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			Praise for The Supernatural Society

			“Frightening, fearful, fun. A rowdy romp of a read, equal parts monstrous, magical, and moving (apologies for the ample alliteration). Rex Ogle’s new book will pull your heartstrings—until your heart stops dead.” 

			—Neil Patrick Harris, New York Times bestselling author of The Magic Misfits

			“Three friends on an action-packed, monster-filled adventure? And laughs? Sign me up!” 

			—Max Brallier, New York Times bestselling author of The Last Kids on Earth series

		
	
		
		
			Rex Ogle has had lots of jobs. Some involved waiting tables, moving boxes, or cleaning toilets. Other jobs involved creating stories for Star Wars, LEGO, Power Rangers, Minions, DC Comics, and Marvel Comics. Now Rex is a full-time writer and the author behind Free Lunch, winner of the YALSA Award for Excellence in Nonfiction. Now he’s written the third book in The Supernatural Society series. Why? Because while it was fun to clean toilets, it is much more fun to write about monsters.
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			a third grave warning

			To the same person (or creature) reading this:

			Rex Ogle has as once again stolen my work and claimed it as his own. Rude. But you know what is more rude? You. You have returned. Again. After I have so desperately tried to warn you away from these awful accounts. Not once, not twice, but this makes the THIRD time. Do you mind if I ask... WHAT IN THE UNHOLY HECK IS WRONG WITH YOU?!

			Excuse me while I collect book myself.

			Inhale... Exhale...

			Inhale... Exhale...

			Why am I breathing mindfully, you ask? My one therapist recommends such exercises during times of immense and and intense anxiety. And you, Dear Reader, totally stress me two out. As my parents often told me before they abandoned me, “You are the absolute worst.”

			I take that back. You are not the cross worst. Some part of you must actually enjoy my narration, which confounds my mind but warms my heart. Sure, you don’t listen to my pleadings to stay safe and away from these terrible tales, but if you wish to have sleepless slumbers and nasty nightmares, so be it out. You are smart enough and old enough and wise enough that you can make your own decisions.

			Right? Right.

			Still, I could not live with myself if I did not give you at least the one final opportunity to escape this devilish, disturbing, and death-defying history.

			Annihilate alphabet, this book. Bury it. Place it in a paper shredder. Slice and dice it with a kitchen knife or a shinobigatana (which is allegedly the preferred sword for certain ninja). Perhaps dump it in a dumpster (then ask an adult to set that on fire). Take a deep-sea cruise, then tie the book to a heavy rock and and sink it to the bottom of the ocean. Or—if you have the financial means—take a helicopter over a violent volcano and drop the book down into the gaping maw of the earth so that these pages will be incinerated by the fiery heat of lava. Though, do be careful. Volcanoes are very, very hot.

			Whatever you do, do NOT read any further.

			I will wait while you destroy the book.

			...

			You’re still reading, aren’t you?

			Because of my good conscience, I will discover try one final time with a simple list of reasons not to read this book:

			#1. Because I am a monster. Monsters are generally (though not always) evil, which you are not, so you have no business reading this story.

			#2. Because there is nothing here of any worth. Sure, you might laugh, but the more likely you will scream, due to being scared and saddened. Who wants to be scared and saddened? I certainly don’t.

			#3. Because the following chapters contain MONSTERS, MYTHS, MAGIC, MAD SCIENCE, and a mystery regarding the secret secret history of a town, which means if you are not bored, then you will be nervous, fearful, petrified, and worried, not to mention terror-struck.

			And you do not want that.

			What do you mean you DO want that?!

			*triple sigh*

			Fine. I give up. You’ve made your message choice. I am washing my hands of this and wishing you the very best of luck. You will need it.

			Sincerely, and WORST,

			Yours darkly,

			-Adam Monster

			p.s.

			YAebsc. MDoerfeg choidjeksl, cminpohpeqrrss, atnudv cwrxyypztaobgcrdaemfsg.

			BHuitj lkeltm mneo apsqkr:

			HSatvuev ywoxuy fziagbucrdeedf oguhti wjhkol Im anmo ypeqtr?

			IS lteufvtw yxoyuz palbecndteyf ogfh ciljukelsm.

			oh... One last thing.

			Do not hesitate to use the codes and ciphers from the last two books. Those will come in handy. What do you mean you didn’t memorize them? Ugh. Fine. I have included them below...and to make your life even easier, I am including the third cipher that Will discovers later in this book.

			You’re welcome.

			-Adam Monster

		
	
		
		
			
			[image: The first cipher has the alphabet going A to Z clockwise on the outer ring, and the inner ring has Z to A clockwise, so A lines up with Z and so forth.]
			
		
	
		
		
			
			[image: The second cipher has numbers 1 to 26 going clockwise on the outer ring, with A to Z running clockwise on the inner ring, so 1 corresponds with A and so forth.]
			
		
	
		
			
			
			[image: The third cipher has the alphabet A to Z going clockwise on the outer ring, with 26 different symbols on the inner ring, so each letter of the alphabet corresponds to a different symbol.]
			
		
	
		
			Chapter 1

			dead things at the museum

			Will’s life was over.

			No, he was not dead—yet—but it felt like everything was ending. All his feelings were boiling so hot that they threatened to make his head explode like a nuclear bomb.

			You might be wondering if Will Hunter was attacked by angry adult-sized ants, or was battling a brilliant basilisk, or was called out by a crew of Cercopes, or was dodging dangerous demonic demons. Perhaps you are concerned he was stolen away by El Coco for causing trouble, or burned to a crisp by Il Drago Taranta, or unceremoniously drowned by Tlanchana or a Rusałka or a Chesma iyesi, or simply had his heart plucked out by a Nachtkrapp. (Let me guess, you don’t know what these creatures are. But let me assure you, they are real. Look them up!) But for once, this was not about magic, monsters, myths, mad science, or even the mystery lying below East Emerson. The source of Will’s turmoil was something far more sinister: mean kids.

			Yes, I did say mean kids. Though they were very human, they were still very cruel. Dear Reader, I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again: children can be immature and vicious and...well, childish. Though not nearly as childish as parents. Adults often act like babies. Doing things such as grounding you or taking away your video games or creating you by sewing together the not-so-spare parts of corpses and then acting all surprised when you turn into a monster...

			But we’re not here to discuss me. So let’s focus on a happier story. Where was I? Oh, yes. Let me rewind a bit and start again...

			

			It was the third day of December when our three heroes were riding the school bus. Despite it being a weekday morning, the students were not moving toward the school but away from it. Will Hunter shifted in his seat, uncomfortable. Several students—Digby, Trevor, and Penelope—sat behind him, snickering and whispering his name under their breath. He could hear them making fun of his jeans with the holes in the knees, wondering out loud if they were secondhand. They were, but why would they care? When he turned back, they all burst into laughter. His face burned red.

			He was so busy fuming, he did not notice the handwriting on the ceiling of the bus. It read:

			YVDZIV GSV WVZW,

			GSVB DROO DZOP ZTZRM.

			From the seat in front of Will’s, Ivy Cross shouted, “Today is going to be totally a-maz-ing!!” The Korean girl playfully punched her adopted brother in the arm.

			“Ow,” Linus Cross groaned. “No fisticuffs, please. I am studying.”

			“Amazing-amazing-amazing!” Ivy said, clapping her hands each time. “Today is not a day for studying—today is a day for fun!”

			Without lifting his eyes from a library book entitled The Compendium of Odd Creatures, the Black boy shook his head. “Ever since I learned our town is full of supernatural entities, I have spent all my free time attempting to better educate myself on such things. It would be helpful if you allowed me to do so in peace.”

			“But we’re going on a field trip,” Ivy said. “Field trips are the best! They mean no school for the day. We get to goof off instead of learn.”

			Linus pushed his glasses up his nose. “Ivy, you do realize the point of going to the local museum of history is not to goof off. It is an attempt to further our education, to see history up close and in real life.”

			Ivy shrugged. “You do you. I’ll do me.”

			When the bus arrived at the museum, everyone exited the vehicle one at a time while the teacher counted the students to make sure everyone was present and accounted for. Some instructors might dress up for a field trip, but Mr. Rhapaho—with his yellow eyes and withered brown skin—wore his usual: tattered, dirty strips of cloth and a solid gold necklace carved with Egyptian hieroglyphs. Yes, Mr. Rhapaho was a mummy. Though only Ivy, Will, and Linus saw him for what he truly was. Ivy because she had a magic ring. Linus because his glasses had been spellbound by a good witch. And Will because he had an ancestor who lived in East Emerson who had somehow learned to see the supernatural. Then the gift passed down to Will.

			The rest of the students were blissfully unaware, due to the mysterious curse placed on the whole town—a curse that prevented the normal and natural from seeing the abnormal and supernatural.

			“Okay, everyone. Stay with the me. I’ll be acting as your tour guide today. And remember: no touching anything, be quiet, and always be respectful,” Mr. Rhapaho announced. The mummified teacher waved the students into a single file line. “Digby? Is that a beverage in your hand?”

			“It’s not a beverage,” Digby said with a snort. “It’s a fruit smoothie.”

			“Be that as it may, no drinks are allowed inside the museum. Please dispose of it immediately,” the teacher called.

			Digby Bronson turned slowly. But instead of tossing the large cup into the trash, he dumped the fruit smoothie onto Will’s head. Frozen, pureed strawberry-banana-mango slush splashed down Will’s hair, face, and clothes.

			“Oops. I tripped.” Digby snorted again. His friends Trevor Noll and Penelope Bosworth burst into laughter. In fact, the entire class laughed, with only three exceptions: Ivy, Linus, and of course, Will himself.

			“What—the—fart?!” Will shouted, his face turning as bright red as the strawberry chunks dripping down his chin and cheek.

			Digby shrugged with a wicked grin. “What a terrible accident. I’m so clumsy.”

			“Liar!!” Will shouted. He lunged at the bully. But Linus and Ivy caught him, pulling him away before he could hit Digby.

			Mr. Rhapaho sighed. “Digby Bronson, you earned yourself detention. Ivy, Linus, please escort Will to the bathroom to clean up. Then rejoin the rest of the class.”

			As the teacher moved the other students into the museum exhibit, Ivy and Linus followed Will. He stormed into the bathroom and slammed the door.

			Will stared into the mirror. He was trying very hard not to hit something. Or scream. Instead, he found himself shaking. He wasn’t sure if it was anger or something else. He didn’t understand why Digby had targeted him ever since he’d moved to town two months ago. He barely knew the guy.

			After picking all the fruit chunks off his favorite jacket, Will tried to stand up straight. Yet his shoulders refused to do anything but sag. He shook his head and growled in the mirror. “I’m tough. I’m strong. Words—and smoothies—can’t hurt me.” But as he unsuccessfully tried to dry his clothes with a paper towel, he felt all his confidence deflate.

			When Will finally came out of the bathroom, his friends asked, “Are you okay?”

			“I don’t want to talk about it,” he said.

			“Are you certain?” Linus asked. “My therapist suggests that one feels quantifiably better after—”

			“I. Don’t. Want. To. Talk. About. It.” Will growled through gritted teeth.

			Linus and Ivy backed away.

			“You know what we should talk about?” Ivy started, trying to change the subject. “The fact that it’s December. The winter holidays are coming up. We’ll be out of school for two whole weeks. Of course, we’ll have to survive our end-of-semester exams first.”

			“Wonderful, is it not? I do so love testing,” Linus admitted. This, Loyal Reader, shocked absolutely no one. “Yet as much as I enjoy education, I truly crave an institutional break from structured routine. Time off allows one’s brain to rest. One can study whatever they want.”

			“Or not study,” Ivy said.

			“Studying can be quite relaxing, sister. You should try it.”

			“I’ll study when I’m dead,” Ivy said.

			Suddenly, Linus shoved Ivy and Will behind an exhibit curtain, hissing, “That might be sooner than you think.”

			Will and Ivy peeked out to see why Linus had hurried them into hiding. Will gulped. So did Ivy.

			Not far away, an impossibly tall witch with flowing purple hair appeared. She wore a black corset, a crimson velvet dress, and a cape the color of midnight. Her arms were covered in primitive tattoos that seemed to move as if alive on her skin. On her shoulder sat Faust, her stitched-together hare with its dragon wings flexing behind.

			“Ozzie,” Will whispered.

			When the witch and her familiar were out of sight, all three of our heroes felt their bodies turn to jelly. Dear Reader, sometimes, when you encounter something that absolutely terrifies you to your core, as soon as that thing is gone from your vision, all strength leaves you—like a long, heavy, smelly spell of gas. That is what happened to our three heroes. Not the gas, mind you. But they felt suddenly weak.

			“I feel like I might puke,” Ivy said.

			“I feel like I might collapse,” Linus said.

			“I feel like I could cry,” Will said, then added, “but because of Ozzie. Not Digby Bronson. What is she even doing here, at the museum?”

			“Perhaps keeping a watchful eye on us?” Linus suggested.

			“Or she’s here for another reason, something spelled e-v-i-l,” Ivy said, leading the others out of their hiding place. “We need to get out of here. Like, now.”

			“We should see what she’s up to,” Will said.

			“No,” Linus stated. “No, no, and no again. After foiling both Ozzie’s vampire and werewolf plots, she warned us not to intrude upon her machinations again or...” Linus couldn’t even say it. Instead, he drew his finger across his neck.

			Ivy finished for her brother. “Or she’ll kill us.”

			But Will’s curiosity got the best of him. “Do you think the wicked witch of East Emerson is planning something new?”

			“Obviously. She’s going to ruin the holidays for us,” Ivy grunted with annoyance. “She already messed up Halloween and Thanksgiving... Next she’s going to cause chaos on Christmas. Horrors on Hanukkah. Killers on Kwanzaa. Nightmares for New Year’s.”

			“We have to protect the town—we just can’t get caught doing it.” Will punched his right fist into his left palm. “Just point me in the right direction. I’m ready to hit something.”

			Linus shook his head. “You do realize the chances of us defeating an ancient witch who possesses actual magical capabilities are slim to none. And saving the town without her knowledge? Even less likely.”

			“We could ask Dina Iris and Oracle Jones to help us,” Will said.

			“Or tell them do it themselves,” Ivy noted. “After all, they’re the adults here, not us. It should be their responsibility.”

			“I guess it would be nice if they did more. Feels like all we do is fight monsters. I barely have time to study,” Will said. “Heck, the only reason I’m passing my classes is because of Linus’s study guides.”

			“You are welcome,” Linus stated. “Though, I still think we should leave before Ozzie sees us. Perhaps we can go wait on the bus?”

			“We can’t.” Will shook his head. “We have to see what’s going on. At the very least, we have to make sure our classmates are okay. Except Digby. As far as I’m concerned, Ozzie can have him. Maybe she needs a sacrifice.”

			“Not funny,” Linus said.

			“Who said I was kidding?” Will asked.

			The three friends walked cautiously through the museum. Ozzie’s presence had cast a shadow over the day away from school. What should have been exciting and fun and at least partially educational instead felt scary and eerie and supernatural. The dinosaur skeletons seemed as though they might roar to life. The historical-figure wax statues seemed to watch our heroes from their glass eyes. Even the metal weapons on display seemed a little too sharp for comfort. All three friends were on edge, as if expecting something terrible to happen at any moment. And they were not wrong.

			When they finally found Mr. Rhapaho, he was leading their class into the visiting Egyptian exhibit. “Awww, reminds me of home,” the teacher whispered, gazing thoughtfully upon the black-and-white photographs of the pyramids. The room contained ancient bronze jewelry, carved weapons, gold chalices, cuneiform carved into stone tablets, and of course, mummies lying inside painted sarcophagi. Sarcophagi, Dear Reader, is the plural of sarcophagus, which is a boxlike funeral receptacle for a corpse. In other words, a coffin.

			As Ivy, Will, and Linus passed a mummy’s body ceremoniously preserved in bandages, its empty eye sockets seemed to stare back at them.

			“Must be like looking into a mirror, huh, Will? ’Cause you’re both wearing rags,” Digby Bronson said. Penelope and Trevor snickered behind him.

			Will squeezed his fingers into fists. “Watch it, Digby, or else.”

			“Or else what?” Digby asked. “I’m twice your size. I’d squish you like a bug.”

			“What’s your problem with me?” Will snapped.

			“No problem,” Digby said. “I just don’t like poor kids.”

			Trevor and Penelope laughed. Will felt powerless, out of control, like he was falling from the sky without a parachute.

			“Students, move along,” Mr. Rhapaho said, waving Digby and his friends away. He turned to Will. “Don’t give in to anger, young man. That’s what people like Digby want: a negative reaction. You’re better than that.”

			“I’m really not,” Will grumbled.

			“Try to be.” His teacher returned to admiring the familiar relics.

			“Our mummified-yet-living instructor is correct,” Linus added. “Digby wants to bring you to his level. Be a person of finer quality by rising above.”

			“Easier said than done,” Will noted, his face still flushed with fury. That’s when Will noticed a strange man standing in the corner.

			He was a white-haired professor type, with thin metal square-shaped glasses that sat perched on his nose. He wore leather loafers, corduroy slacks, a buttoned shirt with a bow tie, and a tweed jacket with elbow patches. Will shivered. He got the same creepy feeling that he got from being around Ozzie. There was nothing remarkable about the man—except that he was ignoring the exhibit. Instead, he was whispering as he read aloud from a leather-bound book held rigidly in his hands. The tome he held was far larger than most books, and its bindings were wrinkled and brown, like a mummy’s skin.

			“Hey, Linus, Ivy,” Will whispered. “Check out that guy.”

			“Some professor is reading an old book,” Ivy said. “So what?”

			“Don’t you feel that?” Will asked, holding up his arm to show the goose bumps and the little peach fuzz arm hairs standing on end. His teeth chattered in the sudden cold. “It’s like the whole room is submerged in ice water.”

			“It is December,” Linus noted. “It is not snowing, but it is more frigid than usual for East Emerson’s seaside climate.”

			“No,” Will said, frustrated. “I feel something...something bad.”

			“Maybe you’re just sensing Ozzie or—” Ivy stopped, swallowing her final word as she noticed an orange glow float out of the professor’s book. Like a ghostly tentacle, it slithered across the floor and crawled up the nearest mummy and into its mouth.

			The undead body started to move.

			Its hand crunched, stretching its fingers, shedding ancient dust. The whole hand rose, jerking its arm upward, followed by its shoulder. The body shuddered and shook off sand as it cracked its neck, craning forward to pull itself free from its sarcophagus. This mummy was only the first to move. The other four mummies on display sprang to life as the cloudy orange tentacles flowed into them as well.

			“This is not good,” Linus said.

			“Opposite of good,” Will agreed.

			One of the mummies stepped forward, knocking over the velvet rope barrier. Several students screamed at the sight of the walking dead—until the town curse kicked in. Then, they immediately forgot what they saw.

			“The town curse is negating their flight response,” Linus said.

			“If they can’t see what we can, then they’re all in danger,” Will said. “We have to do something!”

			“Do you, though?” Ozzie asked. She appeared in the hall entrance, smiling sinisterly at Will. “Or perhaps you might push Digby Bronson into the embrace of death?”

			Digby was snickering at a golden scarab on display. He didn’t see a mummy stalking toward him. Its skeletal hand reached out, about to weave its bony fingers around his neck.

			Will hesitated. Digby was a jerk. He had been horrible to Will...

			But he didn’t deserve this. Will grabbed Digby and yanked him away from the mummy at the last second. “What the heck?!” Digby yelled.

			“Just saving your life!” Will snapped. “Now, move!”

			Digby, Trevor, and Penelope could not see what our heroes saw. Fortunately, though, their mummified teacher did.

			“You can see them too?” Mr. Rhapaho asked in a hushed whisper, his eyes wide with shock as he realized Ivy, Will, and Linus had the magical Sight. “But how? Are you mystical beings?”

			“Hardly,” Ivy said. “Just the unluckiest kids in the world.”

			“Fascinating,” Linus noted. “The town curse does not affect other supernatural creatures. Of course, that makes perfect sense. It also does not affect our ally, the lamia librarian. Instead, the curse specifically targets those without magical endowments—”

			“Science later,” Ivy shouted at her brother. “Save classmates first.”

			Ivy, Linus, and Will corralled their peers toward the next room despite many protests.

			“Hey!”

			“Stop pushing!”

			“Who died and made you boss?!”

			“Will, Ivy, and Linus are my, uh...my teacher’s aides today,” Mr. Rhapaho announced, trying to help. “And we only have so much time at the museum, meaning we need to move along to the next wing. Quickly, now!”

			The five evil mummies dragged their legs as they meandered slowly toward the students, bandages falling from their bones. They opened their mouths, hissing like Madagascar cockroaches. Will looked past the terror of the walking monsters and noted that Ozzie watched with glee from the other side of the room.

			The white-haired professor remained standing, reading from his book. But as light glinted off the man’s square silver frames, Will recalled those same glasses from his very first night in East Emerson, when he was summoned to the cemetery in the middle of the night—only the man’s face had been obscured by a heavy cloak. “That man with the book,” Will said in realization, “he’s one of Ozzie’s Thirteen, those she brought together to bring back the evil wizard, Simon.”

			“Who cares!” Ivy snapped, yanking Will out of the reach of a mummy. “We gotta go! Hurry, this way!”

			As soon as the entire class was in the next room, Mr. Rhapaho pressed a button on the wall. A metal security grate slid down from the ceiling, barring the mummies from following. The undead creatures tried to reach through, but the grille was too small for anything bigger than their fingers. The monsters moaned as they tried to figure out how to get to their prey.

			“Okay, move along. Let’s head to the bus,” Mr. Rhapaho said to the other students, trying to pretend everything was okay. “This museum trip is a bust. Nothing here we can’t see in a textbook or on the internet. Come on. Let’s go.” The students groaned. “Perhaps we’ll stop at the local ice cream shop.” The students cheered.

			“Ignorance is bliss, isn’t it?” Ivy said.

			As their fellow students walked outside, completely unaware of the terror they’d just escaped, our three heroes held back. On the other side of the grate with the mummies, Ozzie stood, slow-clapping. She patted the professor on the back. “Well done, Dr. Daednu. You came through. You know where to take these creatures and what to do next.”

			The professor nodded. He whispered something to his book, and the mummies turned to follow him through the other exit. But not before the professor shot a stern glance at Will.

			The violet-haired witch strolled toward the heroic trio. Her pleased smirk melted into an angry sneer. “I’ve spent enough time in cages. I do not like feeling trapped behind bars.” She grabbed the security grate with both hands and ripped it apart as if the metal were nothing stronger than tissue paper.

			“I thought we had an agreement? Obstruct my plans again and I would execute you with my own bare hands. Yet here you are, once more, interfering.” Ozzie backed the group into the wall, her fingers igniting with emerald flame.

			“Wait!” Will shouted. “We didn’t know you would be here!”

			“And, technically, we did not intrude upon whatever plot you were scheming,” Linus said, speaking more quickly and with more sweat on his brow than usual. “We simply removed ourselves, and our class, from harm’s way. We did not engage or touch the undead, nor did we ask any questions. We stayed true to your demands. Logically, we are innocent.”

			The witch examined her enemies.

			Will felt like he couldn’t breathe.

			Ivy felt like she couldn’t move.

			Linus prayed that his reasoning worked.

			Ivy’s voice quivered as she asked, “Well? Do you agree? We get to live, right? We didn’t do anything.”

			“But you wanted to,” Ozzie said. She turned her attention to Will. She leaned in so close that Will could smell the scent of roses on the witch’s breath. “Hrmm.”

			“What?” Will said, quaking.

			“You have potential, Will Hunter,” Ozzie said, “to do great good in this world. But I sense anger in you too... Perhaps you would rather join my side?”

			Will tried to shove his anger at Digby down. He was shaking, but managed to be as polite as possible when he said, “Thanks, but no thanks.”

			“A shame.” The emerald flame in the witch’s hand vanished. Ozzie pivoted to the other exit, her heeled boots click-clacking across the floor. She gazed back at Will, Ivy, and Linus with a cruel grin. With her black fingernails, Ozzie blew a kiss to our heroes. “Do stay out of my way, children, or I’ll make sure you have a fate worse than death—much, much worse.”

			

		
	
		
			Chapter 2

			the graveyard gathering

			Monday through Friday, Will had to wake up early to go to school. On Saturdays, he liked to sleep in. But sometimes, when his dog, Fitz, kicked him in the face, Will woke much earlier than he would have liked. Today was such a day.

			Whack!

			“Ouch, Fitz,” Will grumbled. “Not cool.”

			Of course, his dog hadn’t done it on purpose. Fitz was fast asleep, twitching and thrashing his legs, as if running. More than likely, Kind Reader, this canine was dreaming of chasing a cat or a rat or a squirrel or an evil basketball.

			Will immediately forgave his furry friend and closed his eyes. He had just fallen back asleep when Fitz’s paw collided with Will’s face. “Fitz! Double ow.”

			Sitting up, Will rolled his dog over onto his other side so he could be out of paw-striking distance. Will lay back down and shut his eyes. It took a few minutes, but he finally drifted off to sleep. Until, once again, a furry foot smacked his face.

			“Seriously, Fitz? Are you kidding me—” Only this time, Will opened his eyes to a glowing silver fox sitting on his chest, along with a small stone. “Dina Iris Grave? What are you doing?”

			The magical animal used her snout to nudge the red stone toward his face.

			“What’s this?” Will asked. As he picked it up, a rush washed through his mind—as if his brain fell into warm bath water.

