with his contacts.
 
   Daniel: Allergic to libraries. Uncle is cop. Will ask him about aunt. 
 
   Autumn: Sending ghosts on treasure hunt for 411 and book. BTW, what do u think about pink zombies serving cake?
 
   Molly: Ugh! Poor zombies.
 
   Barbie: NO.
 
   Trina: Love!
 
   Daniel: I cannot accept any kind of dessert from a pink zombie. 
 
   Autumn: C’mon y’all! It’s a food-based dye. It’ll wash right off.
 
   Molly: Still voting no.
 
   Barbie: HELL NO.
 
   Trina: Love + infinity!
 
   Daniel: Exiting debate. Going to bed.
 
    
 
   The rest of us signed off, too. I put my phone on its charger, and turned off my lamp. I snuggled in my bed covers, readjusted my pillow to a more comfortable position, and closed my eyes.
 
   Despite my exhaustion, I couldn’t sleep. I kept thinking about what it happened in the woods. Who would send zombies after me? If Jon Lemons and Rath hadn’t shown up—I might well be dead. 
 
   I shivered. 
 
   I shifted my thoughts to my Aunt Lelia. She was in real trouble. I wanted to help her so much. I worried about her warning, too. Who was she warning me about? The only person, or rather god, I could think of as a she was Anput. But I was almost certain it hadn’t been Anput in the temple. Still, I didn’t know. And that was the scariest part of all. Did I need to be concerned about Anput betraying her bloodline again? 
 
   Or was this “she” a new enemy?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Molly’s Reaper Diary
 
   Family is Everything
 
    
 
   EVEN WHEN THE whole world is counting on you to save it from an angry god, you gotta be there for your family. I know it’s tough. That whole 1 billion people versus the twelve that love you. Still, is the world worth saving if you don’t have anyone that trusts you? 
 
   Loyalty is important. You gotta have your family’s back. And your family includes your friends and your relatives. Look, I know sometimes you’re dealing with circumstances you can’t control. But if your family needs you, then it’s go time.
 
   At least, that’s how I feel about it. Being a reaper can really mess with your heart and your head. That’s why you need family. They keep you on track; they keep you solid.
 
   Capiche?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Reapers know the true meaning of sacrifice.”
 
    
 
   ~Secret History of Reapers, Author Unknown
 
    
 
    
 
   “Come for my soul, O you wardens of the sky! If you delay letting my soul see my corpse, you will find the eye of Horus standing up thus against you … the great god will proceed in peace when you allow this soul of mine to ascend vindicated to the gods…”
 
    
 
   ~From spell 89 in The Book of the Dead
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 7
 
    
 
   THE LAST TWO weeks had taken suckitude to a whole new level. 
 
   When I was at school, all I did was study and train. In fact, training with the Nekros Society had kicked into super high gear. Then there were extra sessions with Rath as I prepared for the competition to officially win the title of Kebechet.
 
   But at least no one else had tried to kill me. 
 
   I’d blown off so many study groups, movie nights, and lunch hours with my friends, that Barbie, Trina, Autumn, and Daniel had stopped inviting me. Autumn had also quit including me on the texts to discuss the final preparations for Trina’s going away party. Or so I assumed since she seemed to send 100 texts on the subject every day, and now I was getting nada. 
 
   On the weekends, Henry and I had been shuttled off to the massive house of my grandparents. I couldn’t exactly say spending extra time with Grandma and Grandpa Briarstock was a complete bust, especially after we taught Henry how to play Jenga. He bested my grandmother every single time. Sandra nearly busted a vein trying to outdo my ghoul, and Derek and I did a mostly okay job of hiding our laughter. 
 
   Sad, but true—being with my grandparents had been the bright spots of my time lately.
 
   Rath had been pushing me hard during our training sessions. He said he was working on a solution to help my Aunt Lelia, but he didn’t really have much to tell me yet. He hadn’t found anything—or anyone—in the woods to explain the attacking zombies. He popped up a lot more lately, just to say “hi,” but since Henry had been doing the same thing, I knew the truth: They were checking on me. 
 
   It was sweet. 
 
   Unfortunately, Rath hadn’t made any more gestures of affection, and honestly, I could’ve used a hug or three. Maybe even a shoulder rub. 
 
   Study. Train. Eat. Study. Train. Repeat twice a day. Sleep. Do it all again.
 
   Exciting life, right? Being a reaper is so super awesome. (Hah!)
 
   Sigh. 
 
    
 
   AFTR MY LAST afternoon class, I went to my dorm room, intent on a having a nap before meeting Rath for an evening session of “kick-Molly’s-butt.” I tossed my bag onto the nearest chair and then fell face-first onto my bed. 
 
   I rolled over and stared at the ceiling, giving my worried thoughts full reign. It was frustrating to have all these problems and no solutions. FYI, it hadn’t escaped my attention that Anubis had been quiet for a while now. 
 
   I really needed a convo with god-dad.
 
   “Are you there, Anubis?” I whispered. “It’s me, Molly.”
 
   Silence was my answer. Well, he was a god after all. Maybe he was just busy with Underworld stuff. I let a few more moments pass, and then I tried again.
 
   “Hey … uh, Dad?” Wow. I felt kinda weird calling Anubis “Dad.” That privilege had been Al Bartolucci’s for my last sixteen years. Suddenly, I missed my father, my sister, and my grandmother. There were times I felt really alone. Back before this whole Kebechet thing, I wanted to be alone because my family was chaotic and always around. Now, I felt homesick.
 
   Surprise! Anubis didn’t answer. I wasn’t going to bother with Anput, either, because she’d been ignoring me, too. 
 
   The one thing I could say about my bio-dad is that he’d never let me down. If I needed him, he was always there. And even though I wasn’t his “real” daughter, it hadn’t mattered. In fact, I could call him right now and tell him I wanted to go home, and he would come get me. I thought about that for a while, but I knew it was the wrong thing to do. Maybe I couldn’t choose my fate, but I could choose how I acted about my fate.
 
   I wasn’t giving up.
 
   I crawled to my pillow, lay down, and closed my eyes. After a while, I started to drift into sleep.
 
   My cell phone rang. 
 
   My eyes popped open. I grabbed the phone and looked at the display. 
 
   Ally was calling me?
 
   I punched the ANSWER button. “What’s up, sis?”
 
   “Molly,” whispered Ally. “You need to come home.”
 
   For a moment, I thought I was dreaming. After all, I had just had thoughts about bailing from Nekyia. 
 
   “What’s wrong?” I asked.
 
   “It’s about Mom. Just … please, Molly. Meet me at the Zomporium. Like, right before closing, okay?”
 
   I don’t know how my little sister expected me to get to Las Vegas in three hours. It wasn’t like I had a driver’s license, much less a car. Or a way to make an eight-hour drive fit into ninety minutes. Of course, I did have a friend with a private airplane, but given my current distance from my Nekyia friends, I didn’t feel right asking for any favors. Since Henry could get into trouble for helping me break the rules (like leaving campus without authorization), I didn’t want to ask him for help, either. He’d already put himself on the line for me too many times. I felt protective of him. 
 
   Ally seemed really freaked out, and that freaked me out. Ally was rarely shook up by anything. In fact, she was the most emotionally steady person I’d ever met. (Except, of course, when it came to zombies. She was rabid about saving zombies.)
 
   “Molly?”
 
   “Yeah. I’m here. Why can’t you just tell me what’s going on?”
 
   “I need to show you.”
 
   “How am I supposed to get to Vegas?”
 
   “You’re half god. Zap yourself here, or something.” 
 
   I heard the dial tone. Well, that was typical Ally. Did she really expect me to drop everything, skip out of school, and pop down there?
 
   Of course she did. 
 
   There was only one person I could think of who might help me, and actually have a way to get me to Vegas ASAP.
 
   Rath. 
 
   He didn’t exactly carry around a cell phone, but I had Henry. Being a ghoul gave him a line into the other side. And he’d been able to get hold of Rath before, too.
 
   “Henry!”
 
   My friend appeared next to the bed. “Yes, miss?”
 
   “Could you please find Rath for me? I really need to talk to him.”
 
   “Of course, Miss.” He disappeared.
 
   I barely had time to blink before Henry returned holding Rath by the shoulders. He let go of the reaper, and Rath stumbled forward. “Will there be anything else?”
 
   I choked back laughter. Rath’s expression was both incredulous and pissed-off. A giggle escaped, and he glared at me. 
 
   “You’re awesome, Henry. Thanks.”
 
   Henry acknowledged my praise with a slight nod, and then popped out of my room. 
 
   “Why the hell did you send your ghoul after me?”
 
   “How else am I supposed to get hold of you?”
 
   “Most people call.”
 
   “You have a cell phone?”
 
   “Reapers don’t need phones, Molly. You have a scythe and a familiar.”
 
   Oh, remembered now that he’d said my raven had gotten him for the ol’ zombie battle. 
 
   “If you’re trying to reach another reaper,” continued Rath, “your scythe is like a cell tower. It’ll reach me.”
 
   I’d never seen Rath’s token, or knew where he kept his scythe. Tokens were supposed to be kept secret, and a reaper never revealed the hiding place of his scythe. I’m not sure why, but it probably had to with accumulation of power, Anubis, reaper wars, or some archaic rule I didn’t know about. 
 
   “Sorry. I’ll call you by scythe next time. I didn’t know that was an option.”
 
   Rath’s expression softened. “I keep forgetting that you’re still learning everything. Plus, you’re alive, so you’re not used to the stuff we dead people can do.”
 
   “Well, I forget that you’re dead.”
 
   “To you, Molly, I’m not.” He crossed his arms, and lifted an eyebrow. “What was so urgent?”
 
   I slid my legs off the bed and sat up. “I need to get to Vegas. Ally called. She’s really upset, and said she had to show me something.” I heaved out a nervous breath. “Something to do with my mom.”
 
   “Conventional travel is out, huh?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   Rath held out his hand. “It just so happens we can take a shortcut. C’mon, brown eyes. I’ll show you have to travel reaper-style.”
 
   I took his hand, and immediately the color of the earthly plane bled away until only gray remained. My entire body felt chilled to the core. Eventually my room faded altogether and I found myself in a gray landscape known as the Shallows. This was the in-between of existence, the place reapers used to as a doorway to the hereafter. 
 
   The soil beneath my feet was like ash, soft and powdery. Around us were craggy rocks, and above us there was no sky, just an endless black. Fog drifted like ghosts throughout the place. The silence was as thick and soft as cotton. 
 
   I shivered. “I don’t remember it being so cold.”
 
   “I don’t feel anything.” He put his arm around me and brought me in close. “When you’re dead, you don’t worry about the temperature.”
 
   “Reapers get all the perks.”
 
   He chuckled. “That’s one way to look at it.” 
 
   “How do we get to Vegas?” I asked.
 
   “We think our way there.” He let go of me, and gestured at the Shallows. “Reapers don’t have bodies, Molly. I can take human form, but I’m still dead. Usually, only souls and reapers can enter the Shallows. You’re the exception.”
 
   “What about gods?”
 
   “I guess so, but they don’t need to use the Shallows like we do. The gods are made of different … um, stuff. It’s one of the reasons why they protect human souls. You think the heavens are just a reward for good acts on Earth? Or the bowels of the Underworld are meant only for punishing the wicked?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I said. “I haven’t thought about it much.”
 
   “Where do you think gods get the power they need to exist?”
 
   I frowned. “Wait a minute. You mean, human souls are like batteries?”
 
   “That’s a simplified explanation,” offered Rath. “Everything is connected. The gods need souls, and souls need the gods.”
 
   “I get the connected part,” I said. “But I’m not sure how the soul thing actually works. Especially since it has five parts.” 
 
   Rath reached out and tapped my nose. “That’s a lesson for another time, brown eyes.”
 
   “Good,” I said. “Because my brain was starting to cramp.”
 
   “You’re smarter than you think.” Rath held out his hand, and I took it once again.
 
   “Now what?”
 
   “Now we go to Las Vegas. Where to? Your house or the Zomporium?”
 
   “Ally said to meet her at the Zomporium.”
 
   “You got it.” Rath pulled me closer. “Oh, and one more thing.”
 
   He brought me fully into his embrace, dipped his head down, and kissed me. At first, it was a gentle exploration of lips. That was enough to get my heart thumping. Then he split the seam of my mouth with his tongue. 
 
   My stomach squeezed, and I latched onto his shoulders, and followed his lead. I wasn’t an experienced kisser, but Rath didn’t seem to mind. 
 
   After a long moment of our mouths meeting and parting and going back for more, Rath finally pulled back—just a little. 
 
   I blinked up at him, feeling dazed. Actually, I was felt as though I were floating, just like the fog drifting around us. “Wow.”
 
   One corner of his mouth curled upward. “I want you to know how I feel about you, Molly.”
 
   “I like you, too.” It seemed like such an inadequate thing to say, but Rath broke into a full smile. 
 
   “I’m glad we got that cleared up.”
 
   “Ditto.” 
 
   Rath kept a tight grip on my hand. “We need to think about the Zomporium. As we think about it, it will appear. Then we step into the space, and leave the Shallows.”
 
   It sounded fairly easy. But I got the feeling that only an experienced reaper traveled this quickly through the Shallows. I wondered how much more knowledge waited for me after I was dead. Okay, that was a creepy thought. But I knew for a fact death is not the end. Souls lived on, and according to Rath, they were energy. And I think that if human souls fueled the gods, then they also fueled everything else. In a way, the soul is like a star. Death was not really death. It was just a transformation.
 
   “Are you ready, Molly?”
 