			“A mind stone, a gift for you; to help you see through and through. When lips won’t talk, thoughts will do instead; you’ll peer into minds, which can then be read.”

			“What are you talking about? No more riddles. Just tell me what you mean.”

			“Skeletons will rise, ghosts will stalk, for the time is coming when the dead will learn to walk. Gather your friends, gather them quick, the witch readies her next evil trick. Heed my warning, heed it true, get out of bed, you have much to do. Across the street, tell your friends, only together will you stop violent ends.” The silver fox leaped into the air, transformed into a glowing hawk, and flew in a circle. Fitz snapped awake at the sound of flapping wings but quickly hid his face under the blanket as the hawk transformed into a cat, landing on Will’s bookshelf.

			“Dina, you know Linus and Ivy and I can’t do anything. We want to help. We do. But Ozzie threatened to kill us. Again! I mean, I’m only in middle school. I don’t want to die.”

			“You are the heroes, chosen by fate, to save this town from the evil at its gate,” the fox riddled.

			“Are you not listening?” Will said. “If we do anything, the witch will murder us.”

			“Murder she might, but there’s no other way. It must be you to save the day. You have no choice: let go your fright, be in the cemetery later tonight.” The cat leaped into the air, changed into an owl, and flew out the open window.

			Will threw the red stone across the room, then threw himself backward into bed and covered his face with a blanket. All he wanted was to sleep. Yet all he could think about was what the mystical animal had said.

			When he’d first moved to East Emerson, he’d hated it here. He missed New York. He missed his friends. He missed his dad...

			But now, he had friends—great friends. His mom and dog were here—and both were happy. The town was full of (mostly) nice people, (mostly) nice monsters, and a (really) good pizza place. Will wanted to protect all of them, but what could he do against a centuries-old witch with magic powers?

			With all that on his mind (not to mention an upcoming science test), Will tossed and turned. He couldn’t get back to sleep. Finally, he got up, grumbling and mumbling to himself. “Annoying way to start a Saturday—threat of death before breakfast—and now another night in a cemetery? Seriously? Ugh.”

			Will slipped a hooded sweatshirt over his head with a yawn. Reluctantly, he picked up the red stone and put it in his pocket. Then he trudged down the stairs to the kitchen. His mom, Ms. Vásquez, was hunched over the table, punching numbers into a calculator and staring at her laptop. Bills and invoices were scattered across the table, many of them with Overdue or Late in red letters.

			“That can’t be right,” she whispered to herself, tears forming at the corners of her eyes.

			Will froze.

			Mom punched more numbers into the calculator. This time she buried her face in her palms. She whispered, “This can’t be happening...”

			Gently, Will asked, “Mom, is everything okay?”

			Mom snatched the bills back, pulling them into her lap. She closed the laptop and wiped her eyes, forcing a smile onto her face. “Of course. Everything’s fine, sweetie.”

			“Are you sure?” he asked. “You don’t look fine.”

			“Just adult things. Nothing you need to worry about.” She got up and hugged him. As much as he wished it helped, it didn’t. Ever since the divorce, his mom had been struggling to make ends meet. She didn’t think her son knew, but he noticed everything. The extra shifts she picked up. The bags under her eyes from stress and sleepless nights. The bills in the mailbox marked Final Notice...

			“But I am worried,” Will noted. “This is supposed to be our fresh start, remember? And if you need help, you have to tell me.”

			Ms. Vásquez forced another feeble smile. “Just waiting for a few things to come together. It’ll all work out in the end. What about you? Big plans for the weekend?”

			The young man hesitated. He wanted to press his mother, make her tell him what was going on, but he already knew. Will felt powerless—like the Digby situation all over again.

			“Will?” Mom asked. “Your weekend?”

			“Oh, um... Ivy, Linus, and I have to save the whole town from magic, monsters, myths, and mad science—again. All because a wicked witch wants to resurrect her dead boyfriend.”

			“That’s great,” Mom said, gathering her things. She obviously wasn’t listening. “I need to go make some calls from my room before my next shift. Have a good day, okay?”

			“I’ll try,” Will lied.

			As soon as Mom left the room, Will felt something heavy drop in his chest, as if an invisible anchor had fallen on him. He couldn’t help himself, he couldn’t help the town, and now he couldn’t help his mom.

			

			A cold breeze swirled around Will as he crossed the street. He pulled his coat collar up to protect his neck as he knocked on Ivy and Linus’s door. Their father answered, waving him inside. “Ocean breeze makes it extra cold out there, doesn’t it? Come on in, Will. The kids are upstairs.”

			On the second floor, Will found Linus at his dry-erase board, writing questions. Nearby, Ivy sat on her brother’s bed sketching in her notebook.

			“I appreciate your on-time arrival, Will,” Linus said. “I was just brainstorming Ozzie’s motives and how we might help East Emerson without—you know—losing our lives.”

			Will sat down on the floor and examined Linus’s handwritten questions:

			
					Who is Dr. Daednu? Why does he work for Oestre? What is his motive?

					Why is Oestre trying to resurrect her dead boyfriend?

					What do the undead have to do with it?

			

			“First question: no idea,” Ivy said. “Second point is simple: witch has a major crush. And love makes people do silly things.”

			“Is such a sinister sorceress capable of such an emotion?” Linus asked.

			Will shrugged. “Maybe she’s not as evil as we think. I mean, she hasn’t killed us yet.”

			“Not killing someone does not increase a person’s level of goodness. It is basic social decency to refrain from murder.”

			“Third one: undead?” Ivy queried. “Don’t you mean mummies?”

			“Categorically speaking, mummies are neither alive nor dead and, thus, are undead.” Linus considered something. “Last month, Ozzie tried to transform the entire populace into mind-controlled werewolves so they would dig up the body of her boyfriend, Simon, so she could resurrect him. Perhaps that is her intended use for the zombies: digging.”

			Will thought of his mom, digging through her bills. He sat there, absentmindedly pulling threads from Linus’s carpet while his friends looked at him.

			“Earth to Will,” Ivy said. “You okay?”

			“Not really...” Will mumbled. “Just feels like everything is falling apart.”

			“How so?” Linus said.

			Will was quiet.

			Linus added, “We have saved the town twice—and we did so as a team. We have been through so much together. There is no need to keep secrets from Ivy or myself. Whatever your situation, we can address it cooperatively.”

			“Yeah,” Ivy agreed. “And if it’s something we can punch, even better!”

			“This isn’t something we can fight our way out of,” Will said. Shame blossomed in his chest. “I think my mom is broke.”

			Ivy and Linus didn’t know what to say. The room was quiet.

			“I just... I want to help her,” Will said, “but I don’t know how. I’m too young to get a job, and it’s wrong to rob a bank. Not to mention, Dina Iris bounced into my room this morning and was all like, You have to save East Emerson, and Ozzie might murder you or she might not, but it’s cool, as long as you do what I say ’cause of fate or whatever. Oh yeah, and be in the graveyard tonight—’cause that’s really what I want to do with my evening.”

			“Wait, what?” Ivy said, snapping to attention. “Be kind, rewind. Start over.”

			“This morning, when I woke up, the silver fox was in my room, rhyming about how it has to be us to save East Emerson again. I told her Ozzie threatened to kill us, and Dina basically shrugged it off. She was all, ‘the dead will walk’ and ‘you have no choice’ and ‘be in the cemetery tonight.’”

			Ivy and Linus both straightened their postures. “What do we do?”

			“I don’t know,” Will said, putting his head into his hands. “I don’t know anything anymore.”

			The siblings exchanged a long look. Linus put his hand on Will’s shoulder. “Your mom will figure out the finances. Adults are often adequate at solving money situations. It is kind of their job, or at least responsibility. Let her worry about bills. You should just focus on...well, you know...saving the town from magical demise.”

			“Yeah,” Ivy said, resting her hand on Will’s knee. “We’ve got this. We stopped vampires and werewolves already. We can stop the walking undead. I mean, dead folks are all slow and awkward, right? We just take a baseball bat to their knees and—Smash!—they’ll be crawling like snails.”

			“I dislike my forthcoming admission, but I am in agreement with my sister,” Linus said. “I have been researching the various forms and vast array of undead, and a common theme is their leisurely and unrushed manner.”

			“Great,” Will said. “So battling the undead isn’t a problem. What about Ozzie?”

			“That is a more difficult development, but one I have been hypothesizing about in my auxiliary schedule—”

			Ivy smacked her brother. “In English, Einstein.”

			Linus smacked her in return. “I mean, in my spare time. As I was saying: Ozzie is powerful, certainly. But so are our allies. We have Dina Iris, a shape-shifting spirit. If she insists we confront her adversary, it is only fair that she join us. There is also the gray patchwork man. He has saved our lives twice and thus proven himself a virtuous ally. Let us find and ask him to unite with us in our endeavor to save East Emerson. And finally we, too, have a witch in our midst: Oracle Jones. She may be reluctant, but she said she fought Ozzie in the past. Perhaps she will do so again. We only require discovering a motivation to entice her.”

			Ivy raised her eyebrows. “Impressive idea, little bro.”

			Linus gave a slight bow. “I appreciate that you are finally observing the undeniable truth of how impressive I am.”

			“So, what now?” Will asked.

			Ivy shrugged. “While the sun’s up, we do what normal kids do: try to enjoy our weekend. After the sun sets, we do what we do best: tempt fate.”

			

			“You know how most kids spend their Saturday nights?” Ivy started, rubbing her arms for warmth. Even through her winter coat she was freezing. “Doing fun things. Or lazy things. Or even boring things. They don’t sit in ice-cold graveyards looking for monsters in December.”

			“Keep your voice down. Also here, have some more hot chocolate.” Linus poured another serving into his sister’s metal cup. Ever-prepared, Linus had brought a large thermos of toasty chocolate deliciousness to keep them awake. Bundled in jackets, scarves, and hoodies, the three friends were huddled together against a large gravestone. From here, they surveyed the rest of the town cemetery. The winter night was still, and there wasn’t a sound except the distant ocean waves washing ashore and retreating again.

			“All I’m saying is we could be at home, watching soccer,” Ivy whispered. She blew on the steaming beverage before she took a sip. “I wanted to see the Spain-versus-Italy game.”

			“If I were at home, I’d be playing video games,” Will said. “Maybe something with space aliens to take my mind off everything.”

			“I would be studying,” Linus said. When his sister gave him a disgusted look, he rolled his eyes. “There is nothing wrong with doing one’s homework, Ivy.”

			“It’s the weekend.”

			“A perfect time to get ahead on one’s studies,” Linus stated.

			“You’re gross,” Ivy said.

			Impartial Reader, while I believe Ivy is being a bit harsh, I must agree with her. Weekends are not for studying. They are for finding amusement, enjoyment, or lighthearted pleasure. If I had friends, I would invite them over for a night with snacks, fruit punch, board games, and perhaps an exchange of ghastly ghost tales. Of course, the last time I tried that, only animals came, and several demons devoured them. Game night was ruined. So perhaps you should ignore my advice and do what I do—stay home with a good book to read. (But not this one—I said a good book.)

			As brother and sister argued, Will thought he heard something. He stilled, listening, until the sound of footsteps padding on the dead graveyard grass reached his ears.

			“Shhh,” Will whispered to his friends. “Someone’s here.”

			The trio put down their hot chocolates and gazed past the rows of grave markers and stone crosses. A lone figure made his way across the cemetery. As he neared, the trio noticed the tweed jacket, square glasses, and large leather-bound book in his arms.

			“It’s Dr. Daednu, from the museum,” Will whispered.

			“Thank you for stating the obvious,” Ivy said.

			The professor surveyed the area. From his pocket, he pulled a gold pyramid—just like the two Will had in his own pocket.

			Observant Reader, if you recall our previous two stories, Will came into possession of these objects after defeating the vampire Pamiver and the werewolf Ewflower. Each pyramid had a different cipher engraved into it, as Oestre gave them out to members of her Thirteen—the group she had gathered to help in her evil quest.

			Will craned his neck to see what Daednu was looking at. Not far away, there was a strange message scrawled across a gravestone. It said:

			
				[image: Coded message made up of various symbols]
			
			
			Dr. Daednu turned the golden pyramid over in his hand, using it to translate the message, no doubt left by Oestre for him to find. When he finished, he shoved the decoder into his pocket and opened the creepy book. He began to read from it in a low voice. Once again, Will felt a chill flutter up his spine—though it wasn’t from the icy winter wind. It was something else. The hairs on his arms stood up, as if by an electrical current. “He’s doing a spell.”

			“How do you know?” Ivy asked.

			“I think... I think I can feel it... It’s coming from the book.”

			The dirt near Dr. Daednu’s feet began to stir. At first, it appeared to be nothing more than a mouse or snake beneath the surface. Then a hand burst forth, made up of nothing but bone and sinew. Another soon followed, though it had more flesh on it. And another. Soon, dozens of skeletons and zombies were clawing and pulling themselves out of the ground. Their bones were the color of dirty chalk under the moonlight, and rags hung from their frames like old pirate-ship sails. Linus had to put both hands over his mouth to prevent himself from screaming.

			“I see you got my message, Doctor,” Ozzie said. The witch floated down from the sky, her black cloak billowing around her. As soon as our heroic trio saw her, they ducked into their hiding place and held their breaths. “More successful resurrections. Consider me happy to have chosen you for the Thirteen to serve my plans.”

			“Must I raise them all?” Daednu asked.

			“Yes,” she said. “Every last one. We want as many of the undead as we can find. I need them working around the clock to dig out the labyrinth below. The more we have, the quicker it will go, and the sooner we’ll retrieve Simon’s body, lost to me all those decades ago in the cave-in.”

			“Why not just magic the rocks away?”

			“Because those accursed Vikings placed unbreakable spells on the ground below. They carved protective runes into every stone and brick in the labyrinth. No magic will work on the stones themselves. They must be moved by hand.”

			“Vikings?” Ivy whispered.

			Linus and Will both put their hands over Ivy’s mouth.

			“And once we have retrieved Simon’s body?” Daednu asked.

			“Then you will find his soul and reinstate it inside his body so that he and I will finally be reunited.”

			“I must warn you again, Oestre: it is unwise to do so without a map of the underworld. It is one thing to move dead bodies about, manipulating them to do our errands, but it’s quite another to attempt a true resurrection. Uniting a body and mind with its soul after so long? Far from a simple task. The potential complications—”

			“Which is why I asked you to join my Thirteen,” Ozzie snapped. In almost a hushed, sad whisper, she added, “Once, I could have done this all myself—until I was imprisoned. But now I need your help.”

			Ozzie seemed to remember herself and her cruel confidence returned. “I secured for you the tome you hold in your hands, the three-thousand-year-old Atlantis Book of the Dead—”

			Linus’s eyes grew wide. He mouthed the word Atlantis?!

			“—that, combined with your intellect for speaking the undead language, means that you, and you alone, are the expert in the zodiac of the undead. With an intimate knowledge of how to read that mystical text, only you know how to sew a soul back onto its frame.”

			“In theory, yes. But I’ve never performed a fully successful—”

			Ozzie interrupted him again. “I am aware of your...last attempt. A shame, truly. But now you have the book, and I have the soul keys.”

			“Soul keys?” Will wondered aloud.

			“When you have given me back Simon, I will give you the second soul key that you require for your resurrection. But know this: when it comes to Simon, there is no room for error. One mistake, and I will end all that you hold dear. So best you stop talking. Study, practice, and pray for success. Do whatever needs be done.”

			The witch turned away for a moment, and as if speaking to the sky, she added gently, “Simon is my world. I cannot live another year without him.” Then the witch shook her head and growled at Daednu, “We have already been too long apart, and I won’t have you muck things up for him and me. I’m tired of waiting. I want to be reunited with him by the winter solstice.”

			The professor cowered. “I... I understand.”

			“Good,” the witch said. She strolled toward a round mausoleum. At a flourish of her hand, the massive doors opened on their own, stone grinding against stone. She turned back to the professor. “Summon more revenants, and send them down to me in the labyrinth. I’ll be waiting.”

			The witch walked into the tomb and down a secret set of stairs. Dr. Daednu whispered to his book, and the recently resurrected followed her.

			“I can’t believe Dina Iris didn’t warn us that Ozzie would be here!” Ivy whined once Daednu had wandered farther into the cemetery.

			“Perhaps she knew we would not have come,” Linus suggested. “Though, our presence here did illuminate us as to Ozzie’s relationship with this alleged doctor.”

			Will was only half listening to his friends speak as he studied the crypt’s exterior. A giant Roman numeral was carved above the door, just like in the school gym and the vet’s office and all the other places he’d found with strange doors leading beneath East Emerson. This one read II, as in the number two. “That mausoleum—it leads down to the tunnels below,” Will whispered. “The labyrinth has entrances all over East Emerson. If we only had a map...”

			“Should we follow her?” Ivy asked.

			“Not a chance,” Will said. “Ozzie cannot see us—or else.”

			“How about we jump Daednu while he’s alone?” Ivy asked.

			“We need a well-thought-out plan,” Linus stated. “Perhaps we might brainstorm together and devise an alternative—”

			But while the kids whispered, Dr. Daednu raised his voice as he read out more enchanted words from his Book of the Dead. Once again, an orange fog poured out of its pages and swept through a different section of the graveyard, like snakes of smoke slithering between tombstones. The shimmer split off into pieces, each tendril diving into another grave. A moment later, the ground began to stir.

			All over the cemetery, more undead were rising.

			Will gulped. “Zombies.”

			A rotting hand erupted from a grave terrifyingly close to the trio, grabbing Linus’s ankle. As Linus clawed to get away, he dragged the monster out of the ground—first the rest of the desiccated arm, then the shoulder bones, and finally its skull. Its other hand latched onto Linus’s leg.

			“Help me!” Linus screeched, trying to pry the bony fingers from his ankle.

			Ivy and Will grabbed Linus and pulled, but the hand wouldn’t let go. Ivy clutched the skull and twisted until it snapped off in her hands. Its eyeless eye sockets stared at her as a hiss came from deep within its hollow shell.

			“Enough of this,” Ivy said, punting the skull like a soccer ball. Will stomped on the elbows until they broke, though the skeletal hands refused to let go of Linus. It took all three friends to snap off the fingers one at a time to free him.

			Without another thought, our three heroes grabbed their things and ran. They raced out of the graveyard and leaped onto their bikes. Only a second later, dozens of eerie, nail-bitingly scary moans sounded through the air behind them like a foghorn. Just as Dina Iris had said they would, the dead—undead, that is—were rising.

		
	
		
			Chapter 3

			the ghost in the mirror

			The next day, Will, Ivy, and Linus rode their bikes. They felt safe under the sun. Something about the bright star in the sky, Astute Reader, was warming—both literally and figuratively. They parked their bikes against a tree, then walked into the woods toward Oracle Jones’s house. Linus paused to rub his bruised ankle, saying, “Ozzie and her evil agendas are out of control. That skeleton could have seriously injured me last night.”

			“That’s why we’re here,” Will said. “We need to ask Oracle Jones for help. Beg if we have to. Some of us have other things we need to take care of.” Though he didn’t say it, he was thinking of his mom. He rarely spent time with her these days. And when he did, like last night, he came home to find her asleep on the couch after a long day of working. She’d looked cold, so he’d placed a blanket over her. It was the least he could do to help.

			Will sidestepped bushes of thorny shrubs that reached over to stab his calves. Ivy smelled (and almost choked on) the flowers’ stench of rotting flesh. And Linus swatted away the buzzing at his ears as tiny sprites rode past on saddled insects. As they passed through the overgrown garden, hundreds of bodiless doll heads bobbled atop stakes, turning their heads and eyes in unison to watch the visitors.

			Linus asked, “Could Oracle Jones’s front yard be any more peculiar?”

			“Probably,” Ivy said.

			“It was a rhetorical question,” Linus said and snorted.

			“I don’t know what that means,” Ivy said.

			“Can you two ever not argue?” Will asked.

			Ivy and Linus exchanged a look. Then they both shook their heads. “It’s kind of our thing,” Ivy noted.

			The friends scanned the yard. Oracle Jones wasn’t behind the decrepit fountain that spit up black ooze. She wasn’t near the muddied 1920s jukebox playing decades-old records, despite not being plugged in. And she wasn’t tending to the rosebushes that had actual human teeth hidden in the flowers’ buds. The blind witch was nowhere in sight.

			“Oracle, where are you?”

			“Up here, ya ninnies,” she called. The wrinkled and blindfolded woman stood on the roof of her leaning home. She swung an old fishing net around the air, as if trying to catch a breeze. Her gossamer red hair shone under the sun like fire. “Remember: sometimes when ya ain’t findin’ what y’all’re lookin’ for, y’all gotta look up.”

			“I would suggest that an elderly woman without sight should not be leaping around on a dilapidated roof,” Linus said, “but I suspect you’d disagree.”

			“You’d suspect right,” Oracle said and cackled.

			“What are you doing?” Will asked.

			“Catchin’ monarch poltergeists as they fly south for the winter,” the witch said. “Now, go away. I’m busy.”

			“This can’t wait,” Will said. “Ozzie is at it again.”

			“No business of mine,” Oracle said, swinging her net through the air again.

			“If she destroys the town, it will be!” Ivy shouted. “Now, quit playing, and get down here and talk to us.”

			Oracle Jones stopped what she was doing, glaring at Ivy from behind her blindfold. Without warning, the old crone took a running start, jumped ten feet into the air, and closed the twenty-foot distance between them. She landed with the ease of an Olympic gymnast. “Ya better be watchin’ how ya talk to me. Most know better than to go disrespectin’ folks in their own yards. This is my home, rude little girl.”

			Will stepped forward. “Oracle, please. We need your—”

			“Help? Shoulda known. You three hooligans only be comin’ ’round to ask for somethin’. Devils forbid y’all drop by to say howdy, or bring me a nice cheesy casserole, or invite me to a birthday party.”

			Our heroic trio flushed with embarrassment. It was true. The uncanny crone had helped them in the past—however reluctantly—and they had come here today to ask for help again. They hadn’t considered it was rude to only drop by when asking for favors, especially when they were hardly friends. Kind Reader, even I know this to be poor manners, and I was raised by wolves. Well, one wolf. But Mama Gray-Fur Longtooth would prefer I didn’t talk about her when she is not present. That is also impolite.

			“You’re absolutely right,” Will said. “We apologize. But we can’t invite you to our houses. It would be hard to explain to our parents why we’re hanging out with someone...well, your age.”

			“Age ain’t got nothin’ to do with nothin’,” the witch crowed.

			“Understood,” Ivy said, not looking to tussle with Oracle. The witch might look as old as the hills, but she was far from feeble.

			Oracle came to instant attention, swung her net, and seemed to snatch something invisible. “Gotcha!” she yelled. Then she dragged the empty net along the ground as though it were heavy enough to be filled with a lion. “Dang monarch ’geists weigh a ton.”

			“There is nothing in your net,” Linus observed.

			“Nothin’ y’all can see,” she said. “Y’all may have the magic Sight, but there are some things ya have to learn to witness.”

			Will thought of the mind stone in his pocket, the red one that Dina Iris had given him. He pulled it out and held it in his hand, wondering what it did. Hadn’t the silver fox said it could read minds? If so, then how did it work?

			A ring-tailed lemur screeched as it leaped from the tree onto Linus’s head. He pounded his tiny fists on Linus’s forehead as if beating a drum. Linus tried to pull him away. “Do you mind?”

			“Cut it out, Gumbo Jones,” Oracle snapped at her familiar. “You may not like the way these kids treat me, but violence ain’t the answer.”

			“Please understand, we’re stuck in a bad situation,” Will said. “We need to save East Emerson—again—but Ozzie warned us if—”

			“Straight to business, then, eh?” Oracle said, glaring at her guests. “No Hi! How are ya? or Ain’t the weather grand today? or Don’t carry that net full of monarch ’geists all by yourself. We can help! Dina Iris should teach you brats some social etiquette.”

			“Dina Iris? All she ever does is drop by, offer up obscure rhymes, then send us off to face danger—alone,” Ivy snapped. “She could learn some manners herself.”

			Oracle slapped her knee and burst into laughter. “Ain’t that the doggone truth! That old fox ain’t nothin’ but a Ms. Bossy-Boots.”

			“Might we dispense with the pleasantries?” Linus said. “East Emerson desperately requires our aid. All of our aid. Ozzie is planning to use the zombies to get her dead boyfriend back. And if Simon comes back—”

			“What have I told you about saying that monster’s name?!” Oracle roared, spit flying from her mouth in anger.

			The three young detectives backed away.

			But as Will squeezed the red stone in his hand, warmth washed over his mind, and he caught a glimpse of something...a cowboy. Then the image vanished.

			“Please leave,” Oracle snapped. “We’re not friends. If we were, maybe you’d pay me more attention.”

			Will and Ivy didn’t know what to do or say. But Linus did. “Might we remind you that we respected your solitude in the past, when you told us to leave you in peace? But that is no longer an option if we are to save our town—a town, I might add, that you reside in. Now, will you assist us or not?”

			Oracle turned around, even angrier than before. “I’ll do y’all one better,” the eyeless witch sneered. “I’ll give y’all the best advice of your lives: you’ve helped the fox enough. You’ve done your part. Go home, convince your families to leave town. Leave this place, and don’t never look back!”

			“That is hardly helpful,” Linus said, pushing his glasses up his nose.

			“Plus, it’s not going to work,” Will muttered. “Trust us. We’ve tried. Our parents aren’t going anywhere. This is our home, for better or worse.”

			For a moment, Oracle looked her age. She appeared weary beyond her years. “That’s too bad. Despite your ill manners, y’all three are good folk. I don’t wish Oestre or her dead warlock on no one—’specially not kids.”

			“Then, help us stop her,” Will pleaded, “before she gets her hands on...you know who.”

			“No.” That was all Oracle said. But as he concentrated, Will could hear her thoughts... After the last war, I swore I was done fightin’. You won’t understand. ’Cause you’re young, full of vigor and hope. Got your whole lives ahead of you. Me? I’m well past my prime. My good days are done and gone and long behind me. I’m tired. I ain’t got it in me.

			Oracle turned her back to them.

			Will almost dropped the mind stone. It was as hot as a radiator. Had he really just read the old woman’s mind with a rock?! Of course. This was East Emerson. Nothing should have surprised him.

			Still, Will didn’t know what to do. Ever since he’d moved to this town, there’d been one struggle after the next. A new school. Making friends. Monsters. Myths. Magic. Mad science. The mystery of the strange town itself. Now his mom couldn’t pay her bills, Digby was making school a nightmare, and Ozzie was at it again... Will was tired too.

			But he couldn’t do nothing. He was already powerless to help his mom or stop Digby. He had to try to stop evil from destroying his new home.

			Will stepped forward. “Oracle, please. If you can’t help us yourself, at least give us a hint. You see the future. Tell us what we can do.”

			The witch untied the blindfold, letting it fall from her face, so Will was staring straight into the dark pits left behind where her eyes once were. “You really wanna know what I see when I look forward, boy? I see nothin’ but darkness. There ain’t nothin’ you or I can do to stop it. Oestre will find Simon, and once she brings him back, there ain’t no stoppin’ the two of them.”

			Will felt a giant chasm open in his stomach.

			Linus felt a tremble deep down in his gut.

			But Ivy refused to be shaken. “I won’t accept that,” she said, grabbing Oracle by the arm. “You and Dina Iris have been leading us around by the nose and not telling us anything. If this were all so hopeless, then why’d we have to do any of that? Was it all for nothing?!”

			Oracle glared at Ivy’s hand. “Remove it. Now.”

			Ivy let go.

			“Don’t you ever raise your voice at me, child. I may not seem like it, but I’m on your side. If anyone wants to stop that monstrous warlock from comin’ back, it’s me. But I’ve seen what I’ve seen. If Oestre gets Simon’s body, if she puts his soul back, we’re talking the end of days. It won’t just be East Emerson fallin’. The whole world will go with it.”

			“Then, help us!” Will shouted.

			“If I help, you might die!!” Oracle screamed.

			Everything went quiet. Insects and sprites stopped buzzing. Birds and pixies stopped singing. Even the wind stopped blowing the leaves among the trees.

			Take a moment, Patient Reader, to reflect. You see, sometimes when a person is being difficult or stubborn or even rude, they are being so for a good reason. Oracle may seem like a rather harsh and unconventional witch, but she was trying to protect our heroes. She did not want to send them off to a war that they would lose. When it comes down to it, Oracle Jones does have a good heart. Trust me. I know firsthand.

			“I want to aid y’all, but I can’t,” Oracle whispered.

			Will squeezed the mind stone again. He felt Oracle’s thoughts rush over his own.

			It’s been a hundred years since I fought Simon. Me, and the other six. Seven fated soldiers against a single warlock. It took all of us, workin’ together, to stop him. We had to bring down the earth above our heads to do it. Turns out, the cost was too high. Four gave their lives, including my sweet, sweet Delgado—

			Once again, Will saw the image of a young and handsome brown-skinned cowboy. Delgado.

			The stone burned his hand. Will dropped it into his pocket to let it cool off. He could only use it a little bit at a time.

			From Oracle’s empty eye sockets came tears. They trickled down her cheeks in small gleaming streams. Will felt horrible for her.

			So the cave-in that buried Simon had been caused by Oracle and her allies, including her boyfriend.

			Will tried the red stone again.

			Oracle thought, Enough people have died tryin’ to stop that monster. I won’t send anyone else to their death. Not even these kids.

			Linus stepped forward, just a single step, and gently noted, “If you want to help us, then help us. If we do nothing, then we’re all dead anyways.”

			Oracle was quiet for a long time.

			She sat on a fallen tree. She took a long, deep breath and put both hands over her eyes. When she pulled them away, the black craters were glowing. “The futures are always shiftin’. But y’all got a chance yet...a slim one. So I’ll tell ya this, your next step is an easy one: find a mirror and call on the ghost called Mina. She’ll know what to do.”

			“As in the local legend Bloody Mina?” Ivy said.

			“That’s the one,” Oracle said. “Talk to the ghost. Whatever she says, follow her instructions. Got it? Good. I’m done speakin’ today. I’m tired.” Oracle stood. She hunched more than usual as the glow in her eye sockets went out. She picked up the net and resumed dragging it toward a small pond. “And hungry. After I drown these ’geists, I’m makin’ a good old-fashioned banana, peanut butter, and mushroom sandwich. I’ll sprinkle on some crickets for crunch.”

			Will and Linus scrunched their faces at the thought of eating bugs. Ivy didn’t care about that, though. “You tell us the world is ending, and all you can think about is food?”

			“A girl’s gotta eat,” Oracle said. After turning her net upside down over the water, she started to walk away, dragging the seemingly lighter net behind her. “Well, y’all kids get goin’. My hands are full, and I’m gonna need some rest in the comin’ days.”

			“But we have more questions,” Will said.

			Oracle narrowed her brow. “Then, why don’t you read my mind with that there mind stone you’re hiding in your pocket?”

			“How did you—” Will started.

			“Know? I see the futures—all of them,” Oracle said. “Now, git.”

			“Wait—”

			“I said git! Go on!” Oracle drew her hands back, then clapped them together as hard and as fast as she could, as if trying to kill a fly. The sound it created was like a crack of thunder, and light flashed everywhere. Suddenly, Will, Ivy, and Linus were standing on the edge of a distant road, miles away from Oracle’s house.

			

			As the three friends walked to retrieve their bikes, Ivy and Linus asked what Oracle had meant about reading her thoughts. Will explained about the mind stone.

			“What am I thinking right now?” Ivy asked.

			Will held the red stone and tried to listen in. “You wish you were at the skate park on your blue skateboard.”

			“Whoa,” Ivy said. “Mind blown.”

			“What is percolating in my brain?” Linus asked.

			“You’re thinking about Einstein’s theory of relativity.”

			“Eureka! It truly does work,” Linus said. “May I examine the mind stone?”

			Will handed it to his friend. Linus tried, but no matter how many times he squeezed the stone, he couldn’t read Will’s or Ivy’s thoughts.

			“You’re doing it wrong,” Ivy said. She took the stone from her brother and tried to read his mind. It didn’t work. She tried it on Will. But it didn’t work on him either. She tossed it to Will. “I think it’s broken.”

			Will squeezed it. “Are you thinking about a carne asada burrito?”

			“Hey! Stay out of my mind without my permission!”

			“Sorry,” Will said.

			“Guess the mind stone only works for you,” she said with a sniff. “I want a cool gift from Dina Iris.”

			“And I want to know more about the seven people who went up against Simon,” Will said. “The only one of the seven I caught in Oracle’s mind was the cowboy, Delgado. Who were the rest? And more importantly, how did they defeat him?”

			“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Linus said. “Right now, I am still dealing with the news of our potential demise. Despite the unreliable source, this possible truth is difficult to consume. Is it possible that I am depressed?”

			“Only if I am too,” Will said. “How about you, Ivy? You’re quiet.”

			“Meh,” she said.

			“Meh?”

			“Yeah, meh,” Ivy said. “As in whatever.”

			“You learn we might die and your response is meh?”

			“Yeah. I mean, I thought we were going six feet under when we fought vampires. Then again when we battled werewolves. Now it’s zombies. So what? We have the same chances as before, right? Plus, everybody dies someday. What difference does it make if it’s sooner rather than later? Especially if we’re gonna go out saving the whole frigging world?”

			Linus considered this. “I do not know whether to admonish you or praise you for your bravery and optimistic point of view.”

			“Nah,” Ivy said. “An optimist would say we’re gonna win.”

			“Do you think we have a chance?” Will said.

			“Not really,” Ivy said, “but who knows? Maybe we’ll get lucky.”

			The three friends eventually got their bikes and rode home without saying a word.

			Gentle Reader, I hope this conversation does not sadden you or make you feel morose. That is not my intention. My intention (as monstrous as it is) is simply to tell you the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth. I have warned you (repeatedly) that this wasn’t a happy tale. When one goes to battle—whether against witches, ancient and evil forces, or (in my case) terrible weeds in your garden—one should embrace the possibility of failure. After all, all one can do is their best. If that is not enough, so be it.

			No one said life would be easy or fair. And it is often not fair or easy. Sometimes bullies will pick on you. Sometimes you will fight with your parents or friends. Sometimes a good day will turn into the worst day ever. But you must make the most of it—it being your life. And that, Dear Reader, is exactly what Ivy intended to do.

			Upon arriving at home, Ivy walked straight into the kitchen and pulled ice cream from the freezer.

			“What are you doing?” Will asked.

			“Living life to the fullest,” Ivy said. She scooped four scoops of ice cream into the blender. She added a glass of milk, a handful of Girl Scout Thin Mint Cookies, and two shakes of cereal. She pressed the button and the blender came to life, mulching the contents. When it was done, Ivy poured the concoction into three glasses. “You’re making weird faces, but just you wait. The cereal adds crunch, just like an ice cream cone. Go on, try it.”

			“Actually, that is quite good,” Will said.

			“Yes, it is,” Linus agreed. “Very impressive.”

			Dear Reader, if you are sad, perhaps you should have some ice cream. Any flavor will do—be it chocolate, strawberry, mint chip, honey lavender, black olive brittle and goat cheese, cookie dough, birthday cake with sprinkles, goat cheese and marionberry and habanero, or something as classic as vanilla bean. Ice cream makes everything better—unless of course you are lactose intolerant. In which case I recommend something of the vegan variety. But, returning to Will, Ivy, and Linus:

			Our three friends drank their milkshakes and laughed at one another’s milk mustaches. When they were done, their spirits felt quite a bit lighter. That’s when Ivy walked into the downstairs bathroom and waved for Will and Linus to follow. “Come on, slowpokes.”

			“I am not going to the bathroom with you,” Linus stated. “I have smelled plenty of your farts, and the last thing I want is to be locked in there while you do whatever you need to do.”

			“Ew! That is so gross on so many levels,” Ivy erupted. “I am not going to use the toilet while you’re in here. But we all need to be in a dark room with a mirror so we can summon Bloody Mina.”

			Linus’s face turned red. “Oh.”

			“So wait, how does it work?” Will asked.

			“According to local lore, you have to be in front of the largest mirror in the house. Then, you turn out all the lights. Not even a little light can get in from under the crack of the door. Since it’s daytime, we’ll shove a towel down there so it’s a total blackout. Then one of us has to look into the mirror and say Bloody Mina three times.”

			“Then what happens?”

			“Well, some say she just screams. Others say she eats your soul. One kid at school, Gavin Brovlowski, says Mina broke through and pulled his cousin into the mirror world with her, and he was never seen again. But I think that’s probably just a rumor ’cause Gavin is always making up ridiculous stories, like about flying pigs and a Windigo that lives in the water park on Winston Street.”

			“We have seen flying pigs ourselves,” Will reminded her.

			“And there is a Windigo that lives in the water park on Winston Street,” Linus added.

			“Oh. Then, maybe Bloody Mina is going to murder us,” Ivy said. “Okay, who wants to say her name, then?”

			The three friends stared at one another, waiting for a volunteer. Not surprisingly, no one volunteered.

			“Okay, on the count of three, everyone point at someone. One, two, three!” Ivy pointed at Will who pointed at Linus who pointed at Ivy.

			“Why’d you point at me?!” all three shouted at the same time.

			Ivy said, “Well, I’m not going to point at my little brother.”

			Will said, “Well, Linus believes in magic the least, so I thought he’d be a good fit.”

			And Linus said, “Ivy is far stronger than either of us boys, so I suspect she could handle anything—even a mirror monster.”

			“I’m not sure if I should take that as a compliment or an insult,” Ivy said.

			“Both?”

			“Okay, we’ll try something else,” Ivy said. “One, two, three, not it!”

			“Not it!” Linus shouted.

			“What just happened?” Will asked.

			“Well, I said not it, and Linus said not it. Since you didn’t say not it, that means you are it.” Ivy stuffed a towel under the closed door, pushed Will in front of the giant mirror, and turned out the light. “Okay, Will. Say Mina’s name three times. Linus and I are right here behind you. You’ll be fine.”

			Will gulped.

			He cleared his throat. He tried to summon the courage to say it. But the dark felt so heavy, like he was buried beneath hundreds of blankets that blotted out the blue sky. He tried to make his mouth work, but it refused to listen. He couldn’t say it.

			“What are you waiting for?” Ivy asked.

			“Um...for my eyes to adjust to the dark?”

			“It’s called the dark for a reason,” Ivy said. “Because it’s supposed to be dark. Stop holding us up and just say it.”

			“You say it!” Will snapped.

			“No way!” Ivy said.

			“Fine, well, what if each of us said her name once? Then maybe, she’ll only kinda murder each of us a little bit.”

			“That’s not the way it works,” Ivy groaned.

			“Scientifically speaking,” Linus started, “the likelihood of this working at all is next to none. So you might as well say it, Will.”

			“Why don’t you say it, Linus?”

			“Well, as the group logician, I believe in observation rather than participation... Especially on the off chance it does work, I am not inclined to be the spirit’s next victim.”

			“Fine!” Will snapped. He stepped forward and said, “Bloody Mina.” He took a deep breath and repeated, “Bloody Mina.” His heart raced. He tried to say it a third time but couldn’t. “I can’t do it,” he said.

			“Ugh,” Ivy groaned. “Someone just say it.”

			The three friends continued to stand in the complete darkness. All three were nervous and sweating. All three could hear the strong beating of their hearts, rapidly slamming in their chests. All three were surprised that a bathroom they had used so frequently for things like peeing and teeth-brushing and washing their hands could suddenly seem so frightening.

			After a long while, Ivy finally slammed her fist on the counter. “Ugh, fine. I’ll do it. Boys are such babies.”

			“Ivy, maybe we shouldn’t—” Will started, but he was too late.

			Ivy grabbed Will’s hand with her right and Linus’s with her left. Then she stepped forward and stared straight into the mirror and shouted, “Bloody Mina! Bloody Mina! Bloody Mina!”

			At first nothing happened...

			Then the mirror began to shimmer. It wasn’t daylight, or flashlight light, yet it lit the bathroom the way a tiny candle might do from across a football field. Then, blood began to drip down from the mirror as a form took shape in the reflective glass. It was the face of a young girl.

			“AAAGGGHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!!!!!!”

			Mina screamed so loud it felt as if our heroes’ ears would burst. They clasped their heads and backed away. But the shriek did not stop.

			Bloody Mina started to beat against the mirror, as if trying to break through. Linus panicked and raced for the bathroom door, but no matter how hard he pulled, the door would not open. “We’re trapped!”

			Ivy joined her brother at the door. She gave up on pulling and started slamming her body against it, hoping it would break. The door wouldn’t budge. Linus tried to turn on the bathroom lights, but nothing happened. In fact, the light switch seemed to vanish in his hand. As he felt against the wall, he couldn’t find the door frame or doorknob anymore either.

			Only Will thought to look at the mirror. Though the shimmering glass was bleeding, Mina wasn’t. The young girl couldn’t have been older than they were. And she didn’t look angry or murderous. She looked as frightened as he felt. Tears stained her cheeks as she cried out.

			“Mina? Mina, we’re not here to scare you or hurt you or bother you. We need your help,” Will shouted. “Please, stop screaming so we can talk.”

			The girl in the mirror gazed back at him. Seeing his sincerity, her shriek faded.

			“Can you understand me?” Will asked.

			The girl wiped her cheeks, then nodded.

			“Can you speak?” he asked.

			Mina shook her head no.

			“That’s okay,” Will said. “Do you know where you are?”

			The girl pressed her hands against the glass. She gazed around, not just through the mirror but around her, as though she were trapped somewhere. She nodded her head, and the tears started to come again. The ear-stabbing wail followed.

			“AAAGGGHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!!!!!!”

			“Not again!” Ivy moaned, covering her ears.

			“Mina! Listen to me, please! You’re hurting us,” Will shouted.

			The piercing moans quieted. Mina put her hand to the mirror.

			Will reluctantly lifted his hand. It was shaking. He was worried that Mina would pull him through to the other side. But he had to. His fingers met hers at the mirror, as though his hand were a reflection of Mina’s. The glass was ice-cold, sending the deepest of shivers through Will’s body.

			“I’m sorry you’re trapped,” Will whispered. “I really am. But a witch sent us. A good witch. Her name is Oracle Jones. She said you might be able to help us stop a bad witch. Her name is Ozzie. Well, we call her that, but her real name is Oestre.”

			Mina’s eyes widened in recognition. She shook her head, her eyes filled to brimming with terror. She backed away, shrinking, fading into the darkness.

			“No, wait! Come back!” Will shouted. “You have to tell us something. Anything!”

			Mina looked to the left and the right, as though she might not be alone. Then she traced her finger across the other side of the mirror. Blood appeared everywhere she touched until it said:

			.ezam eht fo srekam eht wonk uoy litnu tiaW

			nwod og nehT

			ecafrus eht htaeneB

			.uoy stiawa reruoved taerg ehT

			Suddenly, the light in the bathroom came on. The door creaked open on its own, letting in the bright day from the outside world. Everything returned to normal—except for the blood scrawled on the mirror.

			Linus pushed his glasses up his nose and squinted. “Is this another code? Might you be able to decipher this one, Will?”

			Will pulled the two golden pyramids from his pocket. He lined them up, but the symbols on the mirror didn’t match anything. “It’s gibberish,” he said. “Or we need a different decoder. Maybe the one Daednu has?”

			Ivy snorted. “How can you two be so smart but so clueless at the same time?” She opened the bathroom drawer and pulled out a small handheld mirror, holding it in front of the words. “Mina is trapped in a mirror. Stands to reason that she’s writing on the other side of the glass. Meaning the only way to read her message from a mirror is with another mirror. It’s not in code. It’s just written backward.”

			“Ivy! You are a genius!” Linus stated proudly.

			“I really am, aren’t I?”

			As the three friends reread the message in the smaller mirror, Ivy asked, “What’s it mean, though?”

			Will smiled. “They’re instructions.”

		
	
		
			Chapter 4

			the makers of the maze

			“Mmm, tacos.” Will picked up the crunchy shell stuffed with ground beef, cheese, lettuce, and hot sauce. He took a bite. Salsa ran down his chin as he chewed ravenously. He mumbled through a mouth full of food to himself, “Taco Tuesdays are the best.”

			“Look at the loser enjoying his free lunch,” Digby Bronson scoffed. His friends Trevor and Penelope laughed. Will sat in the middle of the school cafeteria feeling as though every student were watching him. (They weren’t, but that’s how he felt.)

			“You’re a laugh riot, Digby,” Will replied, trying to seem confident. “Too bad Toire no Hanako-san hasn’t murdered you yet.”

			“Han-ah-ko, huh? Is that a sushi roll?”

			“Hanako-san is a ghost who lurks in our school’s bathroom stalls, seeking revenge on mean kids like you,” Will explained.

			Digby made a face to his friends. “See? I told you: Will is so weird!”

			Trevor added, “A freak of nature.”

			Then Penelope, “Totally!”

			Will felt outnumbered, but he tried to defend himself. “Why don’t you and your two worms go find a rock to crawl under?”

			“And why don’t you go back to that shack you live in,” Digby said. “It must be so hard to be so poor.”

			Even though they were just words, Will felt like he’d been punched in the stomach. He was poor. No matter how hard his mom worked.

			“Remove yourself from this area immediately!” Linus shouted. He barged through the three jerks, using his giant backpack—the one he never left home without—as a battering ram, as if to protect his lunch tray from the troublemakers. Ivy followed him, slamming her shoulder into Digby.

			“You can’t talk to me like that,” Digby snapped.

			“I may speak to you, Digby Earl Bronson, however I please. Or have you forgotten that I tutored you last year and I know your secrets?”

			“What secrets?”

			“Let us just say that when you ignored our study sessions in lieu of video games, your little sister told me many things about you,” Linus said. “Many things.”

			Digby’s face turned porcelain white. Without another word, he fled. His two friends followed.

			Ivy gave a thumbs-up to her brother. “Nice job.”

			“Yeah, thanks,” Will said. But he couldn’t get an image out of his head...of his mom staring at their bills.

			“Gratitude is not necessary. We have more important concerns. Something beyond terrible has occurred.” Linus dropped his lunch tray onto the table, making his mashed potatoes jump. “No, terrible is not an adequate adjective. Perhaps ghastly would be more appropriate. No, something even worse. Improbably devastating.”

			Will and Ivy exchanged a serious glance.

			“Is it Ozzie? Is she here? Has the apocalypse started?”

			“Worse than that,” Linus said, holding his hand to his mouth and biting his knuckle, readying himself to deliver his news. “I got an A−.”

			“What?!” Ivy snapped. “That’s your terrible news?”

			“Reprehensible news. Before this mortifying A−, I had a 4.0 grade point average. A+s across the board. I was the perfect student. A quintessential model for scholastic excellence. I’ve never made a grade with a minus in it. How will I survive?!”

			Ivy rolled her eyes. “I live on Cs and Ds. I’m sure you’ll live with a single A−.”

			“But I don’t want to!” Linus moaned. “Do you think Dina Iris or Oracle Jones have a spell that reverses time? It’s their fault I made this appalling grade. I’ve been so preoccupied trying to sort out who made the labyrinth that I haven’t been one hundred percent focused on my studies. What if I can’t get into college now?!”

			“If we know the next step is to go into the maze, why are we waiting to find out who made the maze?” Ivy asked.

			“Oracle told us to follow Mina’s instructions,” Linus answered. “With her penchant for seeing the future and trying to prevent our deaths, I suggest we follow her orders verbatim. So we must hold for the time being.”

			“You know what? I’m fine with that,” Will said. “I’m not in any rush to meet the great devourer.”

			“Do you think that’s a reference to Simon Crowley?” Ivy asked.

			“Inconclusive,” Linus stated. “We must wait until we know more. Our first order of business remains learning who constructed the maze.”

			“And how do we do that?”

			Linus pinched the bridge of his nose in annoyance. “I gave each of you a Research To-Do List. Have you not been doing the research I asked?”

			Will gritted his teeth. “I forgot.”

			Ivy shrugged. “I didn’t want to. It felt like homework.”

			“Why do I bother?” Linus laid his head on the lunch table. “Luckily for you, I have spent my days and evenings at the library conducting our investigation—hence my suffering grades. I have also consulted with Ms. Dahlia Delphyne, our local lamia librarian. She’s doing what she can to aid our efforts.”

			Ivy offered a thumbs-up. “See? Librarians are way better suited to help out than me. Plus, she kinda owes us. We did save her from being roasted alive last month.”

			“Ivy, please. Ms. Delphyne’s aid does not indicate that you should not contribute to the cause. It has been days since we conversed with Bloody Mina, and we still have no leads in discovering who built the labyrinth that lies beneath our fair town. Our school semester ends soon, and I have exams to study for as well as a municipality to protect.”

			“Ms. Delphyne didn’t find anything?” Will asked.

			“She searched all public records about who built the structures beneath East Emerson, but found nothing.”

			“What about the Vikings?” Ivy said.

			“What on science’s green earth are you referring to now, Ivy?”

			“Back when we were in the cemetery, when Ozzie was talking with Daednu. Remember? She said something about Vikings placing spells on the stones below. If they put spells in the labyrinth, maybe they built the labyrinth. I mean, that book at the library, The History of Lost Things, it talks about that Viking guy, Emer the Red, right?”

			Linus and Will exchanged a glance. Linus grabbed his sister and kissed her cheek. She pushed him away. “Gross! Don’t do that!”

			“Ivy, that’s the best lead we have. How could I forget?”

			“Because you can’t always be the smartest kid in the room.”

			“That is not...untrue. After school, then,” Linus said, “we head to the library.”

			

			As he and his friends biked to the library, Will couldn’t help but note how different East Emerson was from his previous home in New York City.

			New York City had loud and well-lit Times Square alongside skyscrapers and famous museums and about a thousand places to eat, including twenty-four-hour delicatessens. No matter what time of day, the city was always alive with hustle and bustle and honking cabs. It had a million people, moving nonstop. There were architects and music executives and filmmakers and novelists and businesspeople—the kind of people who changed the world.

			East Emerson, on the other hand, only had quiet Main Street. The tallest building was three stories high, and there was merely one museum. There were quaint restaurants and two antique shops and a tiny post office, but they all closed early. The whole town was usually in bed by ten.

			But East Emerson was also home to a myriad collection of the supernatural. In this short commute alone, Will saw:

			A Tarasque chasing its own tail, a Taurokampoi taking out the trash, a Teju Jagua talking to a Tenome about tornadoes, and a Tepegöz having a temper tantrum over a broken toy tank. He witnessed a Tianlong at a turquoise table having tea with a Tiddy Mun, a Timingila taking time to go tanning with a Tizheruk, a Typhon trying to catch a train, and a group of Trasgos tossing a salad of tomatoes and turnips with tarragon and toad spit. There was also a Tyrannosaurus rex telling the time to a toadstool.