   I nodded. I closed my eyes and thought about Big Al’s Zomporium. I wasn’t exactly sure where Ally wanted to meet me. But I assumed she didn’t expect me to walk through the front door. So, I envisioned Dem’s space—where he made the zombies. As I did so, I explained the details to Rath so his thoughts would give power to mine.
 
   “Molly, you don’t have to close your eyes.”
 
   I opened my eyes, and looked at him. “Huh?”
 
   He laughed. “You need to be able to see your destination. See?” He pointed in front of us, and there was the sahnetjar. “Let’s go.” 
 
   Rath stepped forward, into the image, and pulled me with him. As we stepped into the zombie-making room, the gray dissipated the color brightened. The familiar smells of the sahnetjar reminded me of how homesick I really felt. Then another scent caught my attention.”
 
   “Is that smoke?” I asked. I ran toward the door that led to the little waiting room. From there, we could go down the hallway to my dad’s office. Then go to the reception area to nab Ally and Nona. Worry sickened me. Were they okay? 
 
   Rath grabbed my arm and yanked me back. “What are you doing? You’re supposed to run away from fire!”
 
   Smoke billowed from underneath the door I had just been about to touch. All the same, I wouldn’t let Rath drag me away. 
 
   “My family’s in there,” I cried. “We have to help them!”
 
   “We have to go. Now. You can still be killed, Molly. You’re not invincible.” He grabbed me in a bear hug, and then flipped me over his shoulder, holding me tight as he headed in the opposite direction. 
 
   “No!” I screamed. “No!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “It’s easy to forget that reapers were once human and had families, connections to those who still lived on the Earthly plane. In time, all whom reapers knew and loved pass on to the other side, and so, too, did the sorrows and joys. Reapers are compassionate by nature, but they soon forget what it means to be human.”
 
    
 
   ~Secret History of Reapers, Author Unknown
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Zombies deserve kindness. Dead humans deserve has much respect as alive humans.”
 
    
 
   ~Citizens for Zombie Rights
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 8
 
    
 
   RATH BARRELED OUT of the building. I clung to his waist, bouncing up and down, and I couldn’t stop screaming. 
 
                 My family was in the fire. 
 
                 We couldn’t just leave them in the smoke and flames to die!
 
                 “We have to go back!” I shouted.
 
   “You stay here.” Rath put me down and held me by the arm. “I will go back and check to see who’s there. I’m already dead.”
 
   His calm tone dampened my panic. I nodded slowly. Tears dripped from my eyes as I thought about the fate of my family. What had happened? How had the Zomporium caught on fire? Were they in there?
 
   Rath touch the side of my face. “Stay here. Please. I’ll look for your family.”
 
   “Then go already!” He turned, but I grabbed his hand and then I kissed the top of his knuckles. “Thank you.”
 
   “I’ll do anything for you, brown eyes.” Rath disappeared instantly. 
 
   A flicker of movement at the top of the building caught my eye. Flames licked the rooftop. I was absolutely sick about our family business being destroyed. I backed up because I could feel the heat of the fire, and I knew it was beyond awful. As I dazedly watched the flames erupt from the top of the building, I frowned. I swear the fire was outlined in black. Glittery black … like reaper magic.
 
   Impossible.
 
                 “Molly, girl. Whatcha you doin’ here?”
 
                 Demitrius’s voice startled me. I turned, and found him standing behind me. He looked just as surprised as I felt. Dem was as black as coffee grounds and still had a faint Jamaican accent. He’d been our ka heka since Mom left more than six years before. He had trained Ally and I to make zombies, and we considered him part of our family. 
 
                 He held out his arms, and I collapsed into them, sobbing. Finally, I got a grip, and pulled away. 
 
                 “Ally called me. I … what happened, Dem?” Then I realized that Dem standing outside of the Zomporium probably meant my family was out, too. Relief warred with fear. “Is everyone else safe, too?”
 
                 His gaze flickered from me to the fire, and then back to me again. “Everyone,” he confirmed. “’Cept your father. We can’t find ’im.” 
 
                 “Daddy?” I turned toward the building, and gazed in horror at the carnage the fire now wrought. 
 
                 “Last anyone saw, him was in de office.” 
 
   My father was in the building. If Rath didn’t find him, Daddy would die. I couldn’t bear the thought. Even now, a reaper could be in the office with my father, waiting for him to take his last breath so his soul could be escorted into the afterlife. 
 
   Tears poured from my eyes, then a new, more insidious thought wormed inside my brain. What if Rath was there to reap him?
 
   The breath left me in a rush, but I couldn’t—wouldn’t—believe that of Rath. He hadn’t known there was a fire, or he wouldn’t have suggested we step right into it. I had to believe, too, that he would never reap one of my family members without telling me. 
 
   I trusted Rath. If he could save my father, he would. I believed that whole-heartedly. 
 
   The moments passed excruciatingly slow. Had it been a minute? Five minutes? I glanced at Dem, but his gaze was on the fire, no doubt noticing how odd it looked. If anyone would know necromancy at work, he would. 
 
   “Someone did this,” I said.
 
   He nodded. “Yes, chil’. Someone did.”
 
    I couldn’t stand to wait another second. I did the only thing I could think of to do: I walked away from Dem, closed my eyes, and prayed to Anubis. 
 
   If you’re there, Anubis, please, please, please help my dad. He doesn’t deserve to die. And you owe him BIG for taking care of me. I need you, Anubis. Hear me! Please!
 
   My throat knotted as more tears poured from my eyes. My heart turned over in my chest. Betrayal pierced me like a knife plunged into my gut. Why had Anubis abandoned me? Why wasn’t he listening?
 
   “Molly!”
 
   The urgency in Dem’s voice dried up my tears. I whirled around and watched as Rath burst through the back door, carrying my father in his arms.
 
   “Daddy!” I ran to them, and saw that while my father had soot on his face and blackened clothes, he was breathing. 
 
   “Thank you, Rath. Thank you so much.”
 
   “He’s alive,” he said. “But he needs help.”
 
   “I’ll take ’im.” Dem, showing way more strength than his thin body should have, unburdened Rath of my father. “Ambulances are in the front, tendin’ to everyone sufferin’ from smoke inhalation. You go back to school. They be callin’ you soon enough. Then you come home, Molly.”
 
   “All right, Dem.” I agreed, even though I didn’t want to go. I leaned down and kissed my father’s brow. “I love you, Daddy,” I whispered. 
 
   Dem turned and strode away. 
 
   Rath enclosed me in his arms. I barely noticed the trip into the Shallows, letting Rath hold me tight while he took us back to my dorm room. Terror pulsed through me. I wanted nothing more than to return to Las Vegas and be with my family. 
 
   “Try to rest,” said Rath. He kissed me softly. “I’ll watch over your dad until you get there.”
 
   “Thanks,” I said. My eyes felt puffy and I knew I probably resembled a raccoon. “How long do you think it’ll be before someone notifies my grandparents?”
 
   “Soon,” he said. He grasped my chin, and I looked in his sympathetic gaze. “You’re not alone, brown eyes. I’ve got your back.”
 
   “And I’ve got yours.” I kissed him again. “See you.”
 
   “Stay strong.” He disappeared, and I found some comfort in the idea he would watch over my bio-dad. Fear and anger and worry crashed through me—a riot of emotions I couldn’t contain. Where the hell was Anubis?
 
   “Anubis!” I screamed. “Anubis!”
 
   Nothing. 
 
   Where was he? Why wasn’t he answering me? Did he just not care anymore? Was he too busy kissing Maat’s ass to make time for me? Was he teaching me some kind of sadistic lesson about relying on myself?
 
   I didn’t know.
 
   And right now, I didn’t care. 
 
   “Henry,” I whispered. 
 
   My ghoul arrived in a nanosecond. He took one look at my face, and then sat down with me on the bed. He held my hand, staying quiet and still, offering the calm I drank like a girl dying of thirst. 
 
   We stayed that way until a knock sounded at the door. Henry rose and allowed the visitors inside: Miss Chiles and my grandparents. 
 
   “Something bad happened,” I said.
 
   “Yes.” Sandra marched forward, sat down beside me and squeezed my shoulders. “Your father is in the hospital. There was a fire, and he got hurt.”
 
   I nodded and more tears slipped down my face. “Can I see him?”
 
   “Yes, darling. Our private plane will be ready to go the moment we arrive at the airport.
 
   “Thank you guys so much.” I heaved a breath, swallowing my grief. 
 
   Derek sat down on the other side of me. “We’re your family, Molly. We’ll help you however we can.”
 
   “I love you,” I said. “I really do.” 
 
   “We love you, too, Molly.” Derek leaned over and kissed my brow. 
 
   “Let’s go,” said Sandra gently.
 
   “H-Henry comes with me.”
 
   “Of course,” said Sandra. “Henry?”
 
   “I will take care of her, miss.” Henry scooped me into his arms. Once again I found myself clinging to him, the buoy in the storm that was my life. He took me to the waiting car, and my grandfather pried me away from him. 
 
   “I’ll shall await your return, miss,” said Henry. 
 
   I wanted Henry to come to Las Vegas with me, but I understood that he thought he should stay. If I knew Henry at all, it was because he served our family—and didn’t feel part of our family. I was gonna change that. 
 
   But for now, I waved good-bye, and he shut the limo’s door.
 
    
 
   HOSPITALS CANNOT HIDE their purpose. They attempt to provide comfort through soft colors, nice pictures, and smiling nurses. But there is a hushed kind of awful quiet, and an unerring knowledge that the sick and the dying are housed here. 
 
   It is worse than the Shallows.
 
   In my father’s hospital room, I listened to this terrible quiet, which was only displaced by the beeping of machines. My father lay tucked under a sheet. An IV dangled from one of his arms like a prisoner’s manacle. His eyes were closed, but I took comfort in the steady rise and fall of his chest. I gripped the edge of the bed railing and leaned down to give my father a kiss on the forehead. I whispered, “I love you, Daddy.”
 
   I left the room, and joined my family in the hallway. Ally and Nona gave me hugs. Then Nona patted my hand, and returned to keeping vigil over her son. She refused to leave my father’s room, so a bed was being brought in for her. The plan was for our grandparents to take us home, where we would sleep for the night, and return in the morning. I didn’t want to leave, but I didn’t want to stay, either. The hospital was a terrible reminder of life’s fragility.
 
   Two doctors came down the hallway, their gazes serious. My grandmother pushed some money into my hand. “Why don’t you girls go to the cafeteria and get a snack?”
 
   For the barest moment, I wanted to defy her, to say that if I was old enough to fight an ancient god, then I could damned sure hear bad news about my dad. 
 
   But the truth was that I would rather be treated like a child, like a girl who is still a girl and needs protection. Because I did. And so did my sister. 
 
   “Thanks,” I said. I took the money. “C’mon, Ally.”
 
   Ally looked exhausted and scared. She and Nona had come to the hospital in the ambulance with my dad, so they hadn’t changed clothes. Ally smelled like smoke, but other than that, it didn’t really appear like she’d been in a fire. 
 
   We took the elevator down to the main floor and followed the signs to the cafeteria. We both got Cokes and some M&Ms, and then we found a place to sit by a potted plant. 
 
   The cafeteria was empty except for a lone worker sweeping up trash left under tables. 
 
   Ally ripped open her candy then stared at it as if she didn’t know what to do next. She shoved the little brown package away. “I’m not hungry.”
 
   I didn’t really think I could eat anything, either. I left my M&Ms alone, and took a big sip of Coke. The sickly sweetness of the drink didn’t exactly settle my stomach. 
 
   “How bad was the fire?” I asked. 
 
   “The Zomporium’s gone. It burned to the ground,” said Ally. 
 
   I felt a little catch in my throat. Maybe I didn’t love working there all the time, but it had been our family’s business. I mourned its loss. 
 
    “I watched the firefighters try save it—and no matter how much water they used, it would not go out.” She hesitated. “I think … maybe … there was magic in it. It shouldn’t be possible, right? Necromancy doesn’t cause fires.”
 
   Dem and I had noticed the same thing, but I didn’t want to confirm my sister’s fears. Despite displaying the maturity of a 40-year-old woman most days, she was still a kid. And I still wanted to protect her. 
 
    “Were you inside?” I asked.
 
   Ally shook her head. She glanced up, her eyes wide behind her the lenses of her glasses. “I talked Nona into taking me home. So I could—” She paused and looked around. Then she hunkered down, and whispered,“ —stash the thing.”
 
   “The thing?”
 
   “What I found, Molly. It was one of Mom’s old jewelry boxes, or so I thought. The contents are weird. Some old pages from a book, this black marble cube … and there’s a letter. Anyway. I got a really bad feeling after I called you. Then I made some excuse about having to go home, and Nona took me.” Her lips trembled. “I hid the box in my room, and when we got back to the Zomporium … it was on fire.”
 
   I took another sip of my Coke, and Ally poked around inside the M&M bag until she found some blue ones. She had this weird thing about eating all of one color at a time. You just had to love my OCD sis. 
 
   “Daddy was manic about keeping the building to code,” said Ally. “You know that. It couldn’t have been electrical. And Dem’s too good of a ka heka to cause any magical blowback.”
 
   “What are you trying to say, Ally?” I asked. “That someone did it on purpose?”
 
   “Arson is a viable theory, especially when you consider some of the customers we’ve pissed off. Some vengeful idiot could’ve thrown a Molotov cocktail into the lobby.”
 
   I imagined our biggest pain-in-the-ass customer, Mrs. Woodbine, rolling by in her Caddy to lob a firebomb at our front doors. I shook my head. “We don’t know what happened. I’m sure they’re investigating how the fire started. It doesn’t matter, anyway. Nothing will change the fact that the Zomporium is gone.”
 