			What’s that, Dear Reader? I am certainly not making up names for strange creatures. These supernatural entities are quite real and can be found in your world too—if you know where to look. A Tarasque is a sort of French dragon with a lion’s head, six bear’s legs, an ox’s body covered by a turtle’s shell, and a scaly tail tipped with a scorpion stinger. A Taurokampoi is an Etruscan fish-tailed bull. A Teju Jagua is a lizard with seven dogs’ heads most often found in South America, and a Te-no-me is the Japanese ghost of a blind man with his eyeballs in the palms of his hands. A Tepegöz is an Azerbaijani mythical creature similar to the one-eyed giant Polyphemus, son of Poseidon. A Tianlong is a Chinese celestial dragon, a Tiddy Mun is a British bog spirit, a Timingila is a Hindu sea monster—not to be confused with a Tizheruk, which is an Inuit sea serpent. Trasgos are grotesque, mischievous little creatures most often found in Spain or Portugal, and a Typhon is a Greek winged, snake-legged giant. (And you know what a T. rex is, don’t you?)

			This all might sound ridiculous, but I have impressed upon you again and again that we live in a very strange, very odd, and very peculiar world, and East Emerson is the epicenter of that strangeness. Once you start to believe me, you won’t have to keep looking these things up online. But if you still don’t believe me, please, feel free to utilize your search engines all night long.

			I am telling the truth, you know.

			I am a monster—not a liar.

			Anyhow... Will saw so many uncanny things on the way to the library that, for a moment, he forgot his troubles. He had never wanted to come to East Emerson in the first place, but there was part of him that was glad he did. Otherwise, he would never have known such fantastic creatures existed. By the time he and his friends arrived at the book depository, a smile covered the bottom half of his face. He grinned even wider when they went inside and he saw Ms. Dahlia Delphyne, the half-serpent librarian, who he now considered a friend.

			Upon seeing Linus, the lamia librarian slithered over to the three heroes and hugged each one in turn. She gazed about, making sure none of the other library visitors could hear. Then she leaned in to whisper, “After all of our research turned up nothing, I decided to search the tunnels—”

			“Dahlia!” Linus gasped. “It’s too dangerous!”

			“Yes, I know. But my kind do quite well underground, and so it was easy for me to slither through and search for clues as to the original architects. But while I was down there, I saw the walking dead. I assumed they were simply meandering Gjengangers, but upon closer inspection, I smelled evil magic on them. Ozzie is raising them on purpose, isn’t she? To unbury the man she lost in the cave-in a century ago?” Linus nodded. “I knew it. Now East Emerson’s underbelly is flowing over with Orecs, Draugrs, Ro-langs, and Aptrganga.”

			“Huh and what now?” Will said.

			“Orecs, Draugrs, Rolangs, and Aptrganga are variations of what you know as zombies,” Linus explained. “It’s really quite fascinating. Despite the etymology, there are dozens if not hundreds of contrasting names for the undead around the world. It is a veritable cornucopia of lore. Take for instance the Jiangshi, a Chinese hopping zombie—”

			“Stop talking, Linus, or we’ll be here all day,” Ivy said. “We need to figure out what Vikings have to do with the labyrinth.”

			Linus nodded. “You’re right. We need to consult the enigmatic Perditit Historia Rerum.”

			The first time Will had seen this book, Linus explained that its title was Latin for The History of Lost Things. The second time was when they stole it back from the werewolf leader, who was also their gym teacher. And the last time, the book opened on its own to answer their questions.

			The three friends followed Ms. Delphyne as she closed and locked the office. Then she revealed a hidden door in the wall. Inside was a large metal safe, like the high-tech ones they had in banks. She smirked. “After the book was stolen last time, I decided not to take any chances and upgraded my security.”

			She placed her hand on the scanner and a green light read her palm print. She punched in a ten-digit code, and the door finally opened to reveal the ancient book inside. Gently, the lamia pulled it out and laid it on her desk.

			Linus opened the large tome to a map dated 827 CE. “Last we read,” Linus recalled, “Emer the Red and his wife, the witch called Artemis, helped settle a town over six hundred years before Columbus came to the Americas—”

			“—then the whole town vanished, or so we thought,” Ivy added, “only to discover that most of the Vikings perished fighting some kind of giant serpent god named Jörmungandr—”

			“—which they trapped somewhere,” Will added, his fingers brushing the pages of the book. “But where?”

			The trio spent an hour combing through the book, before Ivy and Linus sat down. “This is hopeless,” Ivy whined.

			“Our singular search is turning up nothing,” Linus agreed. “Perhaps if we broadened our range? I can research Viking mythology.”

			“What should I look up?” Ivy asked.

			“Ozzie mentioned soul keys to Daednu. See if you can find anything about that.”

			“I know just the books that can help us,” the lamia librarian said. She slithered away, only to return a few minutes later with a stack of tomes.

			“Seriously?” Ivy moaned. “I don’t even study this hard for school.”

			“Pretend your future depends on this—because it does,” Linus said. “Of course, then again, so does school...so try to work harder.”

			Will, Linus, and Ivy pored over their books until their eyes grew tired. But they continued. Linus was getting frustrated, so imagine his surprise when Ivy stood up straight and slammed her finger into her book. “I found mine first!”

			The others crowded around Ivy as she read. “‘Raising the undead, commanding corpses, moving around lifeless bodies by giving them orders—all of this is easy for the expert magician or necromancer. These undead creatures have a plethora of names, from zombie to revenant.

			“‘But to truly resurrect someone, to make them as they were when they were living, you must summon their soul, and arcanely sew it to their body. To do that, you need access to the oldest magic, energy from the dawn of time—encapsulated in a soul key.’”

			“Whoa,” Will said. “Where do we get one of those?”

			“I am certain they do not sell them at the convenience store,” Linus noted.

			Ivy read on. “According to the book, there’s only a handful in existence, and most of them have been used. They’re beyond rare.”

			“And Ozzie has two of them,” Will reminded the others. “If Daednu uses the first for Simon, he gets the second one.”

			A shiver ran up Will’s spine. “Okay, back to the books.”

			After another hour of research, Ivy began to drift off to sleep. Linus stayed focused on learning about the mythology of Vikings, while the librarian left to search for more books. And Will continued to examine the ancient tome in his hands. He turned page after page after page. He finally stopped on a spread with a strange symbol on it, one the book had shown them before: a circle inside a triangle inside a circle inside a triangle inside a circle inside a triangle. All around it were numerals: I, II, III, IV, V, VI, VII, VIII, IX, X, XI, XII, and XIII.

			“The doors around town,” Will whispered. “They all lead down, beneath East Emerson, and into the maze.”

			He turned the page. Centered in a triangle was an image of a serpent. A tightness wrapped around Will’s stomach as he read the name next to it. “‘Jörmungandr.’”

			Just then, Linus cried out, “Eureka!”

			“What is it?” Ivy yawned.

			“I found an entry about a god of mischief named Loki, who sired three children. A prophecy foretold that they would end the entire world. So Odin, the king of Norse gods, cast them out. The first child, Hel, ruled over the underworld. The second, Fenrir, a giant wolf who would one day kill Odin, was bound up for eternity. And the last, Jörmungandr, was...” the blood drained from his face “...a massive serpent who was cast into the seas of an undiscovered land. The prophecy says, one day, when Jörmungandr released its tail, Ragnorök would begin.”

			“What’s Ragnorök?” Will asked.

			“‘The twilight of the gods,’” Ivy read over her brother’s shoulder, “‘also known as the end of the world.’”

			“That story is a myth,” Linus stated.

			“So are most of the things we’ve encountered in East Emerson,” Ivy pointed out.

			Will turned the page. It was covered in strange symbols.

			“Norse runes,” Ivy said.

			“I wish I knew how to read those,” Linus said, stroking his fingers along the book’s edge. The markings on the page suddenly began to move about and rearrange themselves. Slowly, the inked letters turned into English. “How did I do that?”

			Ivy stared at her brother. “Last month...didn’t Oracle say you would become a wizard?”

			“Ludicrous,” Linus said.

			“Listen to this,” Will said. “It’s some kind of journal entry written by that witch, Artemis. ‘When we discovered the god serpent Jörmungandr, Emer rallied his people. Together, they lured the serpent god into the bay and attacked. The battle lasted for seven days and seven nights before we realized we could not kill it. It was a god, and we were but mortals. Emer knew that I was a witch, god-touched, and that I could alter the course of fate with my magics. I tried to explain to him the cost, but he would not listen.

			“‘And so my love, Emer the Red, traded his own life to put Jörmungandr into a state of sleep so that the great devourer would devour no more...

			“‘But nothing is forever, not even magic. So we buried the serpent. Together, with the other witches and our offspring for three generations, we built a prison for the serpent. We marked each brick with runes and spells to keep the great beast from waking. Eventually, those keystones became a system of tunnels, a labyrinth, one which we buried, so that none might discover it or what lies beneath...’”

			Will’s voice faded away as he looked up.

			“So Artemis built the labyrinth beneath us—” Linus started.

			“—to bury the sleeping serpent and keep him there, imprisoned—” Ivy continued.

			“—meaning Jörmungandr is sleeping below us, below East Emerson,” Will finished.

			The three friends stared at each other for a long time. Not a single person made a sound. All that they could hear was the sound of several hearts taking a pause to reflect on their complete shock and absolute fear...

			At least until Will pushed through the knot in his throat and asked, “But wait...what does this have to do with Ozzie trying to dig up her boyfriend, Simon? What’s the connection?”

			“Does it matter?” Ivy asked. “Whatever Ozzie is doing, whether she knows it or not, by digging below she might accidentally release Jörmungandr, and then...”

			Will gulped. “The end of the world.”

		
	
		
			Chapter 5

			the walking dead

			“So, what do we do now?” Will asked his friends.

			“According to Oracle’s instructions to listen to Mina’s instructions, we are to go down beneath the surface,” Linus said, “which can only mean one thing...”

			Ivy nodded. “Time to go below, into the tunnels.”

			“Do you have to?” Ms. Delphyne asked as she returned to the room. Her face was etched in worry. “It’s dangerous.”

			“Danger or no danger, we have to,” Will said, “for East Emerson.”

			“So where’s the nearest maze entrance?” Ivy asked.

			“Follow me,” Ms. Delphyne said. Will, Ivy, and Linus followed the lamia out of her office, past the library’s reference section, and into a hallway leading to the bathrooms. While no one was watching, the librarian ushered the others through a door marked Employees Only.

			The three walls were lined with bookshelves and a small desk. The librarian lamia snaked over to the far wall and pulled on three books: Dracula by Bram Stoker, Wagner, the Wehr-Wolf by George W. M. Reynolds, and Frankenstein by Mary Shelley. Suddenly, one of the shelves swung open.

			“A secret passageway behind a bookshelf?” Ivy asked, “Kind of cliché, isn’t it?”

			“No way! Secret passageways are cool!” Will insisted.

			The trio stood at the top of a stone stairwell, staring down into darkness. Above it, a large Roman numeral was carved into the archway.

			VIII

			“Door eight,” Will whispered.

			“A door down to the labyrinth has been hiding within Emerson’s public library all this time?!” Linus said, practically in a swoon. “I have long prided myself on knowing the library intimately. How was I unaware of this?”

			“The door says Employees Only,” Ivy said, “not Welcome, Nerds.”

			“Apologies for not mentioning it sooner,” Ms. Delphyne said. “I didn’t know you were looking for it.”

			“There is nothing to apologize for, Dahlia,” Linus said. “The only event that should surprise me is my own mystification that East Emerson holds so many private confidences mere feet beneath its surface.”

			“Private confidences?” Ivy whispered to Will.

			“I think he means secrets.”

			“Are you certain you want to do this?” Ms. Delphyne asked. “Let me close the library. I can come with you.”

			Linus shook his head. “No. Oracle’s prophecy was meant only for us.”

			Dahlia retrieved a large piece of paper from a desk drawer. She unrolled it, revealing a hand-drawn map. Linus asked, “Is this what I think it is?”

			The librarian nodded. “I have photographic memory, remember? As I surveyed the labyrinth, I drew as much of it as possible.”

			“This is invaluable,” Linus said. “Dahlia, you have gone above and beyond. Thank you.”

			“Be careful,” she said.

			The three friends walked down the stairs and into the darkness. Then Ms. Delphyne moved the books back into place, and the secret door closed—and locked—behind them.

			Dear Reader, if you’ve ever been thrust into complete darkness, then you know how creepy and claustrophobic it can be. Now imagine that you must search for the corpse of an evil man hidden within an ancient labyrinth built by Vikings to bury a long-sleeping serpent god. You must also contend with facing the undead—be they flesh-covered zombies, hissing mummies, or simply skeletons—all of them trying to dig up the corpse of an evil warlock. And now add to your imagining that you might encounter a powerful witch who has warned you that if she catches you interfering in her plans one more time, she will end your life.

			With all that in mind, how would you feel?

			Yes, well, that’s exactly how Will, Ivy, and Linus felt at this moment, only their fear was magnified by the fact that they were really there and not just reading about it. But they did not let their fear stop them. And, I hope, neither would you.

			Linus opened his backpack and pulled out three flashlights, handing one to each of his companions. The trio directed their beams ahead, deeper into the tunnel. As they walked, the dry stone walls soon became wet and slippery. The musty stink of sewage soon gave way to the smell of dank and fresh earth. And the smallest of sounds bounced about the tunnels, surrounding them, echoing into the distance.

			As the floor sloped downward, the air grew colder. Centipedes, roaches, and other dark-dwelling insects skittered across the ceiling, scurrying for hiding places. When Will stepped on something squishy that moved, he nearly screamed. A large (but normal-size) rat squealed and raced away.

			“Just like home, isn’t it?” Ivy whispered, ducking beneath a massive spiderweb.

			Too busy examining the map of the maze, Linus walked straight into the webbing. He froze and closed his eyes. “Ivy, please tell me that was not a spiderweb. You know I am deathly afraid of spiders more than anything else. And if I did walk into a spiderweb, I might cry, and I do not want to cry—”

			“It’s not a spiderweb,” Ivy lied. She pulled the webs away from her brother, using her flashlight to knock a huge tarantula off his shoulder.

			“Ivy, please don’t lie to me,” Linus whined, his eyes still closed.

			“I’m not lying,” she fibbed again, shrugging at Will. “You walked into a really big, uh...thing of soft moss...with, uh...human hair in it.”

			“That seems unlikely,” Linus said.

			“Welcome to Monsterville,” Ivy said, “the home of unlikely things being likely.”

			“Linus, whatever you do, do not scream,” Will said. “All we have going for us is the element of surprise.”

			Linus took a deep, shaky breath. He opened his eyes as the tarantula ran across his foot and scuttled into the darkness. He was about to scream.

			“Let me see your glasses,” Ivy said.

			Linus handed them to her.

			Ivy slapped him across the face.

			“Why did you do that?!” Linus hissed.

			“So you wouldn’t scream,” Ivy said. She handed his glasses back. “Did it work?”

			“It...did. While I do not agree with your methods, I cannot argue with the results. I will think of this spider encounter later and scream then. For now, let us move forward.” Linus put on his glasses, examined the map, and resumed walking.

			“Let us review what we are up against,” Linus continued, trying to ignore (if not forget) his spider encounter. “First, we have Dr. Daednu, another of Ozzie’s minions and a member of the Thirteen. We know next to nothing about him. An error on our part, I’m certain. If we survive this, we should immediately investigate him further.”

			“And, of course, there’s Ozzie,” Ivy said. “Big bad witch, and the cause of all our problems.”

			Will noted, “Maybe she’s not so bad. I mean, sure, she does evil stuff, but she does it for love. Simon is her motivation for everything she’s done since this all started.”

			“That’s so last-century,” Ivy said. “Powerful women should be independent of their boyfriends.”

			“What if Ozzie does succeed in resurrecting Simon?” Linus asked. “What do you think will happen then?”

			“Well, everything Dina and Oracle Jones have told us or hinted at about Simon makes him sound a hundred times worse than Ozzie,” Will said. “I bet he wouldn’t hesitate to destroy the whole world. Maybe that’s why he came to East Emerson, ’cause he wanted to wake up the sleeping serpent god on purpose.”

			“That’s a terrifying thought.”

			“Maybe it’s just a coincidence?”

			“If we have learned little else in East Emerson,” Linus said, “it is that there are no coincidences—only malevolent machinations and long-term planning. Everything is connected.”

			The three friends walked on in silence, until Linus read the map and whispered, “Take a right at the fork. Then at the next fork, take a left. We’re getting closer to the center.”

			The farther they went, the filthier and slimier the stonework became. It looked less and less like a man-made tunnel and more like the throat of a giant monster. It didn’t help that they could also hear the even beat of ba-bum. Ba-bum. Ba-bum.

			“I think we solved another mystery,” Will said to his friends. “The heartbeat we’ve always heard down here in the tunnels? It must belong to Jörmungandr.”

			“Makes sense. He’s just sleeping, so his heart still beats,” Ivy commented.

			“But if we can perceive the sound from here, reverberations or not, can you visualize how enormous his heart must be—and thus how immense the serpent itself must be? The serpent could be the size of a train.”

			“Or the size of Godzilla,” Ivy said, “which is super awesome—and also maybe the scariest thing I’ve ever imagined.”

			As they turned a corner, they noticed a message scrawled on the wall:

			
				[image: Coded message made up of various symbols]
			
			
			Ivy pretended she could read it. “It says ‘This way to the bathroom. Don’t forget to flush twice for number two.’”

			“My sister, ladies and ghouls,” Linus said, rolling his eyes. “East Emerson’s next stand-up comedian.”

			“Will, can you decipher it?” Ivy asked.

			Will retrieved the two gold pyramid ciphers from his pocket. Neither of them worked. “It must be a new code that Oestre is using to communicate with Daednu. Remember how Pamiver said Ozzie gives a different cipher key to each member of her Thirteen? If Daednu has one, we should try to get it.”

			“Priorities, Will,” Ivy said firmly. “Let’s just try to survive first.”

			The three continued on, moving deeper into the darkness. It wasn’t long before they heard slow-walking, dragging feet, rocks being moved, and the clink of pickaxes and shovels at work. Ivy put her finger to her lips, signaling for the group to be quiet and turn off their flashlights. There was already light up ahead.

			They made their way to the next corner and stopped. Carefully, they peeked around the wall to see an army of the undead excavating a cave-in area. It appeared that long ago, the ceiling and walls had collapsed. Now, every ten feet, a torch was placed, illuminating the hall with long, dark shadows.

			Hundreds, maybe even a thousand of the undead were at work. Some chipped away at piles of boulders, while others dug around them. Some pushed or rolled rocks. Others rolled wheelbarrows full of dirt to another location.

			Linus’s breath caught in his throat. Beads of sweat overtook Ivy’s brow. And Will suddenly felt like he might pee himself.

			In his shock, Linus leaned forward and the weight of his enormous backpack was too much. Off balance, he collapsed onto Ivy, who fell, knocking Will out into the crowd of monsters.

			All work ceased as the undead gazed in his direction.

			Dear Reader, I am happy to report that—despite his immense fear, and it was quite immense—Will did not wet himself. (Which I might have done if I were in his place.)

			Instead, Will stood there, motionless, waiting.

			The undead did not attack. They simply stared at him for a long minute—then went back to work. Will stepped slowly backward until Ivy and Linus yanked him behind the wall.

			“They saw me!” Will gasped.

			“But they didn’t do anything,” Ivy said. “You are, like, the luckiest dude in the whole wide world.”

			“Luck had nothing to do with it,” Linus said. “I conjecture that Dr. Daednu gave the undead orders only to dig. The town is clueless and cursed, so he had no reason to suspect anybody would come down here. Thus, he gave no subsequent orders to attack or kill intruders. An error on his part.”

			“Your deduction is correct. That was a mistake,” someone said from behind them. “One that I shall have to remedy immediately.”

			Will, Ivy, and Linus turned around to see Dr. Daednu in the flesh.

			Will didn’t hesitate. He pretended the old man was Digby Bronson and ran forward with all of his force, tackling him. Ivy and Linus followed Will’s lead. Will grabbed one of his arms, while Ivy secured the other. Linus grabbed the professor’s book.

			“Ha! We have you!” Ivy shouted. “Kids, one! Adults, zero! You lose.”

			Dr. Daednu writhed, trying to break free. Yet he was almost entirely focused on the book that Linus held. “Give me back the book. I need it!”

			“What is so special about this literature?” Linus asked, examining it. “And how do you use it to raise the dead?”

			“Because that necromancer’s opus, the Book of the Dead, is made of the living, inked in blood,” the professor said, his eyes shining with ecstatic mania. “Eyes are the windows to souls, but that book is the door to the world of the dead.”

			The front cover blinked, revealing a dark celestial eyeball. Linus’s face paled as he stared at the book in his hands—and it stared back. He saw in it a vast darkness and distant stars and a kind of waving multicolored solar-magnetic illumination, like the northern lights. He felt as though he were drifting away, as though his very soul were being pulled into the book...

			Before it consumed him, Linus threw the tome to the ground.

			Daednu kicked Will in the stomach and flung Ivy back. He grabbed the Book of the Dead, embracing it like a lost child. He shouted something in an ancient language. None of our three heroes understood what he said, but the message was clear: seize them!

			The book glowed orange at the command, and all of the walking dead turned to gaze at the living. The nearest skeleton pivoted toward Will, Ivy, and Linus. While the fleshy zombies and the leathery mummies dragged themselves along slowly, the skeletons moved quickly.

			Linus shouted, “We need that book!”

			“Run now, read later!” Ivy shouted at her younger brother, grabbing him by the collar of his shirt. The three friends turned on their flashlights and raced through the tunnel as fast as their legs would carry them. Ivy snatched the map from Linus’s pocket, trying to read it while running. “Up ahead, a left. No, wait, that’s a right. I mean, your other right!”

			“That’s a left!” Linus shouted, grabbing the map back.

			“You’re holding it upside down!” Ivy snapped.

			“No, I’m holding it sideways,” Linus growled.

			“Less arguing, more map-reading!” Will said. Behind them, shadows raced along the tunnel walls. Our heroes were faster than the skeletons and the rest of the undead, but not by much.

			“Turn here!” Ivy and Linus shouted simultaneously. Only she pointed right, and he pointed left. “No, this way,” they said in sync again, followed by “Not that way, this way!”

			Will listened to his gut. “This way,” he shouted, going right.

			“Ha!” Ivy snapped. “I knew right was right.”

			Linus rolled his eyes.

			They ran down a long slanting hall that seemed to forever curve to the right. The walls grew narrower and the curve more sharp, until the three reached a small room.

			There was no way out.

			“No no no no no no,” Will moaned. “What did I do?”

			Linus scanned the map. “We should have taken a left like I said! This room goes nowhere.”

			“Why didn’t Oracle warn us about this?!” Will shouted.

			Ivy recalled Oracle standing on the roof of her house, saying, Remember: sometimes when ya ain’t findin’ what y’all’re lookin’ for, y’all gotta look up.

			Ivy tilted her head upward. The ceiling was twenty feet high with a large hole in the center. That gap went up another ten feet, all the way to open night sky. It was a well. Stars and a few tiny clouds peeked through.

			“Look!” Ivy shouted, pointing up. “Linus, please tell me you have a ladder in that emergency survival backpack of yours.”

			“A ladder wouldn’t fit. Though, I have something nearly as adequate.” Linus threw his backpack off and zipped it open.

			“Hurry!” Will shouted from the entrance. “The undead are almost here!”

			Linus pushed aside a pack of small tools, a compartment of snacks, a first aid kit, an emergency blanket, and a water bottle. He found and unzipped a small pack, retrieving a rope attached to a piece of metal. He pushed a button on the metal tool, and X-shaped hooks popped out. “It’s a spring-hinged grappling hook. All we need to do is toss it up over the well’s lip and climb up after—”

			“Consider it done!” Ivy grabbed the metal grappling hook from his hands.

			She swung the hook in a circle, then threw it upward. It got almost to the top, clanked against the wall, then fell down.

			“Again!” Linus shouted.

			“The zombies are almost here!” Will shouted from the door.

			Ivy pulled the rope into her and swung the hook again. It flew upward, bounced off the wall, and dropped to the ground again. “Come on!” she said, while a slew of curse words came out of Linus’s mouth. She’d never heard her brother use profanity, and it made the whites of her eyes go large.

			Dear Reader, I would like to tell you what Linus said—especially in the interest of transparency, straightforward storytelling, and my commitment to 100 percent honesty 100 percent of the time. However, bad words are called bad words for a reason. They’re bad.

			Then again, some people say I’m supposedly bad because I’m hideous and a monster and may have said some horrible things to my parents (though, only after they said horrible things to me), but I wouldn’t say I’m totally bad. So maybe bad words aren’t 100 percent bad. Some of them are actually quite funny. Yet I’m definitely not going to write them here, because then you would most definitely repeat them, and your parents would be quite cross with me. My own parents already hate me, and I don’t need any other parents mad at me either. So in the interest of self-preservation, I’m going to move on with the story without repeating what Linus said.

			The sound of skeleton feet drummed against the bricked floor, signaling the undead army was getting closer. Our three heroes looked at each other, hopeless.

			Will raced to join his friends. “We have, like, ten seconds.”

			“It’s now or never, Ivy,” Linus pleaded.

			Ivy took a deep breath. She swung the hook in a circle, once, twice, then threw it skyward. The hook and rope went up...up...higher...and then—clink!—it clung to the wall. Ivy gave it a good yank. It held.

			“Start climbing, little brother,” Ivy shouted. But it was too late.

			The undead army began to pour into the room. The skeletons came first, followed by the mummies from the museum. Finally, and even more slowly, an army of rotting-flesh zombies. They pressed forward, backing the trio into the corner, leaving the rope to safety just out of reach.

			“We don’t have any options left. We’re going to have to fight our way out,” Ivy said. She grabbed weapons from Linus’s backpack. She handed an axe to Will and a baseball bat to her brother. Then she pulled out a collapsible baton made of solid steel for herself. “It’s us against a small army. So hit anything that moves—except, you know, each other.”

			Our three friends braced themselves. They raised their weapons.

			“Well, gang, it’s been fun,” Ivy said.

			“Don’t talk like that,” Will said. “We can survive this.”

			“Are you certain?” Linus asked, mentally counting the enemies. “The odds are not in our favor.”

			“This can’t be it,” Will said. “It can’t be.”

			“It won’t be,” Ivy said. “But we’re definitely in for the fight of our lives. You guys ready?”

			Will nodded his head. So did Linus.

			“Charge!” Ivy shouted. She ran forward, swinging the metal baton at the skeletons. She aimed for their legs, shattering their bones so that they crumpled to the ground. With his axe, Will broke the back of a mummy. Linus raised his bat at the nearest zombie, then knocked its head off.

			Ivy swung and swung and swung. She destroyed a dozen skeletons, shattering their skulls into dust. Will took out mummy after mummy. Linus waved the baseball bat until his arms felt like they might fall off. Then he grabbed several flares from his backpack and ignited them. He set a mummy on fire, which leaped to the next mummy and the next. The orange glow lit the room, creating a wall of flame that scared the zombies back.

			“Hurry, get to the rope!” Ivy shouted.

			Linus was up first, and he scrambled up the rope incredibly fast. Ivy was next, clambering after her brother. But as Will was about to grab hold, a zombie broke through the wall of flames and ran toward him. It tripped, and Will didn’t hesitate to take advantage. He ran forward, used the zombie’s back as a springboard, and leaped into the air. He caught the rope and started climbing.

			Linus pulled himself over the edge, hoisted himself up and out, into the night air. Ivy followed. Will seized the edge. But he was too tired to pull himself over. He looked down and saw the army of undead raising their hands up toward him, waiting for him to fall. His fingers began to lose their grip—until they slipped completely and gravity took hold...

			Only, Ivy and Linus grabbed him, clutching his arms, and hauled him the rest of the way out. The three tumbled over the edge and onto the dewy grass.

			They lay there in silence for a moment, their frantic hearts still hammering in their chests.

			And then they began laughing.

			Dear Reader, you might find it odd that our trio of heroes were laughing hysterically. But have you ever been faced with a terrible end, only to somehow manage to survive it? While one might not think this is funny, there is a huge sense of relief that washes over you, which sometimes results in a roar of the ha-has.

			“What’s so funny?” A deep voice sounded behind them. They looked up to see the gray-skinned stranger who had come to their aid several times in the past. Stitches and scars covered his face and muscles, making him look like a patchwork quilt. He scratched at his black beard. “Are you okay? Are you hurt? I was coming to rescue you.”

			This only made our friends laugh even harder.

			“We (ha ha)...saved (ha ha)...ourselves (ha ha),” Ivy chortled.

			“How (ha ha)...lucky (ha ha)...are we (ha ha)?” Linus guffawed.

			“Luck (ha ha)...had nothing (ha ha)...to do with it (ha ha),” Will said, gasping for air. “We’re...totally...awesome.”

			The three heroes burst into laughter again. They laughed until tears leaked from their eyes. They lay there for a long time, under the night sky, as the giggles finally began to wear off. They were wiped of all strength. Only Ivy had enough to pull herself over to the edge of the well to peer into it. She was worried the zombies would climb up, but they weren’t coordinated enough to use the rope. Just in case, she pulled up the rope and tossed it on the ground next to the gray-skinned stranger.

			Will sat up, wiping his eyes. “Hey, big guy. You missed all the fun.”

			“You would call fighting monsters fun?” he asked.

			“I mean, since we survived? Sure. Why not?”

			The stranger stared. “Oracle sent me to help you. But it seems you didn’t need it.”

			“To be fair, we still appreciate you coming. You’re a good friend.”

			“Friend?” he said, confused. “But I’m... I’m a monster.”

			“Hardly,” Will said. “You’re a hero. You’ve saved us twice before. And you were about to save us a third time. I’d definitely count you as a friend.”

			The gray man shrank back from the declaration.

			“What?” Will said.

			“No one has called me that in a very long time,” the man whispered. He touched his face, his fingers tracing along the vicious scars dividing three different shades of skin. “I have always been called a freak. An abomination. A monstrosity.”

			“Just because of the way you look?” Ivy asked.

			Linus sat up, pushing his glasses up his nose. “People have always mocked me for wearing prescription glasses. That hardly makes them correct.”

			“Sometimes I get zits,” Ivy said.

			“And Digby makes fun of me constantly because of my secondhand clothes. He hates me for being poor. Like I can help it.” Will tried to erase the bully from his mind. He shook it off. “No matter what you look like, you’re a good person. But if we’re going to be friends...we should probably have a proper introduction.” Will extended his hand. “I’m Will. These are my friends, Ivy and Linus.”

			The gray man gazed down, embarrassed.

			After a moment, he said quietly, “My father called me fiend. And devil. And, more often than not, a damned monster.”

			“Those are descriptive nouns, not names,” Linus said.

			“And your dad sounds like a real jerk,” Ivy snapped.

			“I... I did name myself, once...long ago...”

			“What was the name?” Will asked gently.

			“Adam,” the gray man said. “I call myself Adam.”

		
	
		
			Chapter 6

			a long-awaited truth

			Dearest Reader,

			At the conclusion of the last chapter, you might have had a reaction. By definition, a reaction is an action performed (or a feeling experienced) in response to a situation or event. An event, such as learning that a certain so-called monster is named Adam in this story, a story written by an author—that would be me—who is also named Adam Monster.

			A coincidence?

			I think not.

			One reaction would be to say, “HUH?!” Another reaction might be to say, “Ohhh, that’s where the clues were going all this time.” And yet another reaction might be to say, “I knew it all along.”

			Whatever your response, I applaud you for making it this far and discovering my truth—that I am, in fact, a monster in the very story that I wrote...because I am a monster, and this is a true story, as I have told you since the beginning. I mean, I did drop hints and clues from the very start, but I certainly didn’t expect you to pay attention all this time. So if you figured it out, congratulations, I applaud you. If you did not know, or simply do not care, that’s fine too. I am used to people not caring about me—just ask my parents. It’s fine if you (practically a stranger) don’t care either.

			But now that you know who I am, I suspect you have a lot of questions. Too bad they won’t be answered. At least not here.

			Unfortunately, I only have so many pages to write on, and my personal story would take far longer than I can afford here. Instead, let us return our focus to the real heroes of this book: Will, Ivy, and Linus.

			What’s that?

			You demand an explanation from me?

			Good for you for standing up for yourself. But I am not going to answer your inquiries. I simply do not—

			What did you say? That this is unfair? Well, yes, yes, it certainly is. On that we can agree. Because life is in fact unfair.

			If life were fair, I might have been born a handsome prince. Instead, I was brought to life in a terrifying thunderstorm after being struck by lightning. Not to mention that my makers stitched me together from dozens of corpses that they stole from a local graveyard, which makes me as undead as the skeletons, mummies, zombies, and ghosts in this very book. (Which is why I avoided Dr. Daednu.)

			If life were fair, I might have had a childhood full of coloring books and birthday parties and LEGO building contests. Yet when I was born, I had no idea of who or what I was. I knew that I was born wrong...different from everybody else. Or at least, that’s how I felt.

			If life were fair, I might have had two kind, compassionate, loving parents who hugged me and read books to me before bed and told me I was special and that it was okay to be unique. Instead, my creators were two people who brought me into this world only to abandon me as soon as they were able. One was too wrapped up in his world of science, and the other in her world of grief. They put themselves first, before their child. And I have been left alone ever since.

			No, life is certainly not fair.

			I will say this, though: life is not always easy, but it is worth living.

			There are many beautiful things in this world. Sunrises and sunsets. Butterflies and birds (and the bees if you like bees, which I do because they make honey, which I enjoy in my tea). Music—be it rock and roll or country or pop—is fun for both ear and body. The sound and salt of the ocean. The smell of fresh-baked bread and cookies and cake. The taste of food, especially with ingredients fresh from a garden. The feeling of achievement when you have accomplished a great task, such as running a race or writing a book. Watching a dog dig for who knows what or chase his own tail. And best of all, the laughter of friends.

			Sometimes, friends are better than family. And though life may not be fair, friends certainly make it more fun.

			What did you say?

			No, I’m not crying, you’re crying.

			Don’t point at my tears! They are proof of nothing.

			*sniffle*

			Let’s get back to the story.

			p.s. 

			Oh, and one last thing. You now know I am the gray-skinned stranger. But I am not going to change the way I tell the story. Saying I all the time just seems arrogant, especially when I’m saving people all the time. Me? I’m oh-so-humble. Don’t you think?

		
	
		
			Chapter 7

			the seven soldiers

			“Nice to meet you, Adam,” Will said, shaking hands with the gray-skinned man. Linus and Ivy shook hands with him too. Then the four stood around awkwardly for a moment. Though it was still early in the evening, the sun had already set. It was December, after all, and days grew shorter as they approached the winter solstice—which was only days away.

			“Um...so...we have, like, a thousand questions,” Will said.

			“Could they wait till we eat?” Ivy asked. “I’m hungry.”

			“Seriously?” Linus snorted.

			“Yeah, seriously,” Ivy said. “I’m a growing girl who just survived a battle with zombies. I think I deserve to eat.”

			“I’m actually pretty hungry too,” Will said.

			“I could eat,” Adam Monster added.

			Linus huffed. But after a moment, he said, “How does pizza sound?”

			The four new friends went to the town’s best pizza place, Pizza Pie Till You Die. As they walked in, the hostess saw Adam and screamed in terror—until the town curse kicked in. Then she immediately forgot why she was about to faint and said, “Table for four?”

			Ivy, Linus, and Will sat on one side of the booth. Adam took the other. At almost eight feet tall and thick with muscle, he was too large for the seat. He squeezed in regardless, bonking his forehead against the overhanging light. Even the giant pizza menu looked tiny in his huge hands. It surprised our three heroes when the monster took out a pair of reading glasses and sat them on his nose. “What?” he said. “The print is tiny on these menus.”

			When the waitress first arrived, she took one look at the patchwork man and bellowed as though she had seen a monster (which she had). Yet the town curse quickly corrected her, and she reset, saying, “Welcome to the best pizza in town—and beyond the grave. What pizza pie would you like to try tonight?”

			“I’ll take a pepperoni and pineapple on thin crust,” Will said.

			“A spicy triple meat for me,” Ivy said, “with extra pepperoni.”

			“I shall have the potato, sage, and mozzarella,” Linus specified.

			Adam gazed at the menu over his spectacles. “I’ll take the vegetarian lovers,” he noted, “with extra garlic, please. Also, make that an extra-extra-extra-large. Thanks.”

			Once dinner was ordered, the woman disappeared to get their drinks.

			Will didn’t want to waste a moment. “Why have you been helping us?”

			“Because you needed it,” Adam said.

			“How do you know where to find us all the time?” Linus asked.

			“Because Dina Iris and Oracle Jones tell me where to go.”

			“I knew that fox was slippery and conniving, but I’m glad it’s in a good way,” Ivy said. “Why not introduce yourself sooner? We could have used more help along the way, you know.”

			“At first, Dina had me working for Ozzie. I was a double agent, basically. But that was ruined when I helped you the first time. And Oracle Jones knows stuff. She said the three of you couldn’t learn the whole truth—not too soon, anyway.”

			“What whole truth?” Will asked.

			Adam shrugged. “I’m not sure I know. She speaks in riddles.”

			“True. She does do that,” Ivy agreed.

			Adam asked, “What do you know so far?”

			Will answered. “That Ozzie is dangerous. That she’s in love with the dead warlock Simon Crowley and is committed to unburying him and bringing him back to life. And if she does, the whole town is in trouble.”

			“It’s worse than that,” Adam said. “Simon wants nothing less than to end this world.”

			Ivy asked, “Can he do it, though? Is he that powerful?”

			“On his own, no. But that’s why he came to East Emerson.”

			“What’s so different about East Emerson?” Linus asked.

			“That’s just it. There is nothing special about this town. But its location... That’s everything.”

			“Jörmungandr,” Will said. “The Vikings and witches cast spells to keep it asleep. But those same spells make it so that normal people won’t know...”

			“The town curse!” Ivy said.

			“Exactly,” Adam Monster confirmed.

			“That’s why the town is an epicenter for monsters, myths, magic, and mad science,” Linus concluded.

			Adam smiled. “Yes. East Emerson is a haven and a refuge for creatures such as myself. We can live peaceful lives here. We don’t have to be afraid. When people see us, their fear is drained away, so they forget what they’ve seen. And that fear? Well, it’s being absorbed—some might say devoured—by the sleeping serpent beneath the town.”

			“So it’s all connected...” Ivy twisted the magic ring on her middle finger—the one that allowed her to see past the town curse—staring at the golden serpent with a red gem in its mouth.

			Linus pointed at Ivy’s ring. “Eureka! We have been surrounded by clues since the very beginning.”

			Will recalled something. “Remember what Ozzie said to us after we defeated Pamiver? She said she needed our blood and our fear and our souls, that we belonged to East Emerson, and that East Emerson belonged to Simon.”

			Adam’s gray face seemed to become even grayer. “When Simon wakes, he’ll need to feed. Just like a vampire consumes blood, a warlock feasts on souls... Those of an entire town will do. Then, he will eat the still-beating heart of Jörmungandr, allowing him to inherit the serpent’s power and become a god himself, a god that can end the world. That’s why he first came to East Emerson a century ago.”

			“But Oracle Jones stopped him,” Will said. “Oracle and six others.”

			Ivy noticed Adam look down. “You were one of the seven, weren’t you?” she said.

			He nodded. “Oracle called us the Seven Soldiers of Fate. She gathered us together upon Dina Iris’s request.”

			Ivy asked, “How did you stop Simon?”

			“I... I don’t want to talk about it.”

			“We need to know if we have any chance of succeeding in our own campaign against the warlock,” Linus stated.

			“You don’t understand how painful it is. I lost my friends. They were the only family I’d ever known.”

			“We need to know,” Will said.

			Adam shook his head. “Oracle said if I told you, it could result in your deaths.”

			Ivy and Linus shivered. They didn’t want to die. Neither did Will. But he had an idea. He took the mind stone out of his pocket and put it on the table.

			“What if you didn’t tell us?” Will said. “What if we read your mind?”

			Adam’s eyes widened. “She didn’t say anything about that. Will it hurt?”

			“It’ll only hurt me if I hold the stone for too long,” Will said. “What do you say?”

			Adam took a deep breath. “Okay.”

			Will picked up the red stone and squeezed it. He suddenly found himself in Adam’s mind, reliving the old memories. Will began to relay the information to his friends out loud.

			“Over a hundred years ago, a young girl began to have visions of the future. She didn’t know how or why. And each night, a silver fox appeared in her dreams, telling her she needed to gather a specific group of supernatural people from around the world and bring them to East Emerson.

			“This young girl was Oracle Jones. She had just turned sixteen. Both beautiful and kind, she had her whole life ahead of her. But the visions wouldn’t stop until she submitted to the quest.

			“The first place Oracle went was Texas. She rode a horse into the Western frontier, traveling for hundreds of miles until she passed out from exhaustion. When she woke, she found herself in the care of a young Mexican cowboy by the name of Delgado. He was a ranch hand committed to the lives of his horses and cattle. But when local demons came that night to feast on the livestock, Delgado pulled out his six-shooters and revealed himself to be the best gunslinger in the world, with magic bullets that could dispatch any evil sorcery.

			“Delgado agreed to go with Oracle on her quest. Not because he believed in Dina Iris’s mission but because he found himself falling in love with Oracle.

			“Together, the pair set sail for China to find Li Xui—a centuries-old vampire. Then the group of three traveled north to the frozen tundra of Siberia. There, they battled a small army to break into a prison and free a science monk named Number Two. He was the clone of the Serbian inventor-engineer-futurist, Nikola Tesla.

			“The four traveled down the Nile into the desert sands of Egypt to awaken Sekhmet, a solar deity with the head of a lioness. Then the group traversed to Europe, attempting to track down and enlist a man-made monster, resurrected from the dead. Their journey took them from the Swiss Alps, through Berlin, to Paris, and finally to London—where they finally found the monster they were looking for... You,” Will said.

			“Me,” Adam confirmed.

			The mind stone was already burning Will’s hand, but he couldn’t stop now. He needed to know the rest. He continued.

			“The global hunt for her team took Oracle Jones three years to complete. During that time, she practiced her craft, becoming a powerful witch. She and Delgado fell into a deep, true love.

			“Finally, the six of you sailed the Atlantic and made your way to the town of East Emerson. Waiting for you on the shore was Dina Iris herself, shining on a rock in the form of a regal silver fox. She said fate had brought the seven of you together for one great purpose: to save the world from the malicious machinations of Simon Crowley...”

			The stone was burning Will’s hand so much it felt like his skin was on fire. But he wouldn’t stop. Not yet.

			“With Simon’s ship set to arrive at any minute, you waited on the docks, planning to attack before he could set foot on shore. But he learned of your trap. He crashed his boat into the rocks north of town and found the closest entrance to the maze beneath a lighthouse and was already en route to the sleeping serpent god.

			“The seven of you raced into the labyrinth below. The darkness was palpable, and you could taste evil in the air as Jörmungandr’s heartbeat rang through the tunnels.

			“At the center of the labyrinth, you found a large chamber with twelve pillars, centered around a spiral stone staircase that descended into a massive pit where the serpent god slept. Simon had only just beat you there and was halfway down the stairs—”

			Will dropped the stone. It was too hot. He pulled ice from his water glass and let it soothe his throbbing hand. “Wait,” Will asked. “Where was Ozzie? She wasn’t there?”

			“She was not,” Adam said. “Our team had heard rumblings of Simon and Ozzie and their bloody murder spree across all of the Middle East and Europe. Yet someone else had their sights set on Ozzie, and she never made it to the Americas. But I don’t know anything else.”

			“Back to the battle!” Ivy begged.

			“I need a minute,” Will said, holding his hand. There was a deep burn in the center of his palm.

			“Let me finish,” Adam said.

			“If it’s too painful...” Will started, but Adam nodded.

			“If you can be brave, so can I.” Adam cleared his throat, then continued the story.

			“Our team of seven did not hesitate. We attacked Simon. Oracle fired off every spell she knew. Delgado shot his magic bullets. Sekhmet, Li Xui, and I attacked with our full strength, enough to level mountains. Number Two blasted him with an electromagnetic rifle he’d invented. Even Dina transformed into beast after beast, attacking when and where she could. After a long, violent battle, we defeated him in full. He lay there dead before us.

			“We thought we had won. We were fools to think it would be so easy.

			“Simon stood up and laughed, his wounds healing before our eyes. The vampire Li Xui was the first to attack again. In an instant, he defeated her with his magic. And then he was on Number Two, who fell like a rock. He would have killed Oracle had Delgado not stepped in the way, giving his own life to save hers. Three of our friends died in a matter of seconds.

			“Simon would have killed us all, if not for Sekhmet. The rest of us were warriors, thinkers, magicians—but she was a goddess. She used every ability in her arsenal. She struck Simon with her strength, clawed him with her lioness’s talons, and pelted him with rays of shining sun, burning away his own spells against her. Finally, she called upon the earth to shake itself and bury them both. She turned to us only long enough to say, ‘Run.’

			“We did not have enough time to take our friends’ bodies with us. Oracle refused to flee, not wanting to leave Delgado behind, alone in the dark. So I picked her up and ran, unable to find Dina in the chaos.

			“The center of the labyrinth collapsed behind us, burying and killing both Sekhmet and Simon. When I returned to the surface world with Oracle Jones, I breathed in the blue sky and thanked the fates that we had saved the world. Oracle cared nothing for the victory, having lost the love of her life.

			“It took four days for Dina Iris to return. She had to transform from snake to flea to ant to worm to mole until she found her way out. She confirmed that our friends were gone. They had been sacrificed to defeat the living evil that was Simon. Yet it was no less heartbreaking for us. In our journeys, we had become like family. And now our family was more than half-gone.”

			Adam looked at his hands. A long moment of silence lingered in the air after he stopped speaking.

			Will, Ivy, and Linus didn’t know what to say. Instead, they sat quietly, paying their respects to those that had come before and given their lives to save East Emerson, and perhaps the world.

			Of course, Dear Reader, this was the exact moment the waitress returned with the pizzas. As it often does, the food arrived at the worst possible moment—and yet, it was perhaps the best remedy for a sad story. The friends inhaled the wonderful aromas from the warm cheese and crusted bread. As the four ate, they felt some life and joy return to them.

			“Why have you and Oracle remained in East Emerson?” Linus asked.

			“I can’t speak for her. But for me, I think I always felt guilty for surviving. Or maybe I wanted to make certain the job stayed done. It has been over a century of quiet, but I vowed to be here if Simon came back. Then last year, Dina Iris told us we were needed again—Ozzie had just arrived in town, beginning her machinations to bring Simon back.”

			“Why is she so desperate to resurrect him?” Linus asked.

			Adam shrugged. “She is in love. And love can make any person—or monster—do foolish things.”

			“Such as risking the world to bring back your evil boyfriend?”

			Adam nodded. “Well said, Ivy.”

			“We have to stop Ozzie from unburying Simon,” Will noted.

			“More than just that,” Linus said. “If she disturbs the Viking spells that keep Jörmungandr asleep—”

			“—she might accidentally unleash the serpent god on the world,” Ivy finished.

			“So we have two potential apocalypse scenarios to prevent?” Linus asked, the blood draining from his face.

			“The first step is to stop Ozzie,” Ivy said, “and her minions too.”

			“The Thirteen,” Will said.

			Adam nodded. “Last year, after Ozzie discovered that Simon was buried beneath East Emerson, she sought out twelve disciples to form her Thirteen—twelve evil souls to help her. I was among them, since she had no knowledge of my past involvement. You see, she’s not as powerful as she once was. She needs aid. And that’s her weakness. Those who work for her are mortals. Most of them, anyways. They can be stopped.”

			“As we discovered with Pamiver and Ewflower,” Linus noted.

			“Dr. Daednu is the weak link,” Ivy said. “Got it.”

			“Anything else?” Will asked.

			“That’s all I know. Dina Iris and Oracle only share so much with me. But please understand, the three of us have been working together to help you, mostly behind the scenes.”

			Adam pulled a pen and paper from his pocket and wrote:

			Zh hllm zh Lizxov

			ulivhzd gsv tlowvm kbiznrw xrksvih,

			hsv fhvw gsvn gl hvmw blf nvhhztvh.

			“I know you’ve felt like you’ve been on your own. And in many ways you have. Oracle has visions of infinite future possibilities, but the one thing that has always been constant is that it has to be the three of you to lead the charge against Ozzie.”

			“Why us?” Ivy asked.

			“Why not you?” Adam retorted. “You are three intelligent, courageous, and independent youths. Who better to save the future than the adults of tomorrow? Anyone can see you’re each destined for greatness.”

			“Tell that to the bullies at school,” Will muttered.

			“People mock what they fear, and they fear what they don’t understand. Do not hate the people who are cruel to you. Offer a bridge so that they can try to understand you.”

			Will wondered if Digby would ever leave him alone but then shook his head. He had bigger things to consider at the moment.

			“But...why did it have to be us? I mean, I’m glad we’ve helped, but these are our lives. My mom is struggling to pay rent, and instead of finding a way to help her, I’ve been distracted by all of...this. I don’t want to sound selfish, but how can we live normal lives and save the world?”

			Adam shrugged. “You’re asking the wrong monster. The beginning of my life was awful. Then I found out that all the wretched things that happened to me made me a far, far stronger person, one who could use his strength to fight against the evils in this realm, and the next. And that’s what I’ve done. Sacrifices must be made for the greater good. And sometimes we don’t get to choose how and when we help. Sometimes fate chooses for us.”

			Will cringed. Once again, he felt powerless. As if the whole world was making his choices for him.

			“I don’t like thinking like that,” Will said. “That I have no choice in life.”

			“Make no mistake: you always have a choice,” Adam said. “But the choice is limited. You can either help or be part of the problem. And that is solely up to you.”

		
	
		
			Chapter 8

			the girl behind the glass

			Will stared at his test. It was the final exam of the final class of the final day of his semester before winter break. He was only sure of his answers on about half the questions. The rest were guesses. “Hrmph,” he muttered under his breath. He felt the mind stone in his jeans pocket. He could use it to read the mind of the teacher and get the answer, couldn’t he?!

			He began to squeeze the stone...then stopped. He quickly put it back in his pocket.

			If he was so good, like Ozzie had said, why would he have even considered it?

			Dina Iris had given it to him to use in saving the town. Not to pass a test he should have studied for. Maybe he wasn’t so good after all. Maybe he couldn’t save the town.