   Ally’s face fell. “I actually think I’m gonna miss that place.”
 
   “Yeah,” I said. “Me, too.”
 
    
 
   MY GRANDPARENTS HAD hired a limousine service to be at our disposal. As we exited the hospital, the long black car was waiting for us. Sandra and Derek sat on one side, and Ally and I took the other. Ally grasped my hand and squeezed, and I squeezed back. I’d never known my little sis to be so insecure. It just reminded me that Ally needed protecting (and not just Ally, but my whole family). 
 
                 I didn’t want to freak my sister out by agreeing with her magical fire theory, even though I thought the same thing. I wondered if Ally finding that box had somehow triggered a spell meant to destroy the box. Better minds than mine would have to figure it out. Demitrius had seen the magic, too, and he had said someone did it. I had a gut feeling Dem wouldn’t rest until he figured out what had happened. I took some comfort in that. 
 
                 What I wanted was the answer to the big question: Why had my mother hidden that box at the Zomporium?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Molly’s Reaper Diary
 
   Your Past is Sometimes Your Future
 
    
 
   IF YOU’RE A reaper, you may have done things in your past that can affect your future. For example, take Parental Lecture #58: Bad Grades Affect Your Ability to Get Into a Good College. 
 
   When you start high school, the phrase “on your permanent record” is said a lot, especially if you get an F on your Algebra test or a C- on your English essay (that was assigned a month ago, but you totally did it the night before). 
 
   Now, if you take this concept and apply it to reaperhood, you have a lot more to worry about than whether or not you’re going to a community college or to a four-year school. IOW, you can do something as a human that will come back to bite you on your reaper bootie. 
 
   Worse, as if you think you’ve dealt with something—a.k.a. mommy issues—well, guess what? You haven’t. I don’t think anyone’s past is ever truly gone. You carry every experience, good and bad, within you. 
 
   And sometimes … you don’t get a choice which one will visit your future.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “You want good advice? If something big, bad, and ugly is chasing you, don’t trip. Dumb ass.”
 
    
 
   ~Secret History of Reapers, Author Unknown
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 9
 
    
 
   MY MOM LEFT us when I was 10 years old. My sister Ally was only eight. I don’t remember anything that led up to my mother abandoning us. I mean, like a super bad fight with my dad. Or stomping out of the house and yelling, “I’m never coming back!” Or sneaking into my bedroom one night and saying, “I have to leave, but I’ll see you again soon.”
 
   I do remember coming downstairs for breakfast one morning and seeing my dad sitting at the kitchen table. After Ally joined us, Dad gave us the bad news. Your mother is gone. She’s not coming back. I’m sorry. 
 
   It was one of the only times I remember seeing my dad in an unbuttoned shirt and wrinkled pants. Daddy was something of a clothes horse (Where do you think I got my sense of style from?) and a big believer in a professional appearance. “If you look good, you feel good,” he often said. 
 
   Of course, Ally and I did not react well to the news that our mother was gone. He couldn’t really offer us any kind of explanation. He just held us while we cried. Not long after that, Nona arrived from New York and moved in with us. 
 
   Mom didn’t take much with her. Maybe she had hidden that mysterious box in the Zomporium on purpose. Maybe she meant to get it back, but couldn’t. Or maybe my dad put it there and just forgot about it. 
 
   I have vague memories of my dad packing up Mom’s things into bags and boxes. I didn’t know where he had taken them, but I always assumed he’d given them away to charity or dumped them in the trash.
 
   It seemed that Cynthia Briarstock left everything — and everyone — behind.
 
   And she never looked back.
 
    
 
   THE LIMO PULLED up into the driveway of our home on Grimsby Avenue. I stared at the two-story brown stucco house. I had spent all sixteen years of my life here, but now the place seemed unfamiliar. I felt like I was visiting my sister’s house instead of returning to mine. 
 
   “Let’s go, girls,” said Sandra. “I’m sure you’re both tired.”
 
   “I don’t think I’ll be able to sleep,” said Ally. She negated that statement by yawning widely.
 
   We all piled out of the limousine. The driver gave us a little wave, and backed out, driving away.
 
   “He’ll be back in the morning to pick us up,” said Sandra. “We’ll visit your father right after breakfast.”
 
   “Thanks,” I said. It seemed I had been thanking a lot of people lately. It just reminded me how much I needed others in my life. I thought of Rath. I hadn’t seen him at the hospital, but I figured he was in reaper mode. I knew that he’d make a point to visit me, and I was glad for that, for him. I really needed his promised back-up. 
 
   Our grandparents ushered us toward the front door, and Ally and I went first. Ally produced a key and fit it into the lock. I heard her mutter, “Weird.” Then she pulled out the key and twisted the knob. The door opened easily.
 
   “You guys left it unlocked?” I asked.
 
   “No.” She hesitated. “Maybe Nona forgot.”
 
   We both looked at each other, and shook our heads. Nona had the memory of an elephant. She remembered the first time she made bread with her mother—at the age of six—and every ingredient they had used. She wouldn’t forget to lock the door. Foreboding settled in my stomach like an iron weight. We stepped inside, and Ally flipped on the foyer light.
 
   Our living room was just a single step down. 
 
   Everything was trashed. Not like I-had-a-party trashed, but like someone-tore-it-apart trashed. The couch cushions had been tossed off and ripped open. Books had been thrown off the bookshelves. Even the fireplace had been searched—ash from the interior pit spilled out onto the bricks and carpet. 
 
   “Uncle Vinnie!” Ally pounded up the stairs before anyone could stop her. 
 
   I made a move to follow my sister. My grandpa Derek grabbed my shoulder. “You and your grandmother wait outside. I’ll get Ally.” He looked at Sandra. “Call the police, sweetheart.”
 
   Sandra looked slightly shaken, but as iron-willed as ever. She took me by the arm and hustled me out to the front yard. She withdrew her cell phone and dialed 9-1-1. 
 
   “Yes, I need to report a break-in,” she said in a strong, clear voice. She gave the dispatcher our address and then held the phone to her ear while she put her arm around me. I didn’t know if she was trying to comfort me, or trying to keep me from running back into the house. 
 
   The minutes ticked by, and still Derek and Ally did not come out the door. The only anxiety my grandma showed was the tightening of her fingers around my shoulder. 
 
   “Yes. We’re still on the line,” said Sandra. 
 
   We heard the blare of sirens, and relief flooded through me. Now, if only my sister and grandfather would come out of the house, I’d be okay. 
 
   As if my thoughts had brought them into the doorway, Derek strode out with an inconsolable Ally in his arms He joined us at the edge of the yard. Ally clutched one of her favorite totes, a hideous flowered bag that she’d gotten at a garage sale last year. She had her other hand clasped around Derek’s neck. She was wailing.
 
   Ally didn’t cry. Of the two of us, I was the weeper. I knew that whatever they had found in the house had been very, very bad.
 
   A knot clogged my throat. “Uncle Vinnie … is he …?”
 
   Ally sobbed harder. Derek made soothing noises, and he glanced at me, giving a slight shake of his head. My uncle Vinnie had been zombified years ago after his death in a car accident. Still, he’d been part of our family. I knew that his zombie didn’t have a soul, but it was difficult to think that he was well and truly gone. He had been really great zombie. 
 
   Two police cars pulled into our driveway. 
 
   “Thank you. The police have arrived,” said Sandra, and then she ended the call with the dispatcher.
 
   The next thing I knew, four police officers exited their vehicles. Three drew their guns and went toward the house, and the fourth came to us.
 
    “Is everyone okay?” he asked. He looked at Ally, and frowned. “Does she need an ambulance?”
 
   “No,” said Derek. “She’s just upset.” 
 
   “Given the circumstances, officer,” said Sandra. “I’m sure you’ll understand that we would like to get our granddaughters to safety.”
 
   “Of course, ma’am,” said the officer. “Let’s go down to the station, where we can take your statements in a more comfortable location.”
 
   My grandmother bristled. It was almost as if the police officer had offered to trade her Chanel suit for a Wal-mart ensemble. “I will not have my granddaughters subjected to … to … the vagaries of the police station. Nor will I expose them to common criminal elements.”
 
   The police officer blinked at the vehemence in her tone. His gaze flicked to me, and I think he was trying to decide whether or not she was serious. Apparently, he had never met Sandra Briarstock. Well, he would never forget her now.
 
   Ally’s sobs quieted, replaced by sniffles and hiccups.
 
   “I assure you, ma’am,” said the officer, “your granddaughters aren’t at any risk. The safest place for them is at the police station.”
 
   “Hardly.” My grandmother lifted her cell phone and dialed another number. “Bernard, it’s Sandra. We’re in Las Vegas, and the home of my granddaughters has been burgled. Please come at once.” She ended the call, and put the phone into her purse.
 
   The walkie-talkie clipped the officer’s shoulder beeped. “Excuse me.” He pulled the speaker off and away—far enough that we couldn’t hear his conversation. 
 
   “Who’s Bernard?” I asked. 
 
   “He’s a man of many talents,” said my grandmother. “He’ll take care of everything.”
 
   “So, he’s another lawyer?”
 
   “No,” said my grandmother.
 
   And that was the end of the conversation.
 
   Eventually, the cops who had been searching the house came out and reported that no one else had been found on the property. They said nothing about my Uncle Vinnie. Zombies weren’t considered “alive” or “citizens.” When one perished, it was the equivalent of losing a pet. We were told that they could not release the house until CSI and ZEU (Zombie Enforcement Unit) had arrived. 
 
   My home was a crime scene.
 
   “You can’t take my uncle,” said Ally. 
 
   “The zombie?” The reporting officer shook his head. “Sorry, miss. CSI gets him first. Then the ZEU needs to dispose of him properly.”
 
   De-animated zombies were cremated, which destroyed the body and any residual magic within it. Since a funeral had already been held and a memorial placed for the soul of my uncle, his body was considered as important as a piece of broken furniture.
 
   Ally started to cry again, and my grandfather kissed her forehead and held her tighter. 
 
   I leaned into my grandmother’s embrace. “I don’t think I can take much more,” I said. I could hear the break in my own voice, and gulped, trying to forestall tears. I wanted to be brave and not feel like a weeping wimp. 
 
   “There, there,” she said. “It’s all right.” She held onto me fiercely, and I was grateful for her support. 
 
   I watched three black SUVs with tinted windows pull up to the curb, and park in an impressive line of elegant efficiency. A tall man dressed in black tactical gear—and five others like him—emerged from the cars. 
 
   “Mr. and Mrs. Briarstock,” said the first man. “Please come this way.”
 
   “Thank you, Bernard.” Sandra guided me forward, but was stopped by the officer who’d tried to interview us earlier. 
 
   Bernard smoothly inserted himself between us and the policeman. He blocked the officer’s attempt to reach us, and offered him a charming smile. 
 
   “Excuse me,” said the officer in a no-nonsense voice. “I need to speak to those witnesses before they’re released from the scene.”
 
   Bernard produced a card, which the officer took, and then our rescuer spoke in a low, quiet voice. 
 
   We were hustled to the middle SUV, and secured inside the very comfortable confines. Soothing classical music played faintly in the background. Ally and I were tucked between our grandparents. Then we were each handed bottled water and told to hydrate. 
 
   While we were hydrating, Bernard and one of his look-alike companions got inside the car. 
 
   “The safe house will be ready by the time we arrive, ma’am.”
 
   “Excellent, Bernard.”
 
   Soon, we were on our way, protected from anyone who might think about attacking us. Or even talking to us. 
 
   “Wow,” said Ally. Her voice was hoarse. “Being rich is awesome.”
 
   Sandra laughed, and it was a nice sound. I realized I’d never heard her laugh before. “Yes, my darling. Being rich is very awesome.” 
 
    
 
   THE NEXT MORNING, Grandma Sandra woke me up. “It’s time to get up, Molly. Get dressed, and come have breakfast.” She brushed the hair off of my forehead and gave me a smile. “Everything’s going to be fine.”
 
   My grandmother left. And I rolled out of bed. Our safe house was a very luxurious, but rather cold, abode somewhere in the fancy part of Las Vegas. I had no idea where we were because Ally and I had fallen asleep by the time we arrived. At that point, we were both so exhausted, that all we wanted was a soft bed.
 
   I wish I could say that I felt better. But the truth was, I felt even more tired, and like I’d reached the end of my rope. Nothing was more emotionally wrenching then knowing someone you love almost died. Worse, the people who probably did him harm, had also destroyed our house and removed Uncle Vinnie from this Earth permanently. Through the grief, I felt the roiling presence of anger. 
 
   No one hurt my family.
 
   I got dressed. Then I grabbed my brush from my bag and dragged it through my hair until I got all the tangles out. I didn’t know where the bathroom was, but I was more interested in filling my belly right now. I left the room, and saw Ally hovering in the hallway. She clutched the tote as though it were a newborn infant she was trying to protect.
 
   “We really need to talk,” said Ally.
 
   “Okay,” I said. “After breakfast. I’m starving.”
 
   “Donuts can wait.” Alex grabbed my arm and dragged me back into the bedroom. She shut the door and locked it behind us.
 
   “Oh Em Gee! There are donuts?”
 
   Ally sat down on the bed, and pulled open the tote. Despite the fact that sugar-encased fat awaited me in the kitchen, I knew that what Ally had to show me trumped food. Now, of course, I realized what she’d been hiding and keeping safe since last night. 
 
   I sat next to her and watched as she pulled out an ornately carved box from the flowered bag.
 
   “This is what I found,” said Ally. 
 
   “How do you know this box belonged to Mom?”
 
   “The letter is addressed to her. And I’m pretty sure it’s her handwriting on the book pages. She scribbled notes in the margins.”
 
   “How do you know it’s her handwriting?”
 
   Ally bit her lower lip and stared at the top of the box. Then she sighed. “When daddy was packing up her stuff, he left one of the boxes open. I don’t know why he left the room, but I snuck in there. I saw the packet of letters with a ribbon around them. So, I took them.” She looked at me, tears in her eyes. “I just wanted to keep something of her, you know?”
 
   I put my arm around my little sister, and smoothed the hair away from her forehead. “Yeah, I get it. How come you never told me?”
 
   She shrugged. “I guess I just wanted to have something of her that was mine.”
 
   I understood that, too. When you had siblings, you had to share everything, including the attention of your parents. Still, I was a little envious that my sister, at the tender age of eight, had even thought about snagging a memento. Two years older (and apparently a lot dumber), I’d sat in my room and boo-hooed. 
 
                 I was curious about the content of the letters that she’d taken and kept for the last six years. I decided to wait to pursue that topic later. 
 
   Now, we had to deal with our past.
 
   I reached over and opened the box.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Molly’s Reaper Diary
 
   Sometimes, You Need Help
 
    
 
   BEING A REAPER has a lot of responsibilities (and rules, don’t forget the rules!), but here’s some good news: You don’t have to figure out things alone. Don’t be afraid to ask for help. There’s no reason to be stubborn or self-sacrificing when you have friends and family and other reapers (and sometimes, if you’re lucky, you have the gods, too). 
 
   You can draw strength from the people who love you, and you can give strength to them, too. Relying on each other is the best way to get your fanny out of the fire and into the fight. 
 
   Be strong.
 
   Be brave.
 
   Be worthy.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “The value of the human soul is beyond what even the gods can comprehend. It is not life that separates humans from the gods, nor is it death that brings them together. Only reapers can keep the balance between mortals and immortals.”
 
    
 
   ~Secret History of Reapers, Author Unknown
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Give me thy heart,” whispered Lord Manning. “And I will give thee the world.”
 
    
 
   “Nay, my lord,” said Sally. “Thou doth not desire my heart, but my soul. And thou shalt not have it.”
 
    
 
   ~from Keep Thy Soul by Benjamin Parker
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 10
 
    
 
   I IMMEDIATELY RECOGNIZED the black cube that Ally had described earlier, when we’d been at the hospital. The obsidian container was an exact duplicate of the soul box that had been confiscated from my room. I didn’t want to touch it, especially not after all the trouble I almost got into for having the last one. If I got caught with another soul box, not even Rosie “Aunt Anput” Nowles would be able to save me.
 
   Ally didn’t seem to care too much about the soul box. Instead, she pulled out the other two items: a yellowed letter and three torn books pages, which she unfolded and handed to me. She kept the letter, holding it as though it were a hundred-dollar bill. 
 
   I glanced through the pages and skimmed the words. Well, Ally was right, there were notes scribbled in the margins. “Why did she keep this? It looks like homework.”
 
   “I think it’s a spell.”
 
   Ally was smart. Actually, she was one of the smartest people I knew. Um, not that I would tell her that. “What’s all this talk about myths then?” I pointed to the top of the page, my fingertip touching the word “myth.”
 
   “I haven’t had much time to study it,” said Ally. “But I think mom figured out a way to derive a necromancy spell from the myth about Anubis and the seventh warrior.”
 
   “Holy crap!”
 
   Ally looked at me. “What’s wrong?”
 
   I had the shivers, and bad. When had the book been stolen from the Nekyia library? Had my mother removed these pages when she was a student there? Or had she found another version of the book somewhere else? “I’ve been looking for a book called Anubis and The Seventh Warrior.”
 
   Ally looked at me sharply.
 
   “Henry has insisted that I find that book.”
 
   “The ghoul insisted?” Ally’s expression was both curious and suspicious. “That sounds a little un-ghoul-like.”
 
   “Henry is not the average ghoul, I guess. I haven’t really met any others.” I shrugged. “Apparently, he knows quite a bit about our family. But he’s been directed to keep all of those confidences.” I stared down at the book pages. “What’s the myth about?”
 
   “You really hate studying, don’t you?”
 
   “Ally, you—”
 
   A knock sounded at the door. We shoved everything into the box and Ally stashed it in her tote seconds before Grandma opened the door. “What are two doing?”
 
   “Commiserating,” said Ally.
 
   “I see,” said Grandma. Her sharp gaze studied our faces (I think Ally and I were trying too hard to look innocent) and then she glanced at Ally’s flowered bag. A small frown creased her lips. “You should eat something before we begin our day. There’s a lot to accomplish.”
 
   Dutifully, Ally and I followed our grandmother out of the bedroom and into the kitchen. 
 
   Just as I noted the Krispy Kreme box on the table and my mouth started watering, Grandpa arrived from the living room, talking on his cell phone. He ended the call, and smiled at us. 
 
   “Good news,” he said. “Your father is awake.”
 
    
 
   “DADDY!” ALLY AND I hurried across the room and hugged our dad. At least, we tried. Wires and railings kept getting in our way. We both pulled back and Ally and I each held one of his hands.
 
   “There’re my two favorite girls,” said Dad. He sounded hoarse and really tired. Even though he was awake and talking, he still looked weak and pale. I wasn’t used to seeing my father laid low by anything. He was tough. The man never got sick. 
 
   “You doin’ okay in school, Molly?”
 
   “Yes, Daddy.” I leaned forward and kissed his cheek. “You look like you could use some coffee.” Daddy laughed, which turned into a cough. My heart ached as I watched him try to catch his breath. Eventually he stopped wheezing, and offered me a grin. “Yeah, I could use a cup of Joe, all right. But apparently, they only got orange juice around this place.”
 
   “Orange juice is better for you,” lectured Ally. “Vitamin C will help you heal faster.”
 
   “Eh. I’m all right.” He started coughing again, so much so that the nurse who was in the room with us came to his side. 
 
   “I think you need to rest, Mr. Bartolucci.” She checked the IV, and then she took a syringe and added a clear liquid to the shunt. She saw my concerned look. “It’s morphine,” she said. “The more he rests, the more he heals. His lungs and throat were badly affected from inhaling smoke. Talking doesn’t help him much.”
 
   “Oh,” I said. I shared a look with Ally, and then we were shuttled out of the room by our grandparents. Bernard and two of his men had accompanied us into the hospital. They waited in the hallway on high alert. 
 
   “Bernard, is everything arranged?” asked Grandpa. 
 
   “Yes, sir. We are transferring Mr. Bartolucci and his mother to a private wing at the hospital in Reno. He’ll have twenty-four hour security.”
 
   “Excellent.”
 
   “You’re taking my dad to Reno?” asked Ally.
 
   “We’re taking everybody to Reno. You’ll be safer there,” said Sandra. 
 
   “What about our stuff?” demanded Ally. “And going to school? And what about our house? And Uncle Vinnie?”
 
   “We’ll take care of everything,” said Sandra, “until your father gets well. Then you can decide what to do. In the meanwhile, there’s no reason you can’t attend Nekyia Academy—at least until we get everything straightened out.”
 
   If the expression on Ally’s face was any indication, it looks like she would rather jump into the pit of vipers than go to Reno, or to the Academy. I could almost see the little brain hamsters spinning in their wheels inside her head. Either she was trying to figure a way out of this, or she was trying to figure out how to make the best of it.
 
   “Okay,” Ally said. “Will we be able to get any of my clothes?”
 
   My grandmother examined Ally’s current outfit: a tie-dyed T-shirt tied the knot at the corner of her head, a light blue skirt that didn’t match any of the blues in the shirt, and the pair of black military boots.
 
   I could almost hear Sandra Briarstock’s thoughts: We will burn those, and get appropriate clothes. I almost felt sorry for my grandmother. She had yet to come up against the stubborn wall that was Ally Bartolucci.
 
   “We’ll go shopping for new clothes,” said Grandma. “In fact, we’ll happily replace your entire wardrobe.”
 
   Ally narrowed her gaze. Then she pushed her glasses up on her nose. “I have a very particular style.”
 
   I laughed. “Uh, no you don’t.” I glanced at my grandmother. “She buys her clothes from garage sales and thrift stores.”
 
   Grandma actually flinched. 
 
   “Well, I think there are more important things in the world than whether or not I’m wearing a designer label,” defended Ally.
 
   “If you look good, you feel good,” I said, quoting Daddy.
 
   Ally actually grinned. “Loser.”
 
   “Don’t worry, darling,” said Sandra. “I’m sure we can adhere to your … style and upgrade it at the same time. There are certain expectations for how Nekyia students dress themselves. And as a Legacy, you have an even bigger responsibility to be a role model for the other students.”
 
   Ally opened her mouth, probably to say something stupid, like how she didn’t care what anyone thought of her—and people who followed the popular kids were morons. I put my arm around Ally’s shoulder and covered her mouth.
 
   “Ally will be thrilled to go shopping with you, Grandma.”
 
   I leaned down and whispered, “Trust me, sis, you will not win. Just shut up, be happy, and let our grandmother spend money on you.”
 
   I felt Ally’s stiffened shoulders relax. I moved my hand off her mouth and stepped back, offering my grandmother a bright smile. 
 
   “Thank you … um, Grandma,” said Ally, sounding almost sincere. “I’m very grateful for your generosity.”
 
   Sandra looked extremely pleased with Ally’s response. She held out her hand, and Ally took it. They walked down the hallway. Grandpa and I followed, and we took our security entourage with us. 
 
    
 
   IN THE WEEK that followed, we stayed with my grandparents. Their house was massive, so there was plenty of room for all us (and about ten other families, too). 
 
   If Nona wasn’t at the hospital with Daddy, she was in the kitchen making Italian cookies and pastries, or teaching the in-house chef how to make proper pasta. I’m not sure if the chef felt he needed those lessons, but you don’t say no to Nona. She was like my other grandmother, Sandra, in that respect. 
 
   Even though I’d rarely been in touch with my Nekyia friends, I did text them when I returned to Reno and updated them about the fire, my dad, and staying with my grandparents. I was relieved when everyone responded, and continued to keep in touch. I hadn’t realized how much I missed talking to them. Being cut out of the loop had been hurtful—even though I couldn’t blame them for putting distance between us. After all, I’d done the same thing, even though I hadn’t meant to exclude them from my life. It’s just that so much of it was secret—who was I supposed to share it with?
 
   Sandra and Ally went shopping every day, and they both looked as though they were going off to war. I guess my grandmother won most of the battles because Ally was soon sporting much nicer clothing as well as wearing contacts, and began styling her freshly cut hair. She was, as I had suspected, gorgeous, even with the braces and her klutziness. 
 
   I, on the other hand, had been doing homework and training. Same thing, different location. The best part, however, was that Rath was the one kicking my butt. 
 
   He had watched over my dad in the hospital, and promised that no other reapers had arrived to take my father’s soul. That was great news. 
 
   On the third morning we awoke in my grandparents’ home, Rath showed up at the front door. He met Sandra and Derek, introducing himself as my training instructor from Nekyia, and stating that he would be giving me private instruction until I could return to school and to the training sessions of the Nekros Society. My grandparents seemed pleased about my “proactive attitude” concerning the upcoming Kebechet challenge, even though Rath showing up had nothing to do with my brilliance. Or being proactive. 
 
   In the basement of the Briarstock manse was a full gym. In-between spotting me during work-outs and showing me new fight moves, Rath spent a lot of time taking me down to the mat. 
 
   Mostly for kissing purposes. 
 
   And that was the best part of my day. 
 
   The first words he said to me were, “I missed you.”
 
   Yeah, I totally melted.
 
    
 
   ON THURSDAY, I was snuggled up in one of the living rooms watching Keep Thy Soul. I was well into hour two of the movie. The test was tomorrow, so of course I was watching the movie the day before to keep everything fresh in my mind. 
 
   Also, I was a procrastinator. 
 
   On the end table, my phone buzzed. I picked up the cell and read the text message from Barbie. I grabbed the DVD player remote, pushed the pause button, and read the message several times. 
 
   Sweet baby Anubis. 
 
   My hands started to shake. 
 
   Barbie had sent me three little words:
 
   Found the book.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Molly’s Reaper Diary
 
   Let Go and Let Anubis
 
    
 
   YOU’VE HEARD THE phrase that the more religious necromancers like to utter: Let go and let Anubis. Okay, sure. If Anubis is around, let him shoulder your grief and your death woes. But what if he’s not? What if he totally freaking disappears on you and you don’t know why, and you’re like, “WHERE ARE YOU, OH MIGHTY ANUBIS?” 
 
   Granted, as the daughter of Anubis, I should have a direct line. We share genetics, so it’s not like I’m some run-of-the-mill temple priest trading tithes for prayers. 
 
   The point is that you might not have god back-up when you go off into danger. You can’t rely on an immortal to show up and save your ass, even if you’re related to him. I give you this advice from experience. 
 
   So, it’s important to have a plan, to have a team, and to have a set of big, brass balls.
 
   Clang, clang, babe.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Evil wins when good reapers do nothing.”
 
    
 
   ~Secret History of Reapers, Author Unknown
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Do not stand at my grave and weep,
 
   I am not there; I do not sleep”
 
    
 
   ~from the poem written by Mary Elizabeth Frye
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 11
 
    
 
   FOR WHATEVER REASON, Barbie had not informed everyone else about her find. In fact, she insisted that I not tell our other friends—at least not until we had talked face to face. Barbie seemed to have a lot more on her mind than some light reading about Anubis myths. 
 
   When Barbie arrived, I briefly introduced her to my grandparents, and then Barbie, Ally, and I headed to the gymnasium. I figured it would be the safest place to talk as well as the easiest to keep a look-out for lurking grown-ups, especially since there was only one way in and out to the basement. 
 