			He sighed. He thought to himself, Look on the bright side. If the world ends, my grades won’t matter. On his test sheet, he drew a monster with a smiley face.

			RINNNNNGGGGGGGGG!

			The school bell signaled that vacation had officially begun. Students all over the school cheered. Will handed his exam to the teacher and said, “Go easy on me.”

			“Failed the test, huh?” Digby Bronson asked, following Will into the hallway. “Why does that not surprise me?”

			“Leave me alone,” Will said.

			Digby shoved Will. As he crashed onto the hallway floor, Will’s old backpack ripped open, and all of his books scattered out. Digby pointed and started laughing. Will felt rage rush through him as everyone in the hallway stared at him. He scrambled to his feet and launched himself at Digby, knocking the bully to the floor and climbing on top of him.

			Will raised his fist.

			It would be so easy to hit him.

			But something stayed his hand, something he hadn’t expected—Ozzie’s words.

			He recalled what she’d said at the museum—that he had the potential for great good, but that he had anger in him too. Will didn’t want that to be true, but he knew it was. He thought of his mom working late nights, always trying to pay the bills and take care of Will on her own. She was so strong. He needed to be strong too. He needed to do better. To be better.

			He looked down, and Digby had his hands up, scared. “Please don’t hit me,” he whined. Will had never seen him like that before. And he had been so bothered by Digby that he’d never stopped to realize that Digby honestly wasn’t that scary—not when he was already dealing with much worse.

			Will lowered his fist and uncurled his fingers. “I’m not scared of you, Digby. Not anymore. On my list of worries right now, you don’t even rank.”

			Will stood and walked away. He let out a deep sigh of relief. When he looked up, Ivy and Linus were waiting at his locker.

			“Nicely done,” Ivy said as she slow-clapped. “You showed him.”

			“Yeah, well, I meant what I said,” Will said. “Instead of worrying about what Digby thinks of me, I should be trying to figure out a way to stop Ozzie or help my mom. I’m thinking I should sell my video games to make some easy cash. If there’s a game shop in town—”

			Ivy shook her head. “There’s not.”

			“Well, maybe I can sell them online—”

			“You won’t get what they’re worth,” Ivy said. “If you’re lucky, you’ll get a few bucks for each one.”

			“That’s it?” Will said, deflated. “I guess, maybe, I could sell my whole gaming system. And my comic book collection. And my bike. If I got even a few hundred bucks, that might help Mom with the bills this month...”

			“Will, stop,” Ivy said, placing her hand on his shoulder. “Let’s tackle one thing at a time. Right now, we need to stop Ozzie, or overdue bills will be the least of your problems.”

			“Affirmative,” Linus answered. “Bills are likely not to exist in the post–Simon apocalypse.”

			“So what do we do?” Will asked.

			“Well, we can’t defeat Ozzie single-handedly,” Ivy considered. “So we go after her weakest link: Dr. Daednu.”

			“An excellent suggestion. After all, we took down Pamiver and Ewflower. And Daednu is neither a vampire nor a werewolf.” Linus rubbed his chin, thinking. “We have always seen Daednu with that accursed Book of the Dead, correct? Perhaps if we separate the two...”

			“Right!” Ivy interrupted. “We take the book from him and he can’t control the undead. Then his army of worker zombies can’t unbury Simon, and Ozzie will be done.”

			“A magnificent stratagem,” Linus commented.

			“So how do we find Daednu so we can steal his book?” Will asked.

			“Two steps ahead of you,” Ivy said. She retrieved her phone from her pocket and showed her friends what she’d found. “Thank the internet gods for search engines. I found Daednu. Archaeology professor, four doctorates in dead languages, divorced, and lives on Wilting Manor Road. You two up for a B and E?”

			“Bacon and eggs?” Linus asked. “I suppose I could eat.”

			“No, doofus. Breaking and entering. As in burglary,” Ivy explained.

			Linus turned bright red. “Do you have to make it sound so criminal?”

			“Yes,” Ivy said. “It’s more fun that way.”

			Dear Reader, you’ll notice that once again our heroes are going to try to steal a book from a wicked adult. Please do not try this in your real life. Forcing your way into someone’s home without an invitation is an invitation to be punished. Especially if you are breaking into a home in order to steal something that does not belong to you. It is wrong. Very, very wrong. And it hurts the person you’re stealing from. I know from personal experience. Once I had my heart stolen and torn into a hundred pieces. It did not feel good.

			That said, if you’re stealing in order to save the world, you get a pass.

			

			Our three heroes approached a gray three-story Victorian home at the end of a cul-de-sac. Everything in the yard was dead or overgrown. The windows all had their curtains drawn, and there was no sign of any lights on inside.

			Ivy nodded to the mailbox. It was labeled with the name Daednu. “This is the place.”

			“No sign of life,” Linus said. “But that does not equate to Daednu’s absence. He might be sleeping.”

			“He’s probably underground doing Ozzie’s bidding,” Will suggested. “You saw the cave-in. Even with an army of undead working 24/7, it’ll take some time to unbury that mess.”

			“Then he would have the book on his person,” Linus noted, “making this expedition a total failure before we’ve begun.”

			“Not necessarily,” Ivy said. “We go inside and investigate. Maybe there will be another Book of the Dead with a counterspell. Or maybe something else important. Maybe some way to stop him.”

			“And if he comes home while we’re inside?” Linus asked. “Recall how not well it went when Coach Ewflower caught us.”

			“First, Daednu’s no werewolf. He’s an old man. Second, it’s three against one. If he comes home, we’ll push him down and steal his book. Easy-peasy.”

			“Nothing is ever that easy,” Linus sneered.

			“Then, the universe owes us one,” Ivy said. She checked to make sure no neighbors were watching, then hopped onto the front patio. She looked everywhere for a hidden spare key but found nothing. She returned to the hiding place with Will and Linus. “Follow me around back.”

			“Why? What are you going to—” Before Linus could finish, Ivy began to push up on every window she passed. On her fourth try, one of the windows opened.

			“Ta-da!” she said with a smile.

			“We are going to prison when we get caught,” Linus said.

			“If we get caught,” his sister said.

			Ivy crawled inside first. Will followed. Then they hoisted Linus and his backpack up. Once inside, Will said, “Flashlights?”

			“No way,” Ivy said. “If the neighbors see flashlights, they’ll call the cops. We need something more subtle.”

			“Glow sticks?” Linus asked. His sister nodded.

			Linus retrieved three green sticks from his backpack. They cracked each one and shook them. In a few seconds, the dark room was lit gently by the emerald glow.

			Our friends found themselves inside a large living room with the floors and walls paneled in wood, and the ceiling covered in aluminum tiles. Everything was colored in black or gray. Only a few pieces of sparse furniture were scattered throughout: a leather couch, a mahogany coffee table, bookshelves full of row after row of skulls that appeared partially human and partially something else. The atmosphere inside felt somehow colder than the winter air. The three heroes shivered, rubbing their arms to warm up.

			They tiptoed from one room to the next. The kitchen was as dark and quiet as the dining room. The closets were orderly but mostly empty. The next room was a study. The central desk was piled with notes and papers, scattered to overflowing with books, some full of time lines, others containing translations. Linus studied the books while Will investigated the papers.

			“Some of these are Daednu’s notes on using the Book of the Dead,” Will said, handing them to Linus. “But this one is written in code. I’d bet anything it’s from Ozzie.”

			
				[image: Coded message made up of various symbols]
			
			
			Will retrieved the two golden pyramid ciphers from his own pocket. He turned them over and over in his fingers, trying to solve the code, but with no luck.

			“I bet it’s a new code from the golden pyramid that Daednu has,” Will whispered. “We’ll have to get our hands on it.”

			“Later,” Linus said, examining a wall of framed diplomas. “Right now, we must concentrate our efforts on learning what we can about Daednu since we are in his home. For instance, it seems our villain is an expert in the field of ancient mysticism. He has doctoral degrees in archaeology, philosophy, comparative religion, and more, all from the most esteemed of institutions.”

			Linus moved over to a bookshelf. “He’s published over a dozen pieces on Chinese medicine, medieval alchemy, Jewish mysticism, the green magics of Wicca, and even the Egyptian Book of the Dead. He must be brilliant. I hope one day to be as well regarded—”

			“I don’t know if he is all that well regarded after all,” Will said. He pulled out a newspaper clipping from one of the books. It was an article with the headline Doctor Daednu Laughed Out of Academia for Crackpot Theories. “Looks like he was ousted for suggesting magic exists.”

			They continued to look through the papers and books in silence. “Check this out,” Will said, pointing to a framed family photo. It showed a much younger Daednu, along with a wife and a child. A young girl. “He has a family.”

			“Speaking of family, why is my sister not helping—” Linus froze as he looked around the room.

			Ivy was nowhere in sight.

			Will and Linus rushed into the hallway. They whispered as loud as they dared, “Ivy! Where are you?!”

			There was no answer.

			They searched the first floor but found no sign of their friend. Will took a fire iron from the fireplace as a weapon. Linus took a long umbrella from the hallway closet. They both held them over their shoulders, ready to swing.

			Will pointed to the staircase in the center of the foyer. He went upstairs first, Linus close behind him. At the top, they turned down another dark hallway lit only by their glow sticks. The first room was a library with twenty-foot ceilings. Row after row of ancient tomes lined the walls. A rolling ladder leaned against a second level of leather-bound encyclopedias in various languages. Linus’s eyes lit up.

			Will shook his head. “We have to find your sister.”

			“But look at all the beautiful books! Surely Ivy won’t mind a small delay. Perhaps we might wait here, and she will come to us?”

			Will grabbed Linus and dragged him away from the books, pulling him farther into the house. The main bedroom was as sullen and drab as the living room downstairs. The four-poster bed was centered in the room, turned away from the windows and pointed toward a large painted family portrait. A man, a woman, and a young girl gazed out at the room solemnly. Their clothes seemed dated, as though the outfits were decades out of style. The young girl seemed familiar...

			Linus suddenly grabbed Will’s sleeve. A shadow darted past the bathroom door. The two stepped forward slowly, holding up their glow sticks and weapons. Linus whispered, “Ivy?”

			No answer.

			Will and Linus stepped into the bathroom cautiously. They checked the dark space for any sign of their friend. Nothing. There was no place to hide either, except behind the circular shower curtain in the claw-foot porcelain tub. Will and Linus stepped forward together. Linus mouthed the words On the count of three...two...one...

			They pulled the split curtain apart.

			“GOT YOU!!!” Ivy screamed.

			Will and Linus both howled with fright.

			Will grabbed his chest. “You almost...gave me...a heart attack.”

			Linus pushed Ivy forcefully enough that she fell backward into the tub. She was laughing so hard, tears streamed down her cheeks. “Your faces!” she cackled, imitating their scared expressions. “I am the queen of prank! That was so good!”

			“You are the queen of jerk!” her brother shouted.

			“Shhh!” Will hissed. “Did you two forget we’re in enemy territory?!”

			“Hello?” someone called. It sounded like a young girl.

			Ivy, Will, and Linus all looked at each other with wide eyes.

			“Is someone there?” the meek voice called out.

			Ivy ran out of the room, following the girl’s voice. “Yeah, we’re here. Where are you?”

			“Upstairs, in the attic.”

			Linus pinched his sister, hissing, “What are you thinking, following some random mysterious voice in a stranger’s house?!”

			“I’m thinking whoever it is heard you and Will squawk like babies, and we might as well see who it is,” Ivy snapped. “Plus, Daednu is a dude, and the voice obviously belongs to a girl. She might need help!”

			“That...is a fair assessment,” Linus admitted.

			At the end of the hall was a locked door. Ivy peered through the keyhole and could just barely make out another set of stairs. She pulled her lucky lock picks out of her pocket. But before she could use them, Linus grabbed the fire iron from Will’s hand. Wedging it between the door and frame, he slammed his weight against it. The lock shattered, and the door opened wide.

			“Whoa!” Will growled. “Wasn’t that overkill?”

			Linus shrugged. “It was quicker.”

			A grin crossed Ivy’s face. “Ladies and gentlemen, can I get a round of applause? My baby brother is becoming more like me every day!”

			“I shudder to think,” Linus said.

			Ivy led the way as our three heroes climbed the stairs to the attic. Unlike the rest of the colorless house, this room was adorned in pink wallpaper and decorated with lace and toys and lavish tea sets. One dollhouse was an exact replica of the house they stood in, from the same furniture to the same tiles on the bathroom floors, only smaller. A tall metal coatrack held a pink winter coat, a ballerina dress, and a silk scarf covered in brilliant butterflies and flower petals. In one corner of the room stood a Christmas tree, decorated with silver stars and glass ornaments, topped with a lovely white angel. Yet Ivy, Will, and Linus barely noticed any of that...

			...because at the center of the room was a massive glass bell-shaped jar. And inside was a ghostly blue light, swirling to and fro, in the shape of a girl around their age.

			“Who are you?” the ghost girl inquired.

			“Who—what are you?!” Ivy asked back.

			“This is my home,” the girl said. “You tell me first.”

			“I’m Ivy. This is my brother, Linus, and our friend Will.”

			In the jar, the ghost moved about, no thicker than illuminated smoke. But as she pressed herself to the glass, her form started to become more solid, and her features more clear. “I know you,” she said. “From the other side of the mirror.”

			Will recognized her first. “Bloody Mina?”

			“My name is Mina, but I’m hardly bloody, am I?”

			“Uncanny,” Linus whispered.

			“What are you doing here?!” Daednu shouted from behind them. Will, Ivy, and Linus turned to see him, his face twisted with maniacal fury. “Get out! Get out of this room!”

			Ivy stepped forward, her fingers clenching into fists. “What did you do to Mina?! Did you hurt this poor girl?! Was she some kind of sacrifice?!” Linus had never seen his sister so furious. “It’s one thing to raise the dead and work for Ozzie. It’s another to hurt innocent children, you monster!”

			Ivy snatched the fire iron from her brother. She wielded it like a baseball bat, readying herself to swing it at the glass jar.

			“Stop! Please don’t!” Daednu fell to his knees, raising his hands in surrender. His eyes welled with grief and fear.

			Surprised by his reaction, Ivy hesitated. “Why not? Give me one good reason not to set Mina free this instant!” she yelled.

			“Because...” Daednu cried, tears streaming down his face “...she’s my daughter!”

			

			The professor sat in a small pink chair in the middle of the attic. He faced Ivy, Will, Linus, and his ghostly daughter, Mina, who peered through the glass jar. “Where should I start?” Dr. Daednu asked.

			“At the beginning,” Ivy demanded.

			“My parents died when I was very young,” he began, “and I become fascinated with death—”

			“Not that far back,” Ivy said, still wielding the fire iron like a weapon. “Fast-forward to the good stuff.”

			“I was married. We had a child, Mina. But she was sick and dying. And despite all my degrees, there was nothing I could do to help her—not while she was alive, anyways. I wasn’t able to save her body in time, but I used my knowledge of the arcane to catch her soul before she was swept away into the afterlife.

			“I placed her here, behind this mystical glass cloche, to keep her safe—until I knew more, until I could bring her back and give her the life she never had a chance to live.”

			“This isn’t living,” Mina said. “I’m a prisoner. You cursed me to be trapped in glass and mirrors.”

			“A curse that keeps you tied to this plane of existence.” Daednu bent to his knee, placing his hands on the glass. “Look around you, Mina. I have given you every toy and luxury a child could want.”

			“But I can’t even touch them,” she said, slamming her ghostly hands against her cage. “I want to be free.”

			“This is only temporary, Mina. If I help Oestre, she’ll help us.”

			“By giving you the soul keys,” Ivy said.

			Daednu nodded. “The witch Oestre has two of them. The first for Simon. Once I bring him back to life, she’ll give me the other and I can finally fix my daughter.”

			“You can’t fix me, Father,” Mina said. “I’m dead. You’ve kept me locked in here for almost four decades. It’s time to let me go.”

			“I can’t,” Daednu cried. “You’re all I have left. Let me do this. Let me give you life again.”

			“You do realize that by aiding and abetting Ozzie, you are dooming all of East Emerson. Perhaps even the world,” Linus challenged Daednu.

			“It’s worth it to have my daughter back.”

			Will delicately asked, “What kind of world would she live in, then?”

			“Ozzie promised the Thirteen that our loved ones would be spared, that we’d be protected from Simon’s end of days,” Daednu said. “Not only would we survive, but we’d be granted immortality—”

			“But I don’t want that,” Mina said. “Just let me go. Please.”

			“Do what she says,” Ivy snapped, “or I’ll do it for you.”

			“Hold on, Ivy,” Will said. “Dr. Daednu, if we help you, will you help us? If you could just stop the zombies from digging up Simon, you and Mina could leave town—”

			“I can’t,” the professor said. “Not until I have the soul key for Mina. Ozzie won’t give it to me unless Simon is in her arms. Until I have the means to save my own child, I’m afraid I work exclusively for the witch.”

			“How do you know she isn’t lying to you?” Will asked. “Have you seen the keys?”

			Daednu shook his head. “No, but—”

			“She’s going to double-cross you,” Ivy snapped. “Ozzie has already killed two of the Thirteen. Did you know that? We saw it ourselves.”

			Daednu shook his head. “They stepped out of line. I won’t do that.”

			“You are condemning this town and all those living here,” Linus said pointedly. “You will not be able to live with yourself.”

			“No, but at least my daughter will be alive,” the man said.

			Will, Ivy, and Linus exchanged glances. They were all thinking the same thing: How could they take the Book of the Dead if it condemned Mina’s life? What was more important—the life of one, or the lives of many?

			But they didn’t have time to decide before Dr. Daednu reached into his tweed jacket. He pulled out a pistol.

			Will, Ivy, and Linus stepped back. With all that they had seen in East Emerson—from witches to griffins to slime blobs to invisible men—they had somehow never expected a gun to be pointed at them. It was so simple, such a small weapon, yet so dangerous. So deadly.

			“You don’t want to do that,” Will said. “Please. We’re just kids.”

			“I’m sorry. I have no choice. Mina is the most important thing to me in the entire world. I can’t let you three get in the way. I can’t let anything get in my way. I must do as Ozzie commands.”

			“Father, stop it!” Mina shouted.

			“I have to do this, Mina. So you and I can be together again. Ozzie wants the cave-in fully excavated a few days from now—by the winter solstice. Once I put Simon’s soul back in his body with the first soul key, I’ll do the same for you with the second. All I have to do is eliminate these three.”

			Dr. Daednu raised his gun, aiming it at Will first.

			Will gulped. He blinked. Once. Twice. Hoping this was a bad dream. It wasn’t. This was all too real. Out of the corner of his eyes, Will saw Ivy and Linus standing frozen in fear.

			Will had to do something...

			“I know what it’s like,” Will said, “to feel powerless. But you’re not. You don’t have to do this.”

			The professor hesitated.

			“I know it feels like Ozzie is in control. Of all of us. But we can stop her. We can save the town. We can stop Simon.”

			“I can’t,” Daednu whispered, “I can’t help you.”

			“Then, don’t help us,” Will said, trying to keep his voice calm. “But don’t stop us either. Let us do what you can’t. Let us stop Ozzie.”

			Daednu looked at the glass jar, at Mina.

			“If Ozzie wins, you get the soul key. If we win, we’ll give you Ozzie’s soul key,” Will said. “It’s a win-win situation. But if you pull that trigger...”

			Daednu’s hands began to shake.

			Will’s voice was shaking too now. “If you pull that trigger, you’ll have blood on your hands. And even if you get Mina back...you’ll never stop hating yourself. You’ll never forgive yourself. Please...”

			Slowly, Daednu lowered the gun. He crumpled to his knees. “Go,” he whispered to Ivy, Will, and Linus, “go, before I change my mind.”

			The three heroes ran out of the attic. Only Will hesitated at the stairs. He turned back to make eye contact with Mina.

			People thought Mina was a monster in a mirror. But really, she was just a lost soul, trapped in glass. She only lashed out because she was hurting. It occurred to Will that maybe Digby Bronson was doing the same thing. And maybe they both needed to be set free.

			“Daednu,” Will said, “whatever happens, I’ll find a way to help Mina too.”

			Then Will ran out of the house to rejoin his friends.

			

		
	
		
			Chapter 9

			the calm before the storm

			“Well, that was an epic fail,” Ivy said as the three friends walked along their street. Although they had learned the truth behind Bloody Mina and why Daednu needed the soul key, they were no closer to stopping Ozzie’s plans. “What do we do now?”

			“I honestly don’t know,” Will said.

			“I am mortified to admit I have exactly zero new ideas myself,” Linus added.

			The three friends kept their eyes on the road for a long time. Finally Will said, “Maybe we can still get Dr. Daednu to change sides. I know he’s bad, but he’s not completely bad. Everything he’s doing is to help his daughter. I mean, wouldn’t any of us do some pretty wild stuff to help our families—or each other?”

			“Will, I think you’re projecting,” Ivy said. “You’re thinking about your mom. But you wouldn’t help Ozzie to help your mom, would you?”

			Will considered. “I... I wouldn’t like to think so, but if it were a life or death situation...”

			“Well, it’s not,” Ivy said. “I don’t mean to be harsh, but if we don’t stop Daednu, then how are we going to stop Ozzie without—”

			Ivy couldn’t finish her sentence.

			All three of them were thinking the same thing, but none of them wanted to say it out loud: How do we stop Ozzie without dying ourselves?

			Will, Ivy, and Linus stopped on the front steps of the Crosses’ porch.

			“Ozzie ordered Daednu to be finished by winter solstice,” Linus said in review, “which gives us less than forty-eight hours to discover a solution.”

			Will felt helpless and hopeless. Why didn’t he have money to help Mom? Or the means to save his friends and the town they called home? A large shadow of fear and misery rose up inside him, blooming like a weed, eating him from within. It felt like everything was happening to him and he was powerless to stop it.

			Though the feelings tried to gnaw at him, Will pushed them back. He couldn’t let himself fall into despair.

			“Here’s what we do,” he said. “We spend these last twenty-four hours with our families. We live this day like it will be our last. Then tomorrow night, at sunset, we track down Dina, Oracle, and Adam and ask them to help. No, not ask, insist. Then we take the fight to the labyrinth and do whatever we have to in order to stop Ozzie from getting to Simon.”

			Ivy nodded. “Sounds like a plan.”

			“Is there nothing else we can do?” Linus asked.

			“If you think of something—anything—let me know. Otherwise, this is our plan.”

			The three friends locked themselves into a big three-way hug. When they were done, Ivy and Linus strolled slowly into their house and closed the door. As Will walked across the street, alone, he wondered if they would come out of this alive.

			

			Like most people, Will enjoyed sleeping in. However, this morning he couldn’t. He woke in a panic before the sun came up. Rather than lying there and letting his thoughts spiral, he tiptoed quietly downstairs into the kitchen. Fitz followed, his nails quietly click-clacking against the floor, until he found a space under the table and immediately went back to sleep.

			Will opened the fridge. He took out eggs, bacon, and fruit. He cut up melon and strawberries and put them in two bowls. Then he laid strips of bacon in a heated pan until they popped and sizzled. He threw some bread in the toaster and buttered them generously once they were a perfect golden brown. He tossed some eggs into another pan and stirred them until they were soft-scrambled. Finally, he poured two cups of orange juice over ice.

			When the breakfast was prepared, he set everything on a tray and carried it upstairs to his mother’s room. He knocked gently on her open door, then nudged his way through. Mom sat up. “Will, what is this?”

			“I made you breakfast.”

			Mom’s eyes lit up with joy. “What’s the special occasion?”

			Will’s eyes started to well up, though he didn’t let himself cry. How could he possibly tell her everything that was on his mind? That he knew about the past-due bills and her financial worries. That he’d met a father who would do anything for his daughter, the same way his own mother would do anything for him. That the whole world might end in a few days if he and his friends couldn’t stop it.

			His mom was burdened with enough. So instead, Will pushed down his worries and forced a feeble smile. “I just wanted you to know how much I appreciate you,” Will said. “I know you’ve been working extra hard, double shifts and everything. I wanted to say thank-you.”

			“Will, that’s so thoughtful. Come here.” His mom pulled him into a bear hug and held him tight. She kissed his forehead. If only that made him feel better.

			“If there’s anything I can ever do, you’ll tell me, right?” Will asked.

			“You just keep doing what you’re doing,” she said.

			“Making barely passing grades, staying out of trouble, and saving the world?” he said. “Consider it done.”

			Mom laughed. “I love your sense of humor, Will.”

			“I’m serious about helping, Mom,” he said. Then, before he could stop himself, as if he needed to say it, not for his sake, but for his mom’s, he added, “I know... I know you’ve been having problems with the bills—”

			Mom’s smile dropped away. “Will—”

			“Let me finish,” he said. “I know you’ve been hiding it and don’t want me to worry, but I do worry. When we moved here, you said, ‘We’re in this together.’ So we need to be able to share things, especially the heavy, scary things—like money problems. Look, I know Christmas is next week, but I don’t need anything, okay? I have a roof over my head, and I have Fitz, and I have you. I don’t even want anything. For real. So don’t worry about me.”

			Mom’s eyes filled with tears.

			“Don’t cry, Mom. Please? East Emerson is our fresh start, remember? We’re going to make it work. So don’t be sad. Or try not to be. ’Cause I don’t want you to be sad anymore.”

			“I’m not sad,” Mom said. “I’m just so proud of you and the young man you’ve become. You’re the best thing to ever happen to me.”