   “Are you sure you want to have this conversation with your sister here?” Barbie sounded tense.
 
   “Yeah,” I said. “She’s in.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “Anyone else you want to invite to the party?” she asked sarcastically. 
 
   “One more,” I said. 
 
   “You’re kidding.”
 
   “What is with you?” I asked. 
 
   She pressed her lips together and shook her head. Her expression was a mixture of pissed-off and worried.
 
   I tapped my ring. I needed to make a scythe-to-scythe call to Rath. I wasn’t sure how this communication thing worked. “Hey … uh, Rath? Can you meet me at my grandparents? Skip the front door, okay? We’re in the gymnasium.”
 
   Ally blinked at me. “What are you doing?”
 
   “I’m making a call,” I said. “Sorta.” I put my mouth close to the ring. “Hey, are you there? It’s—”
 
   “I’m here.”
 
   Ally and I both yelped and whirled. Barbie turned more slowly, clutching the thin gold book against her chest. She gave Rath the stink-eye.
 
   Rath looked at my sister and Barbie, and then at me. “You rang, brown eyes?”
 
   I glanced at my reaper token. “I can’t believe that worked.”
 
   “Who are you?” asked Barbie.
 
    “This is Rath,” I said to Barbie. “He’s … er, my independent studies instructor.”
 
   Rath quirked one eyebrow, but said nothing about my introduction. Well, what did he want me to say? Hey, meet my dead reaper boyfriend? 
 
   Yeesh.
 
   “How did you get down here so fast?” asked Ally. 
 
   Rath offered a shrug.
 
    “We were facing the entrance,” said Ally, undeterred by his lack of response. “You appeared behind us.”
 
   “You’re aces at observation, kid,” said Barbie. “You wanna know who Mr. Hottie is?” She pointed at him accusingly. “He’s a reaper.”
 
   Ally gasped. Rath and I looked at each other. 
 
   “Why do you think that?” I was shocked that Barbie had figured out that Rath was a reaper. How would she know that? He looked and acted human. (Okay, except for that sudden appearance trick.) Most people accepted that he was a regular dude. 
 
   “I’m not stupid,” said Barbie. “I’m your friend, Mol. I mean, you’ve been ditching everyone for a long time now. I’m sorry about your pops, and what happened in Vegas. But, c’mon! You’re friends with a reaper?”
 
   “Well, she’s being trained by one,” Ally pointed out. 
 
   “We’re friends,” I said, and I sounded defensive. I glanced at Rath and saw his smirk. I resisted the urge to smack him. 
 
   “You gotta come clean,” Barbie said. “So, talk already.”
 
   The idea of spilling secrets to at least one of my friends made me feel both relieved and anxious. Trust was a tricky thing. 
 
   “Go get the box, Ally,” I said. “Then I’ll tell you guys everything.”
 
   Once Ally returned with the box that held my mother’s secrets, we all sat down on the work-out mats. We formed a circle, and I realized that while the people sitting with me knew parts of the story, this would be the first time they would know the whole story. 
 
   I started with the night of my sixteenth birthday party and kept going until the day of the Zomporium fire. I didn’t leave anything out—well, except for my as-yet-defined relationship with Rath. And yeah, I left out all the kissing parts. Ahem. 
 
   My throat was sore after talking for so long, and after I finally shut my trap, the silence felt heavy—like someone had thrown a woolen blanket over all of us. 
 
   Barbie spoke first. “You think Henry wanted you to find the book because it might help your Aunt Lelia?”
 
   “I don’t know. Like I said, he can’t talk about my mother or my aunt. So, I think this book has something to do with whatever happened sixteen years ago.”
 
   Barbie slid the book into the middle of our circle, and opened it. “I’ve looked at it several times since I found it. But there are a couple of missing pages.”
 
   Ally and I shared a look. Then my little sister opened the box and pulled out the torn pages. “Here,” she handed them to Barbie. “See if these match.”
 
   Barbie smoothed out the pages and inserted them into the book. We all leaned forward to study the ripped edges. 
 
   They fit almost perfectly. 
 
   “Did you find personal notes written on the other pages?” I asked. 
 
   Barbie shook her head. 
 
   I studied the book. I expected it to look somewhat fantastical … but other than the gold embossed cover, and the colored illustrations, it looked like a regular book. As far as I could tell, there was nothing magical or mystical about Anubis and The Seventh Warrior. “Where did you find it?” I asked Barbie.
 
   “In the librarian’s desk.”
 
   “What?” My surprise was quickly followed by outrage. “That cow! She’s been treating me like a thief and liar—and she’s the thief and liar. Why would she steal this book?”
 
   “Technically, she hid the book,” said Ally. She looked at Barbie with something akin to admiration. “How did you get hold of it?”
 
   Barbie shrugged. “I’ve learned several useful skills.” 
 
   Not all of them on the up-and-up, apparently—especially if one of her skills included swiping a book from right under the librarian’s hooked nose. 
 
   “You know how to pick locks,” said Ally approvingly. 
 
   “Why did you snoop around in the librarian’s desk?” asked Rath. 
 
   “Mystery novels.” 
 
   We all stared at Barbie. 
 
   “What? I’m allowed to have a hobby.” Barbie cleared her throat. “In a lot of mysteries, the person who finds the body or calls the cops is usually considered a suspect. Sometimes, the killer brings attention to the corpse because he—or she—thinks it’ll keep suspicion away. After Autumn’s ghosts had scoured the school looking in walls and floors, and Trina’s rare book dealer had never heard of Anubis and The Seventh Warrior, and Daniel is a useless tool … I decided the librarian did it.” Barbie lifted a hand and started counting her fingers as she made her points. “She reported the book missing. She was the last one to see it. And she tried to deflect attention away from her by acting suspicious of Molly.”
 
   “That’s actually kinda brilliant,” I said. 
 
   “Thank you,” said Barbie. “I thought so, too. Especially after I discovered it tucked away in the back of the desk drawer.”
 
   “Why would she take it?” asked Ally. 
 
   Because she knew it was important. A memory flickered—the conversation with Dr. Mayfair. Hmm. She had seemed nervous. I couldn’t help but think she’d been trying to tell me something, without actually telling me anything. Wait. Did that make sense? Did the teachers at the Academy have secrets, the kind of secrets that might blow the lid off the Academy or even the Nekros Society? Dr. Mayfair had been quite clear about her advice: pay attention to details. She had said that advice would help me in class, and in life. Was something going on at the Academy, something that involved the teachers … and she wanted me to know? Or maybe it was the opposite. She wanted me to stop trying to discover the truth. I was finding out that everyone had secrets. Whatever Dr. Mayfair was trying to convey might not be related to the whole Set thing—or it might be the key to it all. Argh! How was I supposed to know?
 
   Rath drew the book closer and leaned down to study the pages. “Was the point to find the book so we’d know about the missing pages? Or was the point to find it intact and discover the spell?”
 
   “All we can do is work with the information we have. We’ll figure out the rest later,” said Ally. “We’ve found the book and the spell.” She looked at me. “What do we do now?”
 
   I wasn’t sure how to answer the question, but Barbie saved me from having to say anything leader-ish.
 
   “Maybe we begin with your Aunt Lelia,” Barbie said. “She knows what happened to her, and she knows what’s coming. She can answer our questions.”
 
   I shook my head. “How are we supposed to get her here? The last time she showed up to warn me, she was barely able to manifest. And it seem like she was in a lot of pain, too.” I sighed. “I wish there was a way to break the bond between her and Set.”
 
   “I’m sorry, brown eyes,” said Rath. “No matter what angle I take, my research leads to the same answer: To free your aunt, we need a sheut heka.”
 
   “Good luck finding one of those,” said Ally.” Then she frowned. “How come you can’t do it? Isn’t a reaper supposed to have all the necro powers?”
 
   “We do, sure, but it’s really just one power designed to keep the soul in a single unit. It’s a blended ability, not five separate ones. Our job is to escort the soul. We are only supposed to be the bridge between this life and the next.”
 
   “What about the ka?” asked Ally. “That’s a part of the soul, and it goes into the zombie for re-animation.”
 
   “Yeah,” I said slowly. I knew that I had messed up Rick’s transition to the afterlife because I separated his soul (accidentally!) and ended up squishing three-fifths of it back into his body. It took the power of Maat to combine all the parts again and allow Rick to move on. “What happens to those souls that don’t have all the parts?”
 
   Rath was silent, his gaze on the book. I got the distinct impression he did not want to answer my question. His hands, which had been cupping his knees, tightened into fists. “A soul must be entirely whole if it is to be judged, or to enter the next plane of existence. Souls with missing parts cannot go to the underworld, or to the heavens, or into the chambers of Maat.”
 
   Ally looked horrified. She blinked rapidly, her eyes looking cartoonishly wide behind her spectacles. “Where do they go?”
 
   “They go … uh, I guess you’d say they’re stored,” said Ralph. “Some people call it limbo. It’s basically a space in-between the planes of existence.”
 
   “You’re saying that zombie souls just float around in some non-place,” said Barbie. “Is it painful for them? Or do they even have a consciousness?”
 
   Rath looked uncomfortable. “I don’t know.”
 
   “There are millions of zombies,” said Ally. “That’s a lot of souls to be crammed into limbo. What happens to a zombie soul if it gets laid to rest—or killed?”
 
   There was no point in correcting Ally’s word choices. She had this wacky belief system about zombies being more than just walking corpses. She had spent almost all of her fourteen years researching every aspect of zombiehood, and believed zombies had personalities, morals, and choices. She thought zombies deserved to have civil rights, like humans. Even though I accepted that zombies were dead and they couldn’t feel pain or emotion, I was still horrified by the thought that all those souls were stuck in limbo. 
 
   “To answer your question, Ally,” said Rath carefully. He looked as though he’d rather fall onto rusty spikes than talk about the zombie afterlife. “If the ka is released from the zombie, it can often rejoin its soul and move into the next realm. If that soul has spent a considerable amount of time in limbo, it’s often allowed to move into Elysium without having to submit to judgment.”
 
   I’d been around Rath long enough to know when he was hiding information. In fact, he seemed to keep a lot of secrets. He wasn’t a talker. That was more my thing.
 
   “You said the gods needs souls, and the souls need gods,” I said. “If that’s true, then what is the point of limbo?”
 
    “You’re not gonna like the answer.”
 
   “Tell me anyway.”
 
   Rath sighed. “Okay, brown eyes. It’s important to keep the balance between the natural and the supernatural. If it tilts too much to one side … boom! We all go. But, you see, limbo is a finite space. It gets crowded. The truth is that zombies don’t die naturally. They have to be de-animated or beheaded to release the ka. It’s like a magnet—instantly reuniting with its soul.”
 
   “Then it’s healed and gets outta of limbo,” I said. “But there’re still a lot of zombie souls floating around in there.”
 
   “Yeah,” said Ally. “If zombies stay in the human world for generations, what does that mean for their eternal souls?” asked Ally. 
 
   Barbie nodded. “We have zombies at our house that have been in the family since medieval times.”
 
    “Limbo is off-limits to anything or anyone else. The only way to get in there is to be a wounded soul,” said Rath. “Souls are cosmic energy, and not even limbo can hold unlimited power. Every five thousand years, a portal opens into limbo, and lasts about a day. Set was the first one to figure out that the gods could slip into limbo—and use the lost souls to super-charge.”
 
   I frowned. “Super-charge?”
 
   Ally gasped, and pressed her hands against her mouth. Barbie looked pissed. What? Yeesh! What had I missed? 
 
   “You mean it’s like a buffet?” accused Barbie. “The gods go in there and eat souls like they’re all-you-can-eat crab legs?”
 
   My gorge rose, and a pit opened wide in my stomach. What a terrible, terrible thing to know. Had Anubis indulged in this ravaging of human souls to give himself a boost of godly power? The whole thing sickened me. 
 
   “That’s one way to look at it, Barbie,” said Rath. “That’s how Set started the war with Anubis. He got into limbo, pumped up his power with human souls, and then managed to recruit a lot of reapers to his cause.”
 
   This part I knew about. Even my aunt, Anput, had been swayed by her uncle. She’d been the ultimate betrayer of her brother. What was she now? Truly repentant? Or angling for another way to screw over Anubis and get her own powers amped up?
 
    “All those people … all those zombies,” said Ally softly. She looked up, her face pale and her lips trembling. “We’re all the walking dead. We’re just … microwaveable meals.”
 
   “The gods don’t want to eat you,” said Rath. 
 
   “Set does,” said Barbie. “I’ve read enough history and mythology to know he doesn’t like humans. He’s a total asshole.”
 
   While Ally, Rath, and Barbie debated the appetite and motives of the gods, I thought about Set. And then there was my dream/nightmare/portent … oh, shit. Oh, shit. My heart started to thud. 
 
   Set had been in the pit of the Underworld for a long time. Sure, he’d always planned to escape … but that escape had picked up some urgency. He needed souls to get enough power to bust out, but to defeat Anubis and destroy humans he’d need those souls in limbo. 
 
   All of them. 
 
   “We are so screwed,” I said. I swallowed the knot in my throat, and tried to keep the tremble out of my voice. “Set’s going to escape.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Molly’s Reaper Diary
 
   Secrets, Lies, and Alibis
 
    
 
   LIFE IS MESSY. It’s not like I ever tried to put my life into boxes. I know some people do that—they try to make sense of everything by organizing thoughts and actions into categories that they can put on mental shelves. I don’t think you can organize life. Life has too much uncertainty to be controlled even on the most basic of levels. And that’s life, and not death. Death is, like, triple the chaos of life. At least from the reaper perspective.
 