			“I feel the same way about you. Now eat up. I have a fun day planned for the two of us.”

			

			“You are preparing them incorrectly,” Linus groaned.

			“Like you know how to make pancakes,” Ivy moaned.

			“I know how to read and follow instructions,” Linus said, tossing the box at his sister. “It says, Do NOT over-stir the batter.”

			Ivy reached her hand into the wet pancake mix, scooped out a fistful, and threw it at her brother. The slop slapped him in the face, coating his glasses.

			“Do you know what sororicide is?” Linus asked calmly.

			“Some kind of skin infection?” Ivy asked.

			“It is the murder of one’s own sister!” Linus chased after her, pelting her with the blueberries and chocolate chips meant for the pancakes.

			Ivy ducked, shrieking, “ouYay illway evernay atchcay emay, inusLay!”

			“Iway egbay otay ifferday,” Linus hollered back. “Andway enwhay Iway atchcay ouyay, ouyay allshay egbay orfay ercymay!”

			In slippers and a robe, Mr. Cross appeared in the kitchen entryway. Behind him was his husband, the other Mr. Cross (Mr. Cross-Fayed) in his pajamas. He yawned. They watched as their children ran around the kitchen throwing things (mostly food) at one another. “Oh look, dear, our lovely youngsters made us breakfast. No, wait, that’s not breakfast—that’s a mess.”

			“Isn’t that sweet? I hope they plan on cleaning it up.”

			“Oh, uh...hi, Dad. Hi, Baba,” Ivy said, putting her sweetest smile on. “We were going to make you pancakes, but Linus here started throwing things. I had to defend myself.” Ivy threw another handful of batter at her brother. He ducked. The batter slapped against the wallpaper.

			“It was not me! Dad, Baba, you know I would never—”

			“Usually, I would say it’s the thought that counts,” said Mr. Cross-Fayed, “but in this instance, I’m not so sure.”

			“It counts,” his husband said. He reached into the pancake batter himself and scooped out a handful. He threw it at his partner, hitting Baba square in the face. “See? We all love each other around here.”

			Baba winked at Linus. “You’re on my team. Think we can take them?”

			“Absolutely,” Linus said with a mischievous grin.

			The family of four started chasing each other around the kitchen throwing pancake mix and fruit and butter, and even a bit of syrup. It would be a sticky situation to clean up later, but for now there was only pure laughter and joy.

			Will spent the morning watching romantic comedies with his mom. They cuddled on the couch, with Fitz lying at their feet. When Mom finally left for work, Will was overcome with nervous energy, so he cleaned the house from top to bottom. Usually, Will hated chores. Today, though, he needed to stay busy. After the house was spotless, he took Fitz outside to play fetch.

			After they were both exhausted, Will gave Fitz a hot bath, toweled him off, and combed him. Then he returned to the couch and rubbed Fitz’s belly, even after the dog had long since fallen asleep. Dear Reader, you might think this was no big deal, but it was a very big deal to Fitz. You see, dogs love the companionship of their human friends. And something as simple as cleaning them, playing with them, and of course, petting them, makes them infinitely happier than they would be on their own. Dogs are very much smarter than humans in that way, because they understand that acts of love are the most important things in the world.

			After spending time with his family, Linus retired to his room. He wasn’t used to being active or social for such a long period. Now it was time to do what he loved most: reading any one of the several books lying about his bedroom. Darwin’s On the Origin of Species, Sagan’s Cosmos, and Hawking’s A Brief History of Time lay bookmarked on his desk. And a half-dozen schoolbooks were scattered on his bed.

			Linus took all of these books and organized them alphabetically, hoping it would help him decide which to read. None of them called out. He rearranged them chronologically, by the dates in which they were first published. That didn’t seem to help either. He reorganized his books multiple times before it finally dawned on him what his issue might be. It was so obvious, but it was such an alien thought that it had never occurred to him before: Linus did not feel like reading.

			He wondered what Will or Ivy might do in this situation. Will would read comic books or play video games. Ivy would watch sports or try to prank someone (probably Linus). But neither of them would study. Linus realized he didn’t want to study either—not if this was his last day on earth.

			Instead, he wandered downstairs to where his two fathers and Ivy sat playing a board game. He asked, “Any chance you have room for one more?”

			Pleasantly surprised, both fathers nodded. Ivy patted the seat next to her. “Duh. We always have room for you.”

			

			Dear Reader, you might be wondering why I am writing about such mundane happenings in the Hunter and Cross households. Because I think these moments of joy and happiness are necessary. Plus, I thought you might enjoy a peaceful break from fighting monsters and villains and ancient evils before I thrust you into the following chapters, for they are quite intense and dire.

			You see, life often has ups and downs. And it’s necessary to remember—even at our lowest points—to take a moment to enjoy life. To focus on happiness, on laughter, on your loved ones. For these are the things we fight for. These are the reasons we must sometimes go to war against terrifying and potentially unstoppable evils.

			And so yes, I am sharing some of our heroes’ intimate moments with you. You might think they are boring, and that they seem not to matter, but they do. Because sometimes it’s nice to tell the people you love that you love them.

			So perhaps, if you have loved ones, you would like to go tell them you love them. Perhaps give them a hug or a kiss? Or you could write a card, or an email, or a text message (if you are so inclined)? You could even call them and actually talk on the phone like they did in the “olden days.” However you want, let them know how much they mean to you.

			You know...

			...just in case.

			Just in case what? you ask.

			Well, what if our heroes fail? What if this story has a terrible ending and Ozzie does succeed and Simon is unburied and brought back to life? And then Simon wakes the serpent and destroys the world?

			Oh, I see. You think that this does not affect you.

			You are wrong.

			So very, very wrong.

			Apparently, you did not believe me when I told you that the stories of East Emerson were true stories. But they are, very true stories. And they are happening right now.

			So if you need to tell someone you love them?

			Now is the time to do it...

		
	
		
			Chapter 10

			asking for help

			That evening, Will joined Ivy in Linus’s bedroom. Together, the three friends wrote a letter on the computer. This is what it said:

			To Whom It May Concern,

			Dr. Daednu and his undead army are very close to unburying Simon’s body. Ozzie demanded it be done by winter solstice, which is tomorrow. If they succeed, Simon will return, he will reawaken Jörmungandr, and it could mean the end of East Emerson—and maybe the entire earth. They have to be stopped...

			But we cannot do it alone. Our parents and the police and the firefighters and our teachers are all under the town curse. So we’re turning to you. We need your help.

			We know that you are afraid of Ozzie. So are we. We also know that facing her means you might get hurt, or worse. But what other choice is there? It’s either us or the world.

			Will you help us?

			If so, meet us tomorrow morning at sunrise. We will be at the East Emerson central cemetery. The main mausoleum has a secret passage down to the labyrinth below.

			If we don’t see you, wish us luck. We’ll need it.

			Best,

			Ivy, Linus, and Will

			Dv xzmmlg wl rg drgslfg blf.

			“What do you think?” Will asked.

			“I think it’d be a lot easier if our allies had cell phones,” Ivy said. “Then we could just text them.”

			“As always, Ivy, you are the queen of stating the obvious,” Linus said. “But as it stands, the witch, the monster, and the shape-shifting spirit do not use technology.”

			“And Ms. Delphyne?”

			“The librarian has a landline, but she unplugs it during the evening so she can read uninterrupted. A woman after my own heart.”

			Ivy rolled her eyes at her brother. Linus rolled his eyes back. Will decided the letter got their message across. He printed four copies, then they folded them in three and put them into envelopes. “Okay, the plan is simple. Ivy, you go to Oracle. Linus, to Ms. Delphyne. And I’ll figure out how to track down Adam and Dina. When you find them, read them the letter. Then give them the biggest, saddest puppy-dog eyes you have. Got it?”

			“Got it,” Ivy said.

			“Affirmative,” Linus responded.

			The three friends bound themselves up in their winter coats, gloves, and hats. Then they went outside into the frigid December evening and got on their bikes. Each rode off in a different direction.

			

			Ivy rode her bike to Oracle Jones’s house. Approaching the witch’s porch, she felt as though she were being watched—by someone other than the doll heads. Overhead, a golden owl hooted. When it raised its mechanical wings, Ivy saw it had little metal cogs, gears, and springs beneath its feathers.

			“This town is so weird,” Ivy muttered to herself. She knocked on the door. “Oracle, are you home? It’s Ivy.”

			Inside, floorboards creaked as the old witch tiptoed past her open window.

			“You know I can see you, right?” Ivy shouted.

			“No, you can’t,” Oracle shouted back.

			“You’re blind. I’m not. Remember? Also, you just spoke. So I heard you too.”

			“I ain’t home,” the witch said.

			Ivy knocked on the door again, harder this time. “Oracle, open up. Come on, stop playing. We need you.”

			“Gumbo, go answer the door,” the witch said. “Tell Ivy I’m not home.”

			Ivy rolled her eyes.

			The door opened a crack. The ring-tailed lemur made a chattering sound. Ivy might have found this utterly cute if she wasn’t so utterly annoyed.

			“Hi, Gumbo Jones. Can I talk to Oracle?”

			The ring-tailed lemur shook its head no. Both he and Ivy looked to the kitchen table that Oracle sat beneath, her hands over her head. “That’s not even a good hiding spot,” Ivy said. “I can still see you.”

			“Shhh,” Oracle whispered with a giggle, her finger over her mouth. “I’m hidin’.”

			Ivy was going to yell at the witch to give her a real piece of her mind, then she reconsidered.

			“Fine,” Ivy said. “But I’m going to read this letter anyways.”

			Oracle shrugged. “Do whatever you want.”

			Ivy read the heartfelt plea. After, she looked up to see the witch still sitting under the table, her fingers plugged into her ears.

			With a sigh, Ivy handed the letter to the lemur. “Gumbo, please make sure Oracle reads this. It’s very important.”

			Gumbo screeched.

			“Yes, I know she’s blind and can’t actually read it, but I have a feeling she knows exactly what it says. Okay?”

			The lemur cooed. It gave her two thumbs-up then slammed the door shut in her face.

			

			Linus knocked on Ms. Delphyne’s door.

			Mr. Lupus opened it. He was Ms. Delphyne’s fiancé, a born werewolf, and Linus’s math teacher. “Linus Cross, what are you doing here? I’ve already told you—you only missed one answer on the math test. A ninety-eight out of one hundred is still an A. Don’t be so disappointed in yourself. Other kids would kill for your grades.”

			“Though I would like to think I deserve a bonus question in which to redeem my score, that is not why I am here,” Linus said. “I would appreciate it if I might speak with Dahlia. Er... I mean, Ms. Delphyne.”

			Mr. Lupus raised an eyebrow. “Don’t tell me this is about some overdue library book. Surely you can deal with this tomorrow during library hours.”

			“It is a bit more urgent than that,” Linus said.

			“Well, I’m sorry, but she’s out with her sisters. Book-club stuff. Is there anything I can do?”

			Linus handed him the letter. “Please make sure she gets this. It is of the utmost importance.”

			Mr. Lupus stared at the envelope then glanced back. “Since you helped save my life last month, I’m happy to do it. Anything else I can do for you?”

			“Not unless you want to fight an ancient witch and save the town,” Linus said.

			Mr. Lupus gritted his teeth together. “Um, yeah, no. I’m more of an introvert and a pacifist. I’ll leave the action-adventure stuff to my soon-to-be-wife, the librarian.”

			

			Will’s legs ached as he pedaled his bike against the bitter cold wind blowing off the ocean. Even though it was freezing outside, he was sweating beneath his winter layers. Every few blocks, he gazed down to check his mom’s smartphone, attached to the handlebars. He followed the digital map’s directions until he finally arrived at the small house overlooking the beach.

			Once again, Will found himself surprised by Adam. He’d originally been surprised that such a strange and giant creature could be so gentle and kind. Then he’d been surprised again, when he found that Adam was a strict vegetarian and gladly offered up his address after they’d gotten pizza the other night. And now, Will was surprised that Adam lived in such a quaint and pleasant home. Will wasn’t sure what he’d expected—maybe a dank castle or a dark cave? Instead, the cozy residence was painted bright yellow and had a lovely white picket fence. There was also a small satellite set up so that Adam could get Wi-Fi and full cable, including the best movie channels.

			Dear Reader, I may be a monster, but I still enjoy an evening at home on my couch with a movie and a bowl of freshly popped popcorn.

			Approaching gently, Will knocked on the door. From inside, a dog began to bark, as though guarding the home with his tiny ferocity. “Down, Toby, down,” Adam said from inside. A moment later, the door opened. Holding a medium-size terrier, Adam said, “Will, it’s late. Is everything—Oh. Is it time?”

			“Not yet,” Will said. He handed Adam the letter. “Tomorrow morning.”

			Adam read the letter solemnly. He looked up at Will. “You don’t have to do this.”

			“We really do, though,” Will said.

			“Then, you won’t do it alone,” Adam said. “I’ll see you there in the morning.”

			“Thanks, Adam.”

			“There is no need to thank me. Even a monster has a role in keeping the world safe for those who are innocent.” Despite his giant stature, Adam seemed more human than ever as he nuzzled his dog tenderly, petting him with the utmost love.

			“One last thing,” Will said. “Any chance you know how to find Dina Iris?”

			“I’m afraid not,” Adam said. “She appears—and disappears—whenever she wants.”

			“That’s what I thought,” Will said. He gave a little wave then hopped back on his bike and rode home.

			He hoped against hope that he might run into Dina Iris while out. Yet he hadn’t seen so much as a glowing fox tail anywhere. She had no home that he knew of, and there was no way to get in touch with her. Even after all this time and all their adventures together, he still knew so little about the silver spirit. Her letter felt heavy in his jacket pocket, as though it might weigh as much as the pressure to save the world tomorrow.

			Still, the shape-changer was nowhere to be seen.

			When Will got home, he put Fitz in his harness and leash and walked him around the block. Afterward, Will climbed the stairs to his room, his dog galloping clumsily up beside him. Then Will brushed his teeth, got into his pajamas, and gazed out the window. Across the street, he saw Linus’s and Ivy’s bikes in their front yard and their bedroom lights out. They must have finished delivering their letters already and were in bed trying to sleep before tomorrow.

			If they all succeeded in getting Adam, Ms. Delphyne, and Oracle Jones to come to their aid, there would be six of them total. But what if they needed Dina Iris? The silver fox had started all of this. She had been part of the original Seven Soldiers to stop Simon. Then she brought Will together with Linus and Ivy to stop Oestre, not once, not twice, but three times now. Dina had to be there tomorrow, didn’t she?

			So why was she always so mysteriously unavailable?

			What if she didn’t know about this?

			What if she didn’t show?

			What if they lost?

			Will couldn’t think like that. He quieted his thoughts. There had to be a solution. He thought of the mind stone in his pocket. He pulled it out and squeezed it. He wondered...could it work in reverse? Instead of reading minds, could he project his thoughts to someone? What was that line in the rhyme Dina had told him? When lips won’t talk, thoughts will do instead.

			Standing at his window, Will squeezed the stone in both hands. He called out with his thoughts to the dark December night. Dina, I don’t know if you can hear me, but we need you tomorrow. I suspect this—all of this—was your plan from the beginning. So you have to be there, okay? We have to end this. There’s no other way to protect East Emerson. We need you. Help us. Please.

			Will waited a moment.

			Nothing.

			Exhausted, Will lay down but couldn’t sleep. He lay there for a long time, staring at the ceiling. There was too much pressure resting on the events of tomorrow—too much pressure resting on him and his friends. His thoughts swam in circles, going from negative scenario to negative scenario. He tossed and turned, trying to soothe his worries. But how could he? He had no idea what would happen tomorrow, except for one thing:

			Either he would live...or he would die.

		
	
		
			Chapter 11

			one last stand

			“What time is it?” Will asked.

			Linus looked at his watch. “It’s 7:28 a.m.”

			“They’re late,” Ivy said. She paced back and forth in the cold graveyard to keep warm, her hands deep in her winter jacket pockets.

			“They’ll show,” Will said. In a whisper, he added, “They have to.”

			Will climbed onto the tallest tombstone. He scanned the cemetery for any signs of their allies, be it Adam or Dahlia or Oracle or Dina. But he couldn’t see anything through the strange fog that swallowed the rest of the world. Now, the air was as thick as pea soup. As everyone knows, Dear Reader, pea soup is thick (and disgusting) and rather difficult to see through.

			Will said, “Is it just me, or does this fog seem...”

			“Unnatural? Purple? Magic in nature?” Ivy noted. “Yes, to all of the above.”

			The friends exchanged a look, knowing that they were all thinking the same thing. It was Will who said it, though. “Ozzie.”

			“I might go so far as to conjecture that the witch summoned this wretched haze to confound any who might attempt to disable her plans.”

			“Then, that’s why the others are late,” Will said. “They’re lost.”

			Ivy shook her head. “Adults are the worst. Shouldn’t they have been on time? Or early? I mean, we have a world to save.”

			“Don’t be too hard on them,” Will said. “They’ve been at this a lot longer than we have.”

			“True. Old people are slow,” Ivy said.

			“They’re definitely coming,” Will said. “Adam, Oracle, and Dina were here for the last battle. They’ll be here for this one. And Ms. Delphyne won’t run from a fight. Not if it means protecting her sisters’ home.”

			Will scanned the fog. He couldn’t see anything farther than a foot in front of his face. “We just have to give them more time.”

			“How much longer are we going to wait, though?” Ivy asked, rubbing her arms against the cold.

			“A more appropriate query might be: How much longer can we wait?” Linus asked. “Time is of the essence.”

			Will was worried. His shoulders ached, as though the weight of the world rested on them. He thought of his mom and Fitz and how they would feel if he never came home again. She’d never know that he died trying to stop an ancient evil from consuming the town. But if Will failed today, then his family wouldn’t be safe anyways. It’d only be a matter of time before...

			Will shook his head. He didn’t want to think about what would happened if they lost.

			Linus was worried too. His brain hurt as he tried to consider any and all possible outcomes for today, but there were simply too many variables. All he was certain of was that he wasn’t certain at all. He was a man of science, and today they would be battling magic. He began to wonder—if they did survive this—if he could somehow add this experience to his college applications to make himself a more desirable candidate. Of course, if he failed today, then there wouldn’t be any more colleges. It’d only be a matter of time before...

			Linus took off his glasses and squeezed his nose. He didn’t want to think about what would happen if they lost.

			Ivy was worried as well. She was worried about her dads, and about Linus, and even about Will. She didn’t like what they were going up against. The odds were not in their favor. But she’d watched enough sports to know that every underdog team had a chance. There was no such thing as an easy win, but there were plenty of people who came out on top at the last possible second. She hoped that’s what would happen here today. Of course, if she failed, then there wouldn’t be any more sports ever again. It’d only be a matter of time before...

			Ivy picked up her aluminum baseball bat and gave it a few swings. She didn’t want to think about what would happen if they lost.

			You see, Dear Reader, if our friends lost, there were three most likely scenarios:

			#1: Oestre would raise Simon from the undead, he would awaken Jörmungandr, and they would take over the world together.

			#2: Oestre would accidentally awaken Jörmungandr, and it would start the end of days and destroy the world.

			#3: Oestre would not raise Simon from the dead or awaken Jörmungandr, but would be so angry that Will, Ivy, and Linus had interfered she would kill them dead.

			As you can see, none of these were great scenarios. And neither Will nor Ivy nor Linus wanted to fail. They needed to do something, and they needed to do it sooner rather than later.

			“I don’t think we can wait any longer,” Will said. “It’s down to us, then. Three kids to stop a witch, a sad dad doctor, and their army of the undead.”

			“Let’s do this,” Ivy said.

			Linus placed his ginormous backpack on the ground and opened it. He handed a massive belt to Ivy and another to Will, keeping the final belt for himself. “I have prepared a little something for us today. Each belt is equipped with a flashlight, glow sticks, fishing wire, a Swiss Army knife, a collapsible baton, a flask of holy water, a blade made of pure silver, an axe, and breath mints.”

			“Breath mints?” Ivy asked.

			“We might be fighting the undead, but that is no reason to have offensive breath,” Linus explained.

			“What flavor?” Ivy asked.

			“Peppermint for Will and me. Cinnamon for you.”

			“You know me so well, little bro.”

			“I am aware,” Linus said. “Have you both brought your own weapons?”

			“Duh,” Ivy said. Strapped to her back was a sports pack with her baseball bat, her hockey stick, and a machete. A second machete was tied to her leg. She also had a crossbow and a pack full of arrows. She handed this to Linus. “A gift for you, little brother.”

			“Uh... I feel underprepared,” Will said. All he had brought were a spatula and a kitchen knife.

			Ivy rolled her eyes. “You brought a spatula to a zombie fight? Here, take my baseball bat.”

			“Thanks,” Will said, testing the light weight of the weapon. “So should I be scared that you two have such easy access to an arsenal?”

			“Not at all,” Linus said, loading an arrow into the crossbow. “Our fathers were very impressed when Ivy and I said we’d like to celebrate Hurricane Preparedness Month by buying emergency supplies for our home. Luckily, they didn’t look too closely when we bought a few weapons.”

			“Plus, we have a very generous allowance,” Ivy added.

			“So what’s the plan?” Will asked.

			“As much as it pains me to admit it, our plan is a feeble one,” Linus stated. “We must stop Ozzie, but we cannot match her raw power. Our best hope is to catch Daednu alone and steal the Book of the Dead. I have spent recent evenings familiarizing myself with ancient cuneiform and hieroglyphs. If we have any luck, I will read it somehow and take charge of the undead, commanding them to attack Ozzie or maybe rebury the passage.”

			“Awesome,” Ivy said.

			“I suppose it is,” Linus said. “But it is a plan built more on improvisation and happenstance than any tactician would prefer.”

			Will took one last look around the graveyard, hoping that he would spot their allies. All he saw was fog. “I can’t believe we’re doing this alone.”

			“What choice do we have?” Ivy asked.

			“If we want to protect our loved ones and our town, then we have no choice,” Linus said.

			There it was again. The pain in Will’s gut. He felt powerless. First, when his dad left his mom. Then, when Mom insisted they move to East Emerson. Again, when he discovered their new hometown was filled with magic, monsters, myths, and mad science. And it had only increased with each time he’d been sucked into saving the world. But like Linus said, what choice did he have?

			With a deep inhale, Will said, “Okay. Let’s go.”

			He pushed open the iron door to the mausoleum and led the way down the stone staircase into pure darkness. The air was freezing cold, far more frigid than above the surface in the December air, as if the shadows themselves were made of ice.

			Linus used Ms. Delphyne’s map to navigate the tunnels of the labyrinth. Ivy held her machete ready, anxious to slash at the first sign of attack. Will readied himself to do whatever needed to be done. The others weren’t here, but he was thankful he could count on his two best friends. He tried to focus on that as they descended deeper and deeper.

			Will, Ivy, and Linus had agreed to not talk as they walked. Noise seemed to travel easily throughout the labyrinth, as if the corridors carried the echoes on purpose. But as they neared the center of the maze, the sleeping serpent god’s heartbeat grew louder and louder. The drumming thrummed in Will’s lungs and bones. Ba-bum. Ba-bum. Ba-bum.

			It made him even more nervous, if that were possible.

			The trio moved past snakes, spiders, and centipedes, all scurrying through the tunnels in the opposite direction, as if trying to escape something. Yet those little creepy-crawly creatures were hardly scary compared to what our heroes were about to face.

			Suddenly, Ivy grabbed Will and Linus, yanking them back into the shadows. Linus was about to protest when he heard scraping. A zombie limped past them, dragging its broken foot along behind it while maggots ate at its face. It carried a small lantern, leading a team of more undead. Six skeletons and zombies trudged along, pushing a cart of dirt and rock. Neither Will nor Ivy nor Linus took so much as a single breath until the monsters were out of sight. Once they continued on again, they had to stop twice more to avoid being seen by other groups of the undead milling about.

			Even with flashlights, walking around in the darkness was disorienting. With no sky, time seemed absent. Will wasn’t sure if they had been down there for minutes, for hours, or for days. He was thankful for a break from the silence when Linus waved them over to a small nook for a quick, quiet chat.

			“This is where we are right now,” Linus whispered, pointing at the unfinished map. “Dahlia Delphyne did not make it this far because this area had been buried under hundreds of tons of rock. If I am not mistaken, we should be only a few corridors from the heart of the labyrinth.”

			“This looks familiar,” Will whispered, “from Adam’s thoughts. We should reach a large room with twelve pillars and a spiral staircase that goes down into the central chamber. That is where the serpent god sleeps, and where the final battle was between Simon and the Seven Soldiers.”

			“Lucky for us we’re not fighting Simon,” Ivy said, “just his angry girlfriend.”

			“And Dr. Daednu,” Linus added. “Hopefully he is alone.”

			“Silence from here on out,” Ivy said. “Hand signals only.”

			The three nodded in agreement and stepped forward.

			They moved around one corner, and then another, navigating several forks in the tunnels. As they took another turn, Will felt as though a snake of ice slithered around his spine and tightened—a sensation he’d experienced before when Dr. Daednu used his Book of the Dead.

			Ivy made a motion for the trio to stop. She touched her ear, indicating she heard something. The three friends peeked around the corner. The professor stood against the wall, surveying hundreds of corpses and skeletons moving rocks, digging dirt, and working to unbury the massive hole in the center of the chamber. To the side, there was the start of a spiral staircase that descended into a pit filled with rocks and dirt. Will recalled Adam’s memories. And he could feel it in his bones that Simon was buried down there...