   The point is that sometimes you think you have it all figured out (you don’t … welcome to maturity … yeah, it sucks). You have a plan, or a plotted course, or a line on a map that ends in a little “x” for your destination. Then WHAM! Life punches you in the face.
 
   We don’t always get choices. Or when we do get choices, it’s deciding between what’s bad and what’s worse. I’m not trying to freak you out. However, you need to understand and be prepared to make difficult decisions. You may get hurt, and you may hurt others. 
 
   At the end of the day, you have to do what’s best, what’s right, even if it costs you everything.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Good and evil are woven together and where the edges meet, there is only gray. Even good people are capable of heinous acts. Be warned: For those souls that dwell too long in life’s gray, the judgment of Maat awaits.”
 
    
 
   ~Secret History of Reapers, Author Unknown
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “I never judge my friends. You are who you are. Love is not earned, damn it. It’s a gift.”
 
    
 
   ~Georgia Treese, author of Don’t Pee on My Roses
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 12
 
    
 
   “WAY TO BE positive, Molly,” said Ally. “Aren’t we trying to prevent another reaper war and keep Set imprisoned?” She pointed to the book in the middle of our circle. “We just need to figure out why Mom stole the pages from the book, and why she needed that particular spell.”
 
                 “The reaper wars were such a long time ago, that it’s not even part of necro or human histories,” I said. 
 
   “It’s been about 5,000 years,” said Rath. “Damn. The portal will open soon. That’s why Set’s minions are collecting human souls. He needs enough power to break out of the prison and get to limbo before it’s off limits again.”
 
    “Anubis knew one day Set would escape,” said Barbie. 
 
   “True,” agreed Rath. “All the gods knew. Maat gave the prophecy just days after Set was captured.”
 
   “How do you know that?” I asked.
 
   “You’re not the only one with access to the reaper histories,” said Rath. He smirked. “Have you even opened the book yet?”
 
   “You know about the book?”
 
   “I’m a reaper, brown eyes. Plus, I saw it in your room. It was on the floor, holding your closet door open.”
 
   “What book?” asked Ally.
 
   Barbie glanced at me. “He was in your room? Doing what, exactly?”
 
   “The Secret History of the Reapers,” I said, ignoring Barbie’s questions. “Anput gave it to me.” I narrowed my gaze and glared at Rath. “And I’ve been reading it.”
 
   He lifted one black brow, his smirk widening. 
 
   “You have some kind of awesome reaper book and you’re using it as a doorstop?” Ally asked. If there was anything that made her little geeky heart palpitate—it was the prospect of a reading a dusty old tome, even one that looked like an anvil and weighed a ton. 
 
   I held up my hands in a “stop” gesture. “Move on, people. We have more important things to worry about.”
 
   “Fine,” said Ally. “Why can’t the gods fight Set and leave us humans out of it?”
 
   “Yeah. We see how that worked out for the last war,” I said. “Anubis gifted the humans with magic for a reason.” I looked at Ally. I knew her brain worked ten times faster than my own. 
 
   “Protection,” she offered. “Power in numbers. Or rather, power in intact souls. Some humans get magic—with the intent of helping the reapers stop Set for round two.” She glanced at me. “But … that still doesn’t explain Molly being the Kebechet.”
 
    “Molly’s half-god,” said Rath. “She’s got the strength and power of Anubis, the magic of a full reaper, and the thoughts and actions of a human. To win against Set, we need both gods and humans. Molly’s the bridge between the two worlds.”
 
   “Awesome,” I said. I was the daughter of Anubis, and I was supposed to be the one to save the human race. 
 
   We were in serious trouble. 
 
   The whole impending doomsday scenario seemed so huge that I couldn’t wrap my mind around it. The truth was that for all my “yeah, I’m meeting my destiny” thinking, I was afraid. Terrified. On the verge of a panic attack every other second. I sucked in a breath and blew it out heavily. Rath reached over and gripped my shoulder. His support (and okay, his touch) calmed me down. It also caused my sister and my friend to stare a little harder at me. Barbie waggled her eyebrows. 
 
   Oh, I knew what she was thinking. 
 
   Like having boyfriend drama was more important than end-of-the-world planning. Look, I didn’t want to die, but I wasn’t scared of death. I’d actually been on the other side—well, as far as I could go. For humans, transformative death was leaving your mortal vessel and elevating your consciousness into a different reality. Real death was complete obliteration. It was not thinking, feeling, existing ever again. 
 
   If I completely disappeared because Set gobbled up my soul like a Hershey’s chocolate kiss, then I was truly dead. 
 
   “Let’s not focus on the big picture,” said Ally. “Let’s focus on a smaller problem. How can we help Aunt Lelia?”
 
   That wasn’t exactly a small problem.
 
   “I can help,” said Barbie. 
 
   “You know a sheut heka?” asked Rath.
 
   “Sorta.” She looked at me, and then looked away. She offered a small sigh. “You trusted me with your secrets, so now I’m going to trust you with mine.” She pulled up her black lace sleeves, showing the thin scars on her forearms. Some looked older than others, the flesh white and puckered. Other cuts looked recent, still pink and puffy. 
 
   “You’re a cutter?” asked Ally. 
 
   “Not you like think,” said Barbie. “Sheut hekas must make blood offerings to use their powers. A sacrifice is the only way to create or break shadow bindings.” Barbie rolled her sleeves back down. “I’m listed in the rolls as a ka heka. Everyone knows how necromancers feel about sheut hekas. Like we can only do evil, or whatever. My parents and Miss Chiles know about my real heka power … and now you guys.”
 
   “Wow, Barbie,” I said. “That’s … well … holy crap!”
 
   “I’ve had sixteen years to get used to it,” she said. “My parents are the ones who are always super freaked. They worry someone will find out and either make me a bad guy’s evil minion or just kill me.” She looked at us, her gaze serious. “No one else can know.”
 
   “Got it,” I said. “I’m so with you.” I knew exactly how Barbie felt about harboring such a big personal secret. Maybe that’s why she’d come to me about directly instead of including the whole group in a heka intervention. Barbie knew what it was like to be burdened by something you didn’t choose for yourself. 
 
   “Can you really free Lelia Briarstock?” asked Rath. 
 
   Barbie lifted a shoulder, and her expression revealed uncertainly. “There’s a ritual. But my blood won’t do the trick,” she said. “I need the blood of Lelia’s relatives to call her forth.”
 
   “I’ll give you mine,” I said.
 
   “Wait.” Ally frowned. “You can’t break Lelia’s bond, though, right? If Set bound her to him, you need his blood to free her.”
 
   “Gods don’t have blood,” said Rath. “They’re eternal beings. They can’t be killed because they don’t have vulnerable bodies. They’re made of cosmic energy.”
 
   “My aunt said Set was her master,” I pointed out. “Maybe gods don’t need blood to peel off someone’s sheut.”
 
   “Mol, you’re related to Set,” said Ally. “He’s your … er, Great Uncle, I think. Technically, you have the heredity for both Aunt Lelia and Set.”
 
   I got a cold chill as I was reminded yet again of my bloodline to the god who planned to annihilate humans, reapers, and reality. It was like being told you were related to a serial killer. You feared the genes twined in your DNA. Who knows what would happen if I just … snapped? I could go all machete-crazy on people. The idea was unsettling. And gross. Very, very gross. 
 
   “I don’t know anything about releasing a bond between a sheut and a god. There might be a different ritual,” said Barbie. “I’ll have to do some research.”
 
   Maybe I could help with that, too, given my direct line to the god world. I would try to call my father again—Anubis, that is—and if that didn’t work (again), I’d annoy Anput until she showed up. 
 
   “Gods don’t have souls,” mused Ally. “If you could kill a god, then they would disappear, too. Just like the wounded souls that get eaten at the limbo buffet.”
 
   “You can’t kill Set,” said Rath. “The best we can do is to weaken him enough to imprison him again.”
 
   “What? So he can wait another 5,000 years to try again?” asked Ally. She shook her head. “There has to be a way to…” She trailed off, scrunching her face as she tried to think of the right word. “Ah! To dissipate his energy.”
 
                 “Whoa,” said Barbie. “If we figure out how to kill a god, we are toast. There’s no way the gods would allows humans to have that knowledge. They would fry all of us.” She looked up at the ceiling, as though the gods might be eavesdropping. 
 
                 “They get to feast on us to replenish their energy, and we don’t get a choice? How is that fair?” demanded Ally.
 
                 “It’s not,” I said. “But life’s not fair, Ally. So get over it and focus on what we can do for Aunt Lelia.”
 
                 Ally tried to right anything she deemed wrong—no matter the consequence. I’d seen Ally in full furor about zombie civil rights, and right now, she had that same look in her eye. I didn’t think god-killing was a good cause for her to take up. In fact, the idea scared the hell out of me because Ally was nothing if not persistent. And stubborn. And moronic. If I didn’t protect her from stupid herself—she might end up imploded. 
 
                 “The rest of your aunt’s soul is in limbo,” said Rath quietly. He turned to me, his gaze serious. “If we don’t free her soon and the portal opens up … she’ll become god food along with all the other souls in there.”
 
                 As a sheut, Aunt Lelia gone against the demands of her master and used what little power she could gather to warn me and to comfort me. If the only thing I could do for her was free her to go into the heavens—then I would do whatever it took to make sure she had eternal peace. 
 
                 “Let’s find out everything we can about sheut bindings and how to break them,” I said. “We’ll meet up here tomorrow.”
 
                 We all agreed to meet at the home gym around the same time the next evening. Ally offered to walk Barbie to the front door, and Barbie gave me a quick hug before taking the stairs two at a time. My sister followed more slowly, clutching the book to her chest. I knew she would stay up half the night reading through Anubis and The Seventh Warrior, trying to figure out its secrets and spells. And there was the mom factor, too. Ally really didn’t have much—in either memories or mementos—from our mother. No doubt perusing the words written by Cynthia Briarstock would give her some kind of connection to the woman who’d birthed us. Although I had to wonder … did we want that connection?
 
                 After my sister and friend departed the gymnasium, I was left alone with Rath. We stood on the work-out mats, an arm’s length apart. I don’t know why, but I felt uneasy. The reoccurring dream I had about Rath and I finding Set’s cage seemed to interrupt my sleep every night. The whole thing was so intense.              “You ready for tomorrow?” he asked.
 
                 “Ugh. Don’t remind me.” Despite everything going on in my life, I was still training hard. Tomorrow, the members vying to enter the Kebechet challenge would begin competing to narrow down the prospects. Only six of the Chosen had made it through qualifications. Tomorrow, we would narrow the choices to just two challengers. 
 
   I was beginning to worry—just a little—that it might be more than I could handle. Maybe I’d fail at this Kebechet thing. And if I did, would I lose the support of Anubis, too? After all, if I couldn’t win against five others with same skills and training—and me with the advantage of being a god-child—what good would I be as the Kebechet?
 
                 Rath stepped forward and took my hands, gently pulling me into his embrace. “You worried about tomorrow?”
 
                 “Sorta. Actually, I’m more worried about the final challenge. What if I don’t win?”
 
                 “You can’t think like that, brown eyes,” said Rath. “You have what it takes. You’re smart, fast, and powerful. And too stubborn to quit.” He cupped my face and stared into my eyes. “You have to believe in yourself, Molly. You have to believe that you are the Kebechet.”
 
                 “Well, I am,” I said. “Anubis said so. And so did the oracle. And Maat’s prophecy.” I sounded defensive, and I flinched at the whiny tone of my voice. 
 
                 “I’m not talking about other people telling you that you’re the Kebechet,” said Rath. “It’s not like being named prom queen or being voted most likely to succeed. What others say about you is irrelevant. You define who you are. You must believe that you are the champion of the Chosen and that you will lead us to victory over Set.”
 
                 “Why didn’t anybody ask me if I wanted to do this?” Yikes. Whine alert! Whine alert! “Destiny sucks.”
 
                 “You pledged your service to Anubis,” he reminded me. “Your choice is the same as other necros who have the Anubis dream on their sixteenth birthdays.”
 
                 “No, it’s not. You know why? Anubis is my real dad. I’m named in a prophecy. And I’m freaking reaper who’s not dead!” I pushed out of his arms and stomped around, anger and fear brewing noxiously inside me. “You know what else didn’t get mentioned? How about that my family was in danger? Or that my mother is in on this whole thing? Or that Anubis would abandon me?” I curled my hands into fists, and executed a sloppy right cross at the heavy bag. I angled my hand wrong, and pain shimmied down my arm. “Shit!”
 
                 “Molly.” Rath covered the distance between us. He lifted my throbbing hand and studied my fingers. Then he pressed his lips against my knuckles. The tingles of pain morphed into sensations far more acute and dangerous, edging into my belly, blooming into a heat that threatened to melt my bones. 
 
   Rath pulled me close, draped my arm over his shoulder, cupped my hips and pulled me closer still.
 
   Then he kissed me. 
 
                 His lips were soft, warm. Maybe his gesture was meant to comfort. Or to make me shut up. But as his lips gently assaulted mine, something foreign and dark stirred inside me. 
 
                 For the first time in a long time, I wasn’t thinking about my destiny, my doubts, my fears, or my burdens. 
 
   I thought only of Rath. 
 
   Of now. 
 
   Of his lips against mine. 
 
                 Rath slipped his tongue into my mouth, and I felt an electric shock right down to my toes. His grip on me tightened, and I slipped both of my arms around his neck, my fingers threading through the soft silk of his hair.
 
                 One kiss turned into another … and another … and another. I lost the ability to breathe normally, to think rationally, to do anything … anything at all but feel. An unfamiliar yearning rushed through me, leaving in its wake only tingling heat and jumbled thoughts.
 
                 What was I doing?
 
                 What did I want?
 
                 What would happen next?
 
                 Rath answered the last question by abandoning my lips and trailing kisses down my neck. 
 
   The tender glide of his mouth against my skin left me shivering, and wanting. 
 
   My heart tripled its beat.
 
   I’d never experienced anything like this before … oh, wow. Kissing Rath, wanting Rath in this primal way inspired exhilaration and terror. 
 
   The idea of having sex was scary, but I wanted more than knowledge gained by awkward conversations and romantic fiction—I wanted real experiences. In one act of physical and emotional connection with Rath, I could shed the last glittering strands of girlhood and embrace the darker truths of womanhood. 
 
   Maybe then I would feel prepared for all the other complicated and confusing parts of my life. I could step into the role I’d been born to occupy. I could shed the fears of a child—and gain the wisdom of an adult. 
 
   Even as these thoughts raced in my mind, and the rise of emotions tangled with the physicality of lust … oh, yes, lust, I fell deeper still into the sensual spell that Rath weaved with his wandering hands and roaming lips. 
 
                 “Molly,” whispered Rath. He kissed me softly, drew in a shuddering breath, and pulled back. “We need to stop now.” 
 
                 My lips felt swollen, and my body ached in an entirely delicious way. “No,” I said, tightening my hands on his shoulders. “Don’t … stop.” I licked my lips. “I’m ready.”
 
                 He put his forehead against mine, and closed his eyes. “I’m not, Molly.” 
 
   “Rath…”
 
   “Shhh.” He kissed my nose, and then let go of me, taking a full step backward. “You need to stay focused. You’re already scattered enough. You don’t need any more distractions.”
 
   “You’re not a distraction!” I protested. “You’re the only thing that makes sense right now. I need you.”
 
   “That’s the problem,” he said. “You need to be strong on your own. Don’t rely on anyone, Molly, not even me.”
 
   All the heat he’d created with his soft words, his sensual touches just seconds before … turned to ash. Cold seeped through me and my stomach knotted. “What about us?”
 
   His expression shuttered and his gaze went blank. “Think about tomorrow, brown eyes.”
 
   Rath faded into shadow, then into nothingness, an intentional reminder that he wasn’t of this world and because he was not … I could not have him. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
                 
 
    
 
    
 
   Molly’s Reaper Diary
 
   Reaper Relationships
 
    
 
   IT’S HIGHLY UNLIKELY you will meet any reapers while you’re training because you’re alive. Reapers populate my life because of my dad, but most of those chosen by Anubis (like you) don’t have to worry about dating etiquette in the afterlife. I’m not sure reapers have down time. I have a lot to learn, and it seems time is running out. I fear that I won’t know everything that I need to in order to defeat Set. 
 
   But that doesn’t really help you, does it? 
 
   I don’t know much about dating, having never really gotten a chance to really go out with my first sorta boyfriend, Rick—before he became a half-alive thrall thanks to my reaper meddling. And the next guy I picked is dead, so you know, way more than just emotionally unavailable. 
 
   I think the best advice is to stay away from people who complicate your life, or your death. Reaping souls is serious business, and though I’m a human, I know that reapers are not. They remember many things about being human, but when you’re looking at being an eternal guide for mortals, you’re not exactly worried about feelings. 
 
   That may explain why reapers go so hot and cold all the time. Maybe they don’t really feel, or they only ghosts of emotions … shadows of humanity, but nothing real. I wonder sometimes if reapers are just empty inside, they have no fear, but they have no joy, either. 
 
   Being a reaper has its perks (walking through walls, easy travelling via the Shallows, the ability to eat anything without gaining an ounce). It also has its downside. 
 
   So, what can I tell you about reaper relationships? 
 
   Just one thing: Don’t have any. 
 
   Loneliness is better than heartbreak. 
 
                 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “There is no gatekeeper between mortals and gods. The separation of the world of men from the world of deities is a purposeful cosmic construction. Reapers are the only ones who can safely seek passage in all planes of existence—and yet does not fully reside in any of them.”
 
    
 
   ~Secret History of Reapers, Author Unknown
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “What kind of soul do you have? One filled with love? One damaged by hate? Your soul is energy, and the energy you create, be it evil or good, will determine your next plane of existence. So the question remains: Where do you want to go after you die?”
 
    
 
   ~Her Holiness Isis, High Priestess of the Anubis Temple in Reno, Nevada
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 13
 
    
 
   I BLOCKED THE uppercut aimed at my chin and landed a solid punch on the girl’s abdomen. She “oofed” and danced backward, her eyes narrowing as she tried to spot a weakness. I kept my gloved hands up, and studied her stance, trying to ferret out the same information about her. 
 
   Her name was Elisa. She was good. 
 
   I was better.
 
   I had already won two other matches. If I won this one, I was a guaranteed contender for the Kebechet challenge. 
 
   Elisa had decided strike. Unfortunately for her, she swung wide and left her rib cage exposed. I knocked away her arm with my left hand and hit her hard with the right. She staggered sideways, and I executed a quick kick that drove her down to her knees.
 
   We were both panting hard. Sweat drenched my hair and rolled down my face. Elisa was trying to get her breath back. The color had leached from her face, but she still looked determined to get up. I kicked again, landing a second blow her ribs. She groaned, and fell to the mat. If this was real combat, then I would do everything possible knockout my enemy, or kill him. But since this was only a competition, once our opponent was on the floor we were not allowed to inflict any further damage. I moved back, and waited. Elisa rolled to her hands and knees and tried to get to her feet. But her knees buckled and she fell forward, releasing a screech of pain.
 
   There was no crying in reaper school. 
 
   The referee knelt next to Elisa, and counted to 10. He rose to his feet, and pointed at me. “Molly is the winner,” he declared.
 
   A medical technician rushed across the mat and began checking on Elisa. “Her ribs are bruised,” he said. “Let’s get her transported.” He waved toward another uniformed med tech rolled an ambulance cot toward them.
 
   “Is she going to be okay?” I asked.
 
   “She’ll live,” he said. Then he turned his full attention to securing Elisa.
 
   I turned away, and used my teeth to pick at the knot on my laces.
 
   “Don’t do it like that.” 
 
   Startled at the nearness of the male voice, I looked up and saw Rath standing in front of me. He produced a towel and wiped off my face. Something about the gesture struck me as intimate—and I stepped back. Hurt still burned liked an ember in my chest. 
 
   “What are you doing here?”
 
   He ignored my tone. “Watching you. You did great.”
 
   “Thanks … only someone else had to get hurt for me to win.”
 
   “You’ll have to get over that, Molly. When it comes to real fighting, your opponent will be trying to kill you.”
 
   “No mercy,” I uttered. “Right.”  Irina/Anput’s oft-repeated advice clung to me like a bad smell: Be merciless. Got it. Leave emotions out of fighting. Empathy will cause hesitation, and hesitation is a weakness easily exploited. 
 
   Rath loosened the knots on the laces and then helped me remove the boxing gloves. “You’re in,” he said. “All you have to do is win the official title of Kebechet.”
 
   “Yeah. No problem.” Naturally, Clarissa had won the other two matches, which meant we were the two top picks for the final challenges. But I’d always known that was what would happen, right?
 
   I took the gloves from Rath. “Thanks.”
 
   I wasn’t sure where I stood with Rath anymore. After our mind-blowing make-out session last night, he’d gone cold on me, and yet here he stood, like nothing had happened. I was tired, hot, grumpy, and starving. I certainly didn’t want to deal with a moody reaper—no matter how cute he was in those black jeans. 
 
   I wanted to go take a quick shower in the girl’s facilities, and then go home. Not only was I supposed to return to school tomorrow, but also my grandparents had enrolled Ally into Nekyia, too. I refused to take that as a sign that they believed my dad would be sick for a long time—or not around at all to take care of my little sister. In any case, what did my family have in Vegas now? The house had been trashed, the Zomporium was burned to the ground, and they were in danger until … well, until whenever. 
 
   “You sure about tonight?” Rath asked.
 
   I dismissed my thoughts and glanced at Rath. Barbie had texted all of us that she knew how to break Aunt Lelia’s binding spell, and we should be prepared to perform the ritual. We decided that meeting at my grandparent’s house probably wasn’t a good idea if we were going to deal with sheuts. So, we decided to take a trip into the woods near Nekyia, where Barbie knew of a clearing deep enough in the forest to keep us from alerting anyone at the school about our dangerous endeavor. 
 
    “I’m very sure,” I said with a confidence I didn’t feel. “But it’s okay if you don’t want to show.”
 
   He grimaced, and I swear hurt flashed in his eyes before he looked away. “I’ll be there,” he said. 
 
    “Cool. See you later.” I walked past Rath, trying very hard not to think about the way he had kissed me last night, about the way he made me feel. The confusion he caused made me feel uneasy. Anger surged, and erased the stomach-squeezing butterflies Rath’s presence always produced. 
 
   Damn it. I wasn’t some yo-yo that he could yank around until he got bored and walked away. 
 
   “Molly?”
 
   I paused, schooled my features, and looked over my shoulder. I tried for nonchalance. “Yeah?’
 
   He opened his mouth, took a look at my expression, and then shook his head. “Never mind.”
 
   Men! I didn’t bother saying good-bye again. I took off, practically into a run. I needed a hot shower and cold beverage—and a distraction from thinking about Rath.
 
   It turned out that the distraction was none other than Clarissa, who had won her matches earlier in the day. I’d expected she would. Although she sucked as a person, she was an excellent fighter and necromancer. Not that I would ever admit that to her. 
 
   The gym facilities for the members of the Necros Society AKA the Chosen, were far superior to that of Nekyia Academy. We’re talking marble floors, glossy black athletic lockers, steam showers, saunas … you get the idea. 
 
   Clarissa leaned against the locker next to mine. When she saw me striding toward her, she straightened.
 
   “What do you want?” I asked. 
 
   “Hello to you, too,” she said. 
 
   I twirled the combination on the lock and snapped it open. Clarissa put her hand against the locker before I could open it.
 
   “We need to talk,” she said.
 
   “About what?”
 
   “I didn’t put the soul box in your room, okay?”
 
   “Oh, really? You’re the only one who could’ve done it. You were in the alleyway. You saw me take the soul from the old lady.”
 
   She blanched. “Yeah, okay. I saw what you did. But I didn’t know about the soul box. Not until you accused my dad of trying to hurt you.” She returned to leaning against the locker and crossed her arms.“I’ve worked really hard to be chosen as the Kebechet. I wouldn’t jeopardize that by trying to cheat.”
 
   “Taking me out the competition would almost guarantee you were named the champion.”
 
   “If I can’t win on my own, then I don’t deserve the title.” She pushed away from the lockers and faced me. “Look, I told my dad about you taking the soul. I didn’t know about the box. Apparently, he did some digging of his own and reported you to the school. I didn’t know he had tried to get you expelled.”
 
   “Huh. It seems your daddy doesn’t think you can win on your own. How many other people has he sabotaged?”
 
   “None,” she said through gritted teeth. “He’s been a little on edge since you came to Nekyia.”
 
   “Why? I don’t even know your family.”
 
   “Yeah, well, he knew yours. Your mother doesn’t have the greatest rep around here.”
 
   “So what? At least she’s not sneaking around and finding ways to ice my competition.”
 
   Clarissa narrowed her eyes. “I don’t need anybody’s help. I just wanted to square things. When I beat you in the Kebechet challenge, it’ll be because I’m better than you are.”
 
   “And if I win?”
 
   Clarissa snorted. “As if.” Then she whirled around, her blonde ponytail bouncing, and strode away, fists clenched. 
 
   Well, I’m glad we got that out of the way.
 
   I shouldn’t be surprised that Mr. Jacobs knew my family. I mean, that would make sense, if he was a Legacy at the same time my mom and aunt went to the academy. What did he know about them? And why did I make him nervous about his daughter becoming champion? 
 
   Unless he knew … whoa. 
 
   Did Mr. Jacobs know that I was the real daughter of Anubis? If he did, that would explain why he wanted to keep me out of the competition. Honestly? Clarissa was probably more prepared to be Kebechet than I was. She’d been training since forever, devoting her life to one clear objective: become the champion of Anubis. Obviously, her father had his own agenda and whatever his beef with my family, it seemed to me he was more interested in winning than in doing what was best—and right—for the Chosen. Maybe I hadn’t been training since kindergarten to kick butt like Clarissa, but I did have the blood of Anubis. And I had drive, willpower, and pure stubbornness to push me through whatever obstacles lay ahead. 
 
   Still, I couldn’t help but wonder: Would Clarissa be the better Kebechet? 
 
   Why would Clarissa want me to know she had nada to do with trying to oust me out of the Kebechet running? Was she really worried about her honor? I didn’t like to associate my enemy with anything noble or positive--because then it was difficult to hate someone who wasn’t all bad.
 
   Sheesh.
 
    
 
   “DO YOU KNOW where you’re going?” I asked.
 
   Rath, Ally, and I were following Barbie through the dark woods. We all had flashlights, but Barbie’s bright beam was the one bouncing along the trees as we descended to the clearing.
 
   “Is this a sacred space?” asked Ally. 
 
   “No,” said Barbie. “A few years back, students smoking Wizard burned down this area. The school had the stumps removed and never replanted trees.”
 
   “What’s Wizard?”
 
   “Nothing you need to know about, Ally,” I said, sending Barbie a watch-your-mouth look. Ally didn’t need to the details about the necro version of marijuana (weed laced with magic). 
 
   “I’m not a baby,” argued Ally. “I prefer to be informed, no matter the topic.”
 
   “Cool it, you two,” said Barbie. She offered Rath some candles. “Let’s get everything set up.”
 
   It took about fifteen minutes for us to get everything ready. We’d created a large circle with evenly spaced lit black candles, which were then ringed by a thick line of rock salt. Rock salt had a negative effect on supernatural elements and would keep the sheut bound within our circle.
 
   Or so Barbie said. Rath seemed to concur—at least about the salt thing. 
 
    Without the flashlights on, the only light came from the tiny flames of the candles, and the nearly full moon above us. It was a crisply cold night and the wind blew just enough to flicker the candlelight, but not enough to be a threat to our proceedings. 
 
   “Okay. Now what?” I asked.
 
   “You and I stand in the middle of the circle. I’ll use my blood to enact the calling-forth spell. We won’t have much time. Once your aunt arrives, we have to work quickly to break the bond. I’ll need your blood—twice—to release her from Set.”
 
   Rath and Ally stationed themselves outside of the circle. I felt their eyes zeroed in on me, especially the dark, worried gaze of Rath. You sure about tonight? His question echoed in my mind. I wasn’t sure. But one of the things I’d learned on this whole reaper journey was that action required faith. So, I stood where Barbie told me, focused on my breathing, and trusted that we were doing the right thing. 
 
   I stood still, waiting for directions. Barbie lifted her arms, closed her eyes, and started chanting. I didn’t understand the words, but the rhythm was ancient, primal. 
 
   Barbie started to sway. 
 
   Glittery black magic unfurled from her uplifted palms, and she opened her eyes.Barbie’s eyeballs were completely black, except for irises of glowing purple. My heart skipped a beat. I was afraid to move, afraid to say anything, lest I distract Barbie. Still, in the moonlit clearing, with a gaze born of the Underworld, my friend looked menacing and dangerous. 
 
   She withdrew a small silver blade from the satchel hanging from her side. She carved a thin line across her forearm, and I watched her blood well out of the wound and fall to the ground. 
 
   “I call forth Lelia Briarstock,” she said in what sounded like an ethereal blend of female voices. Her command echoed into the dark sky above us, and I swore that the moon trembled. Her tone held a hypnotic power—one that I could feel vibrating in my bones, and worming through me, like disease … like death. I had no idea that Barbie was such a powerful necromancer. 
 
   The gentle wind that had seemed calming seconds before now whipped into a frenzy. It turned so cold that I could see my breath puff into the frigid air. 
 
   An inky cloud of mist formed between us. Barbie turned her otherworldly gaze toward the wavering form. She lowered her arms shoulder-level, and held her palms toward the sheut. 
 
   “I give you sanctuary, Lelia Briarstock,” she intoned. “I offer thanks for your service to this world, and your soul peace in the afterlife.”
 
   My aunt’s sheut solidified. She turned to me, her gaze full of sorrow. 
 
   “Oh, Molly,” she whispered, her voice breaking. “What have you done?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Gods do not experience death, and so they often lack compassion for those who must die. It is not that the gods are without hearts, for they have love for the earth and its inhabitants. No. It is that the gods do not have souls. Without souls, they cannot experience life and therefore, cannot know compassion.”
 
    
 
   ~Secret History of Reapers, Author Unknown
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “And the Kebechet said unto Anubis, ‘Who am I? What is my purpose?’ And the great god of the Underworld replied, ‘You are the seventh warrior, the daughter of my heart and of my seed. You will save the world.’”
 
    
 
   ~Anubis and The Seventh Warrior, author unknown
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 14
 
    
 
   “WE’RE BREAKING YOU free from Set,” I said. “You won’t be in pain or have to worry about me anymore.”
 
                 “No,” said Aunt Lelia. “Don’t do this!”
 
                 “Set’s coming for me, no matter what I do,” I said. I was tired of feeling afraid, tired of wondering if I could handle my so-called destiny, and really damned tired of feeling like I was a failure. “We’re setting you free, Aunt Lelia.”
 
                 “You are strong, Molly. But so is your mother. She’s been watching you. Waiting. You’re not safe anymore.” Tears slipped down her pale cheeks. 
 
                 “My mother?” I asked.
 
                 “You were the sacrifice,” she whispered. “The heart of a god beats within you, Molly. You are the key to releasing Set.”
 
                 “Me?” I asked, stunned. “I release him?”
 
                 “When you were ten, Al found out the truth, and he forced your mother away. You’ve been protected ever since … until now.”
 
                 “I’m supposed to save the world,” I whispered. 
 
                 “You can also damn it,” said Aunt Lelia. “I’m sorry, Molly. I’m so sorry.”
 
                 “We can’t wait any longer,” hissed Barbie. Her purple gaze was wavering. “Give me your arm.”
 
   I lifted my left arm and Barbie drew her sharp blade across my skin. 
 
   “Blood of the binder,” said Barbie. 
 
   Blood seeped from the thin stinging wound and I watched blood drop to the ground where Lelia’s sheut wavered. Her gaze was on mine. Her sorrow was palpable. 
 
                 “Blood of the releaser,” said Barbie.
 
                 I lifted my right arm. Once again, the knife pierced me. This time the sting was more pronounced, and the wound deeper. Blood splattered the ground, mingling earth and sheut. 
 
   “With the blessing of Anubis, the compassion of Maat, and the love of Isis, I free thy soul’s shadow, Lelia Briarstock. Unite with your soul once more and find peace everlasting.”
 
   Aunt Lelia wept as she faded away, slipping into shadow, and then into nothingness. 
 
   Barbie released a huge sigh, and sank to her knees, dropping the knife. 
 
   I bent down and grasped her shoulders. “Are you all right?”
 
   “Yeah,” said Barbie. “I’m just tired.” She glanced at my arms. “You need bandages, here.” She handed me two large bandages and helped me put them on my wounds. Then I helped her.
 
   “That was wild,” I said.
 
   “What your aunt said … I used to think my gift sucked,” said Barbie. “But you have it a hundred times worse.”
 
   “Molly!”
 
   The fear in Ally’s voice had me getting to my feet and twisting my ring, mentally calling for my scythe. 
 
   It was too late. 
 
   My mother stood between Rath and Ally. Rath hovered about a foot above the ground, his eyes bulging and breathing labored as he tried to fight my mother’s magic. 
 
   She had Ally by the hair. 
 
   My mother was much as I remembered her, except her eyes and smile were hard, and her blonde hair cut very short. She wore the hooded leather jacket, and I recognized it instantly. 
 
   She seemed to interpret my expression. “Yes, I followed you into your precious temple. I never expected Mac Jacobs to send me away. He’s not exactly a fan of our family.”
 
   “Mom, let them go.”
 
   “I don’t think I will. But, hey, thanks for getting rid of my big sis,” she said. “She was really making it difficult to get to you. Oh, and your so-called father. After you left, all those protection spells of his were weakened … and then there was that awful fire. How is dear Al, by the way?”
 
   I wanted to hurt her. 
 
   I wanted to hurt my own mother. 
 
   “What do you want?” I asked. 
 
   Mom shook her head. “Weren’t you listening to Lelia’s confession? I want you.” She pulled Ally’s hair so hard my sister screamed. “Get out of the circle.” 
 
   “Stop! She’s your daughter, too,” I said.
 
   “She’s a mistake,” said my mother. “And if you don’t think I can’t hurt your reaper boyfriend … think again.”
 
   I sent a worried gaze to Rath. He was struggling, and obviously in deep pain. I stepped forward, but Barbie grabbed my arm. “No, Molly. You’re safe in here. She can’t get to you.”
 
   “I can get to them.” My mother lifted her arm and Rath bent backward, choking and flailing. Then she pulled Ally close and wrapped an arm around her slender neck. 
 
   “You’ll have to choose, Molly,” she said. “Sacrifice those you love. Or sacrifice yourself.”
 
   “Uuuuuh!” The zombie yell was followed by Jon Lemons, who raced out of the forest. With the force of linebacker, he knocked Rath out of the air and into the circle with us. 
 
   Rath rolled across the ground and lay still. 
 
   I ran to Rath and knelt next to him. He moaned once, and then slipped into complete unconsciousness.
 
   Fury roiled through me. I stood up, and found myself once again being grabbed by Barbie. We watched as Jon Lemons tried to figure out how to get at Mom without hurting Ally. He reached grayish green arms out, going for her face.
 
   “See? This is why I hate zombies.” Mom aimed her free hand at Jon Lemons. A black rope of magic uncoiled from her fingertips and wrapped around his neck.
 
   “Stop!” yelled Barbie. “You’re hurting him!”
 
   “Silly, girl. Zombies can’t feel pain.” 
 
   Ally stomped on Mom’s foot at the same time she rammed back her elbow. Mom yelped and her magic disappeared. 
 
   Now free from Mom’s grasp, Ally dove toward the zombie, and shoved him sideways.
 
   He landed in the circle. 
 
   “This is fucking ridiculous.” Mom grabbed Ally by the hair before she could find safety with us, too.  
 
   “Stay with Jon Lemons,” I said. “Don’t let him out of the circle.”
 
   Barbie ran to her zombie and enchained him by the waist. With his owner clinging to him like that, Jon Lemons stopped moving and became as impassive as a statue.  
 
   I ran, and I jumped over the candles and salt, landing less than a foot away from my mother and sister.
 
   “Let her go,” I demanded.
 
   “You want her? Take her.” She released my sister’s hair.  
 
   I snatched Ally away from Mom. “Go, Ally.” 
 
   Ally’s eyes were tear-filled, her gaze raw with pain. She stepped over the line of salt, joining Barbie and the zombie. 
 
   I took a warrior stance. 
 
   Mom eyed me, and then laughed. “C’mon, little girl. Whatcha got?”
 
   My first punch hit air, and my snap-kick got the edge of her jacket. One minute she was dodging me, and then next she was behind me.
 
   Her arms went around my neck and my waist like two iron bands. 
 
   “That’s enough, Molly,” she whispered. “It’s time for you to do what you were born for.”
 
   I kicked back, hard. I hit her knee and heard a crack.
 
   Mom screeched and let me go, stumbling away. I whirled and executed a round kick to her chest. She flew backward, and landed on her ass. 
 
   She got to her feet, arched her neck, shook out her legs, and then—without seeming to be injured at all—she marched toward me, fury in her eyes. 
 
   “Enough.”
 
   My mother stalled, and then she smirked at me. “Well, well. Looks like the cavalry arrived.”
 
   I turned and saw the ancient Egyptian goddess standing less than a foot away. On either side of her were two very powerfully built men with the faces of lions and the bodies of The Rock. They bared their teeth and growled. 
 
   “Seek your safety, daughter of Anubis,” said Maat in her unearthly voice. 
 
   I didn’t need to be told twice. I scuttled sideways into the circle. I risked a glance at Rath. He was still unconscious, and that worried me. He was dead. He shouldn’t be prone to the same conditions as humans. 
 
   “Return the feather,” said the voice. “Or know the judgment of Maat.”
 
    “Feather? Sorry,” said Mom, apparently unconcerned about Maat or her bodyguards. “I don’t have it. I guess Anubis didn’t find it, either. Whatever happened to him?”
 
   The hairs pricked up on the back of my neck. Anubis was missing?
 
   “You will not always have the protection of Set,” said Maat. “You will come to justice. And so will he.”
 
   “I don’t think so,” said my mother. “We will watch this world burn. And then we will come for you.” Mom turned toward me. “I’ll see you soon, Molly. I can’t wait to catch up.”
 
   Mom transformed into an oily shadow that drained into the ground. 
 
   “Wow,” whispered Barbie. “Your mom has serious bitch issues.”
 
   “Molly.” 
 
   Maat’s voice had me straightening away from Ally and Barbie. 
 
   “Yes, goddess?”
 
   “The feather of judgment was stolen. I sent Anubis to find it, and he has never returned. I now task you to find the feather, and your father.”
 
   “Me?” I squeaked. 
 
   “Did you not agree to fulfill three favors for me in exchange for fixing the wounded soul of Rick Widdenstock?”
 
   “Yes,” I said.  
 
   “Good.” Maat studied me. “We know they are both in the Underworld. You have forty-eight hours. Do not fail me.”
 
   Maat and her bodyguards transformed into sparkling gold lights that shot up into the night sky. 
 
   “Holy shit,” said Barbie. 
 
   I couldn’t really add much to that sentiment, so I turned and strode to Rath. I knelt beside him and brushed the hair away from his face. “Rath?”
 
   He groaned, and his eyes fluttered open. “Molly. You okay?”
 
   “I’m not the one on the ground,” I teased. “How do you feel?”
 
   “Like I’m dead.” He smiled and then leaned up on his elbow. “Did we win?”
 
   “Maat showed up,” said Barbie. “And scared away the demon mother from hell.”
 
   “Yeah,” said Ally. She sat down in a cross-legged position. “Then Maat gave Molly two days to find the feather of judgment and the very missing Anubis.” 
 
   “Two days?” asked Rath. “But the Kebechet challenge is—”
 
   “I know,” I said. “It’s tomorrow. I have to start the search now—in the Underworld. I need to find my father. I need to help him get the feather back.”
 
   Rath sat up and pulled me into lap. He hugged me tightly. “I’m sorry, brown eyes.”
 
   “Wait a minute,” said Barbie, standing above us with her hands on her hips. “You mean Clarissa is going to win by default?”
 
   “I guess Mom got what she wanted,” I said softly. “Clarissa’s going to be the champion of Anubis.”
 
   So much for destiny.
 
   All that training. All that work. All that sacrifice. For nothing. Nothing!
 
   I would not be Kebechet. 
 
   As of now … I was unchosen.
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