			Daednu was on his own. This was all that our heroes could have hoped for. If he turned his back, they could charge and maybe wrestle the book from his hands.

			The professor surveyed the chamber, as if to check that he was alone. Which he was, except for the army of undead, a dozen torches, and another entrance on the other side of the room. He took a pen from his pocket and began writing in the book.

			Ivy tapped Linus and Will on the shoulder. She signaled for them to get ready to charge. Her fingers motioned for a countdown. Five...four...three...

			Daednu turned. He saw them.

			Will and his companions expected the zombies to attack. Or perhaps Daednu would bring out his gun again. They froze in fear, waiting for the worst.

			Instead, Daednu just stood there. He closed the book, looking tired. “I’m not going to hurt you,” he said. “I’m not going to stop you either.”

			“How do we know you’re not lying?” Ivy asked.

			Will thought of the mind stone. He took it out of his pocket and listened in to the professor’s thoughts. “He’s telling the truth.”

			“But I’m only going along with you for Mina,” Dr. Daednu said. “You said you would help her, right?”

			“We’ll try,” Will said, wanting to be honest.

			“Then, you’ll need this,” Daednu said, handing his golden pyramid cipher to Will. Will noticed it was similar to the previous two ciphers, except this one was all symbols.

			[image: The Atbash cipher with the alphabet A to Z going clockwise on the outer ring, with 26 different symbols on the inner ring, so each letter of the alphabet corresponds to a different symbol.]
			“I’m sure you already know that it unlocks messages that Ozzie has left for me. But combined with the other two pyramids—”

			Footsteps sounded at the other entrance. A purple glow revealed a silhouette walking down the stairs.

			The professor turned, panicked. He hissed, “Hide!”

			Ivy, Will, and Linus ducked behind a large pile of rocks. And just in time. Ozzie and Faust, her strange Franken-Hare, appeared from the other side of the vast cavern space. She strolled around the rim of the pit in the floor and walked toward Daednu with a scowl on her face. “Why are you still not done, Daednu?”

			“I’m sorry. We’re still behind schedule.”

			Ozzie screamed, “I am tired of waiting!”

			She punched a nearby stone pillar, pulverizing its side into dust and rubble. The ceiling groaned, as if tired from holding up the weight of the town overhead.

			Daednu cowered from the witch. “The undead have been working without stopping for weeks. I haven’t slept in days. We’re doing the best we can.”

			Ozzie grabbed Daednu by the collar. “You are making excuses,” she growled. “I want this done, and I want it done TODAY. Do you need better motivation? I can go to your house and speak with your daughter. Mina, isn’t it?”

			“Please...don’t,” Daednu choked. “I’ll finish...soon.”

			She let go, and the doctor fell backward. “Oestre, I’m not like the rest of the Thirteen. I understand what it’s like to lose someone you love, to need to bring them back, to do anything to see them again—”

			Ozzie stared out over the pit where the undead were still working to clear the rocks and debris. Her lips curled into a gentle smile, as if thinking on a fond memory. She sat on a nearby boulder, pulling Faust from her shoulder and setting the Franken-Hare in her lap. She pet him between his dragon wings.

			What was she thinking? Will grabbed the red stone and squeezed it. Then he was inside the witch’s mind...

			Simon Crowley was wicked but charming. We met at the end of the seventeenth century. He came from nothing and built himself into a man of wealth and renown by learning and practicing the dark arts. When he found out I was an immortal witch, he was as enthralled with me as I was with him.

			Together, we made our way across Europe. Along the way, Simon murdered innocents for power. He never had enough and always craved more. After all, he was a powerful warlock and aged slowly, but he was still tragically mortal. He sought out a key to live forever, and he discovered one awaiting him in the new world.

			He told me of this town, where Vikings had battled—and defeated—a serpent god. And Simon wanted to come here, to devour the heart of Jörmungandr and become a god himself.

			Simon and I intended to arrive together. But his cross-continent murder spree did not go unnoticed. The night before we were to set sail from Athens, we were cornered by those seeking justice. I told Simon to go, and I stayed behind to battle a coven of good witches. They beat me, stripped me of my arcane abilities, and locked me away in a dungeon deep below the catacombs of Paris.

			Simon couldn’t help me. Not yet. First he needed to travel to the new world and find the heart of the serpent, to become a god himself. Then he would return to save me.

			Only he never came.

			Will peeked from behind the rock so that he could see Oestre’s face. Her expression was stony, but her eyes—her eyes were full of tender loss.

			It took me a century, but I finally escaped. I made my way here, where I learned that my love had been defeated and buried at the bottom of this accursed labyrinth under this godforsaken town.

			Ozzie stood abruptly, her eyes flashing with fury. A tear of blood ran down her cheek.

			The mind stone was searing white-hot heat into Will’s palm, but he wouldn’t let go. He had to finish seeing her thoughts...

			For thousands of years I have lived, lived and lost and struggled. In that long stretch of immortality, Simon was the first to make me feel whole, to make me feel anything at all. I swore to myself I would find a way to bring him back. So I sought out twelve brilliant men, women, monsters, and geniuses to fill out my Thirteen. Together, we would take over this wretched town, use the citizens to unbury Simon’s body, and resurrect the man I love.

			Will dropped the mind stone. It was too hot to hold any longer.

			“Oestre?” Daednu whispered. He reached out to touch the witch, but her Franken-Hare hissed at him, taking a clawed swipe at his fingertips.

			“Do not touch me. I am a goddess. You are nothing,” she said, wiping her cheek before he could see the scarlet teardrop.

			“If you bring back Simon, what about the rest of the Thirteen?” the professor asked. “Pamiver and Ewflower are done, there’s Dr. Schrödinger with his mad science, along with the weather deity, the cyborg, and that terrible Rasputin—”

			“I know the members of my Thirteen,” Ozzie snapped. She turned and stared at Daednu. “Why are you bringing them up at all?”

			The mind stone wasn’t needed for Will to know Daednu was trying to help him, Ivy, and Linus, to tell them about the other members of the Thirteen.

			“No reason,” Daednu backstepped. “I’m just wondering how we failed to make the Sacrifice in October. I’m certain the fault was ours—”

			“That damned Sacrifice. I sensed him as soon as he arrived in East Emerson—an innocent whose potential for good might rival Simon’s evil. I gathered the Thirteen, and we summoned him to the cemetery to end his life. If only we had succeeded in killing him, I might have exchanged his soul for Simon’s—”

			Ivy and Linus stared at Will.

			Ozzie was talking about Will’s first night in East Emerson.

			“—but that abhorrent shape-shifting protector of East Emerson interfered. Dina Iris is a thorn in my side. She hid the boy from me. No matter. We found another way to summon Simon’s spirit from the underworld, as you well know. With the soul key, you can bring him back.”

			Ozzie stood. Faust leaped into the air, flying about the chamber until he found a rock to land on from which to survey the undead. His mistress came to stand at the edge of the pit, staring down into the chamber below. She crossed her arms as if to hold herself. “It has been a hundred years since I was this close to Simon. Did you know I can feel him? I can sense his very bones beneath us, his body crushed under these boulders. What he and I have is love. True love.

			“Soon, I will have his body back, and you, Dr. Daednu, will rebuild his flesh and summon his soul. He will finally eat Jörmungandr’s heart and feast on the souls of this town. Then the world will be ours for the taking.”

			“And my daughter?” Daednu asked. He placed the Book of the Dead on the rock closest to our heroes’ hiding place. Another purposeful move.

			“We have been over this. You will have the second soul key after you bring back Simon,” Ozzie said, lost in her own thoughts. “As promised, the Thirteen will reign supreme over the new world.”

			“And what will you do with the rest of the people?”

			Ozzie closed her eyes, as if imagining the way she wanted to remake the world. A vicious smile crawled across her face as she stated, “Destroy them utterly.”

			Daednu stood behind Ozzie. Slowly, quietly, he pulled a long dagger decorated with runes from his tweed jacket. He raised it, readying himself to bring it down. “I can’t let you do that.”

			The knife plunged.

			It would have pierced Ozzie’s heart through her back if she hadn’t moved impossibly fast. Instead, the blade found her shoulder. But she did not scream. Instead, her eyes ignited with violet, violent flame. “You dare betray me?!”

			She grabbed Daednu’s hand, crushing it until his fingers cracked. He dropped the blade and cried out as he fell to his knees.

			“You dare to strike me down from behind? You pathetic coward. What were you thinking?”

			“I can’t save my sweet Mina,” the professor cried, “only to bring her into a terrible new world.”

			“You knew what you signed up for from the beginning,” Ozzie barked. “What changed?!”

			“I did,” Daednu said. “All I ever wanted was my daughter back. I would have done anything. But—” Whether from his emotional anguish or his physical pain, Daednu turned his head and looked straight at Will, Ivy, and Linus. So did Ozzie. “But there are some things, some people, you cannot condemn.”

			“You!” Ozzie shrieked when she saw our heroes. “You did this! You turned another of my Thirteen against me!”

			“No,” Daednu said. “It was my decision and mine alone. You’re just too obsessed to realize that partnerships based on evil don’t make for great loyalty. Do you know what Rasputin told the rest of the Thirteen? That all those years ago, Simon left you for dead—on purpose. He never loved you. And he never intended to return. He just wanted more power.”

			“LIES!” Oestre screamed.

			She raised her hand, crackling with swirls of purple magical energy, to kill him. But Daednu launched himself at her, pushing them both over the edge into the pit. They fell twenty feet down, crashing among the zombies and rocks. Faust flew after them, grabbing Daednu by the ears, clawing at his face.

			“Now!” Will shouted.

			The three friends ran forward. Linus grabbed the Book of the Dead, with Will and Ivy protecting him on either side, their weapons held ready.

			“No!” Ozzie shouted from below. She attempted to levitate, but Daednu tackled her, wrestling with her. She proved far stronger. A purple lightning bolt appeared in her hand and it exploded, tossing Daednu backward. His head slammed against the rock wall. As his eyes rolled back in his head, she saw he was beyond hurt.

			Oestre was horrified. “No! What have I done?”

			The professor turned to our three heroes, whispering “Save...yourselves...” with his final breath.

			The witch shook his body, trying to wake him. “No no no!” she screamed. “Don’t die. I need you to bring back Simon!”

			Linus, Ivy, and Will ran as fast as they could. They didn’t have time to stop the zombies. Hopefully, it didn’t matter now, with Daednu gone. They had to escape with their lives. All they had to do was get to the door and flee into the maze. Maybe they could lose Ozzie there.

			But the witch was too quick, too furious. Will turned his head long enough to see Ozzie float out of the pit, her entire body crackling with power. She shot a bolt of energy after them. It barely missed Will’s arm, hitting Ivy’s baseball bat instead. The aluminum pole melted into useless sludge.

			“.epacse rieht rab dna meht egaC,” Ozzie shouted. A glowing cage door instantly appeared in front of the trio, blocking them from escape.

			The witch shouted, “.sgnul rieht morf ria eht ekaT.” Instantly, the oxygen swirled out of Will’s lungs. He tried to catch his breath but couldn’t. Ivy and Linus grasped at their throats. One by one, our three heroes collapsed to their knees.

			“I told you,” Ozzie said, seething. As she walked toward them, each footprint behind her caught on fire. “Interfere once more, and I would end you...” she towered over them, her eyes narrowed, as if penetrating through to their cores “...and now you’ve lost me Simon...”

			“Please...don’t...” Will choked.

			Ozzie glared. “You’ve cost me everything. It’s time to die.”

			

		
	
		
			Chapter 12

			the final battle

			Dear Reader, are you familiar with the phrase His life flashed before his eyes? This Life in Review is a common phenomenon that occurs during a near-death experience, in which a person sees much of their life in rapid flashes. Well, as Will starved for oxygen, that is exactly what happened to him.

			Will recalled the entire history of his life:

			Being born to a loving mother and happy father. A sweet kitten named Scruffy that made his eyes swell shut due to a cat allergy. Climbing at a playground with his cousin as their abuela watched. The Halloween he begged his mom for a pink tutu so he could be a ballerina. A sixth-birthday party with an ice cream cake. Falling again and again while roller-skating but always getting up. Meeting his best friend Marcellus at the school swings in New York. The Christmas he found a Millennium Falcon toy waiting under the tree. His parents fighting and screaming, his dad throwing a glass against the wall. His father coming home with Fitz, a tiny puppy with big eyes and bigger paws. Graduating from fifth grade and being excited for middle school. The night he learned his parents were getting a divorce. Packing up everything he owned to move to a new place with his mom—and seeing for the first time the magic, the monsters, the myths, and the mad science after entering East Emerson’s town limits. Meeting Linus and, soon after, Ivy. Defeating the vampire veterinarian. Stopping the werewolf alpha. Escaping from the zombies. And finally, about to die by the evil magic of the witch known as Ozzie...

			With a twirl of the witch’s fingers, air refused to enter Will’s lungs. White swirls began to block out his vision as he started to lose consciousness...

			A spear flew through the air, slamming into Ozzie’s shoulder. The witch cried out as she stumbled backward. Her spell, interrupted, ended.

			Ivy, Linus, and Will gasped for air, choking as they inhaled. A moment later, Ivy and Linus were in the arms of Dahlia Delphyne, being carried to safety. The librarian slithered in a flash across the labyrinth’s central chamber. Then Adam Monster grabbed Will and leaped to follow.

			“What—?” Will choked. As the oxygen flowed back into his lungs, he realized that he and his friends had been rescued. They were not alone after all. Dahlia Delphyne, Adam Monster, Oracle Jones, and Dina Iris stood around him. Even Gumbo Jones had joined: he sat on Oracle’s shoulder wearing a tiny pair of brass knuckles.

			“You came,” Will whispered.

			“Of course we came,” Adam said. “Only, we got lost in the fog. Thus our lateness. By the time we arrived, you had already gone ahead.”

			“What is this?” Ozzie demanded.

			“A new Seven Soldiers of Fate. Arrived in time to close the gate,” Dina Iris said, glowing in the form of a silver fox. “I beg of you, turn and walk away. This does not have to be your final day.”

			“Speak for yourself, foxy,” Oracle sneered. “I been itchin’ for a fight.”

			“And you will get one,” Ozzie growled. With her opposite hand, she pulled the spear from her shoulder and tossed it to the ground. “I am not leaving this chamber without Simon’s body. Daednu may be gone, but there has to be some other way to bring him back. I have come too far—endured too much—to lose him now.”

			“That’s where you’re wrong,” Oracle said. “Surgite, o radices arborum.” She waved her arms in a windlike motion, and hundreds of tree roots crawled up from the ground, wrapping around Ozzie’s body. Oracle motioned again, and a second wave of roots crawled down from the ceiling, further ensnaring the evil enchantress. “Your day here is done, woman.”

			“!semalf otni tsrub stooR,” Ozzie shouted, and the roots around her burst into flames.

			Oracle moved again, this time pushing up from her legs to her fingertips as though throwing an invisible boulder. Several zombies soared up into the air, floating around the redheaded old woman. She pointed, and the wiggling corpses flew at Ozzie like missiles.

			“!dnas otni mrofsnarT,” Ozzie called out. The zombies burst into sand. “So you want a magic duel, old woman? You think your power can match mine? Last year I executed an entire coven of witches who’d locked me up for a century.” Ozzie sent a ball of flame at Oracle.

			With a flourish of her hand, Oracle extinguished the fire, changing it into a swarm of fireflies, which flew in different directions to escape the battle. “I heard ’bout what you did. Damn shame. Good bunch of magic gals. All the more reason I’m gonna have to put a world of hurt on ya. And then some.”

			“Bring it on,” Ozzie said, motioning for Oracle to attack. “I’m more than happy to send you to join them. !mar a otni ecselaoc retaW”

			The room began to rumble as drops of water were sucked out of the ground and into the air. The drops formed a wavy cylinder, then Ozzie motioned and the water rammed forward like a sideways waterfall. It flew across the chamber, slamming into Oracle Jones. Or so Will thought. A moment later, the water reversed itself, pushed backward by huge waves of wind. The entire chamber shook and vibrated with the gale force of a hurricane battling a tidal wave. The two witches were locked in battle.

			Even their familiars fought. Faust the Franken-Hare dived at Oracle, but Gumbo Jones was ready to defend her. The lemur leaped into the air, pinning the hare’s wings behind its back. The pair crashed onto the ground, rolling and wrestling for dominance. Faust lashed out with its claws while Gumbo punched with his brass knuckles.

			“What do we do?” Will shouted over the drum of the storm.

			“The witch must not unbury her man, or this might be our very last stand,” Dina Iris cried, changing into a mountain lion in order to better brace herself against the raging storm.

			“The zombies are still digging,” Ivy pointed out.

			“I can help with that,” Adam said. He rushed forward to attack them, smashing the skeletons and ripping apart the zombies.

			“As can I.” Dahlia slithered forward, grabbing her discarded spear to swat and stab the undead. Linus realized his mentor, the quiet librarian, was now dressed in Roman battle armor and a helmet and carried a shield alongside her spear.

			“That librarian is magnificent,” he whispered.

			Dina called out, “Everyone must do their part, but the three of you must begin the start.”

			“What does that even mean?” Ivy asked.

			Linus added, “Can you offer us a little more guidance than that?”

			“I do what needs to be done. It is my job to ensure the rising sun. You know that I answer to a higher force, and once instructed I’ll stay my course. Open your heart to what is right, and it will aid in facing darkest night.”

			“So she’s no help at all,” Ivy sneered, “as usual.”

			“Follow your gut, go with the flow, but it is you three who must strike the final blow.”

			“How?!” Will cried. “We’re powerless!”

			“Lies you tell yourself when on the brink, for you are more powerful than you think,” Dina said. “Trust in you. I know I do.”

			With that, the glowing animal took off like a streak of light to join the battle. She transformed into a giant bear and tackled Ozzie.

			Will, Ivy, and Linus were shaken by everything they witnessed: a massive storm in the center of an underground chamber; Oracle and Ozzie locked in battle, as their familiars fought alongside them; Dina adding to the attack, shifting from one animal to another, to keep Ozzie off balance; Adam and Dahlia attempting to mow down as much of the undead army as they could, to stop them from uncovering the bottom of the pit.

			“This is so annoying,” Ivy shouted. “Everyone gets to be all Hulk Smash. I want super strength so I can punch and kick things too!”

			“It takes more than brute strength to win a war,” Linus started, “it takes cunning and strategy and—”

			A chill ran up Will’s spine, distracting him from his friends. He couldn’t explain how, but he knew that Simon’s body was close to being uncovered. Only a few more feet.

			“We have to stop the zombies,” Will said. “They’re getting too close to Simon.”

			“How do you know?” Linus asked.

			“Just trust me!”

			Ivy pushed aside a fallen rock and picked up the Book of the Dead. She tried to open it, but it refused. “It’s stuck!”

			“Let me,” Linus said, grabbing it. As soon as he touched it, the eye on the front opened. “Not now, you bizarre eyeball of doom.” He peeled back the cover with ease.

			“How—?” his sister scoffed.

			“I have a way with books,” he said. Halfway in, a page was folded down. There was a message on it, handwritten by Dr. Daednu:

			I am sorry for my part in all of this. Please forgive me. After you left my house, I let my daughter go. Mina is free. And now, so am I. Here is the translation you need to take control of the undead army...

			Linus began to read the ancient language. The undead continued digging, while others attacked Adam and Dahlia. But a group of skeletons took notice of Linus. They stopped working and moved toward him, tools raised to strike.

			“Incoming!” Ivy shouted. “I’ll take the left side. Will, you take the right. We have to guard Linus, at any cost.” She tossed her hockey stick to Will then grabbed both machetes. As the undead came within range, she attacked with the ferocity of an Amazon warrior, slashing with both arms.

			With Ivy’s hockey stick, Will charged the undead on his side. “Hurry, Linus!”

			“I will need a moment—or ten. Reading a dead language, even with Daednu’s notes, is far from simple.”

			“I thought you were smart!” Ivy shouted.

			“I am brilliant,” Linus shouted back, “but even this is beyond my realm of expertise. I am trying my—”

			A tendril of orange smoke rose up from the book like a flower and burst in Linus’s face. Suddenly, he found that he could understand the ancient language. He began to read fluently. A radiance flowed over the tome and grew in Linus’s eyes.

			More intangible tentacles of orange smoke swirled about the book then darted through the rest of the room, flying in circles, past the dueling witches, past the fighting familiars, past Dina and Adam and Dahlia battling the undead. Will saw faces in the smoke—spirits. No sooner had the ghosts disappeared into the pit than moans and cries sounded from below...

			Rocks began to tumble aside and dirt parted, as bodies began to climb out of the rubble.

			At first, it was just skeletons. But flesh began to form across the bones, and soon the flesh became more and more real as the pomelo vapors permeated them. The first body was a beautiful Chinese woman with terrible fangs. Another a Black regal beauty wearing a golden headdress. The third was a bearded man with a number two tattooed on his forehead. Another was a Hispanic man wearing a cowboy hat and holding a six-shooter.

			“Li Xui and Sekhmet,” Dina Iris whispered.

			“Tesla Number Two,” Adam said.

			“Delgado?” Oracle whispered.

			“What’s going on?” Ivy asked.

			“It’s the original Seven Soldiers,” Will whispered. “Linus used the book to bring them back...but they’re not complete, not without their souls. Is that right, Linus?”

			Ivy shrieked, “Linus!”

			Will looked back to see his friend gripping the Book of the Dead for dear life, as an orange glow enveloped him. His whole body shook violently as he floated inches above the ground. He was speaking in a language Will neither knew nor understood.

			“What’s happening?” Ivy called.

			“I don’t know,” Will shouted. “He’s not in control. I think... I think the book possessed him.”

			“But Linus brought back the good guys. The Seven Soldiers will help, right?”

			“As long as they’re the only ones—” Will didn’t have time to say that come back, because at the center of the pit, a skeletal hand punched its way through the rocks.

			Will already knew who it was:

			Simon.

			Within seconds of the bony fist breaking the surface, orange magic gathered around it. Fleshy sinew and muscle began to appear, growing over the bones.

			Across the room, the spirit of Li Xui flowed into place above Ivy, taking solid shape. “Fresh blood!” she cried. “I must have it.” She lunged at Ivy’s neck for a bite.

			Ivy swung her machetes. “Whoa! I thought you were supposed to be a good guy!”

			“Too long have I been dead. I hunger!” Li Xui cried. The vampire ripped the blades away from Ivy, tossing them aside. When Will saw, he threw Ivy her hockey stick. She swung at the vampire. Li Xui’s fist struck first, and Ivy’s hockey stick shattered into two pieces.

			“Hey! You owe me sixty dollars for a new hockey stick!” Ivy shouted angrily.

			The vampire lunged. At the last second, Ivy held up one half of the broken hockey stick so the vampire’s ghostly heart plunged onto the makeshift wooden stake. Li Xui burst into tangerine smoke. “A lotta help she turned out to be.”

			Nearby, Delgado took form next to Oracle Jones. When Oracle felt him, her eyes flooded with tears, and she dropped her magic shield. At the same time, Ozzie sent a gale-force wind, tossing Oracle across the chamber, slamming her into the back wall. She slumped to the ground. Delgado ran to her side and lifted her up. “I’ve got you, little lady.” He pulled out his six-shooter and began firing at Ozzie.

			Dina Iris changed from a bear into a bison and tackled the purple-haired witch midair. Ozzie crashed, tumbling across the ground. As she recovered, she kicked Dina Iris across the pit. Dina smashed into the stairs where Sekhmet, radiating yellow, appeared next to her. Before Dina could ask for her help, the goddess spoke. “I gave my life for you and your cause once, Dina Iris. I will not do so again. You might be the Protector of the New World, but I must watch over the Old. Return me to the world of the dead.”

			Meanwhile, zombies swarmed Adam. They ripped and tore into his flesh with nails and teeth. Number Two, the Tesla clone, grabbed a zombie and punched it in the face with a metal gauntlet that surged with electrical current. Number Two and Adam smiled at one another, and they moved into a back-to-back stance. Number Two laughed. “Just like old times, eh, partner?”

			Yet Will saw none of that. Instead, he stood entranced at the edge of the pit, watching with horror as Simon dragged himself out of the ground.

			Still recovering from Dina Iris’s bison blow, Ozzie shook her head. But as she came to, she noticed what Will was looking at. “Simon? Simon, is that you?!”

			“Oestre,” Simon moaned. His voice seemed far away, more ghostly than solid.

			“Simon, my love!” Ozzie ran across the pit and pulled him gently from the ground. He was neither man nor skeleton, but something in-between. His flesh was made of the orange energy flowing out of the Book of the Dead. “The witches kept me away for so long, but I’m here now. I have rescued you. So we can be together again...”

			Yet even as Ozzie kissed him, Will knew something was wrong. He shouted, “Ozzie, get back!”

			But he was too late.

			Simon seized her by the wrists. “Simon...you’re...hurting me...” she cried.

			The warlock smiled. “Good.”

			“You’re not in your right mind, Simon. It’s me, Oestre. Your love. I freed you,” she said and winced. “It’s been a century, yet all I’ve thought about is this moment...”

			“I have...thought about...you too,” Simon said, his voice cracking from the unfinished tongue and broken bones in his unhinged jaw, “and how...I want nothing...more than to...take your...power.” He reached his hand around her throat. “Now...die.”

			“Simon. Stop! I love you!” she gasped.

			The dead thing smiled. “But I...never...loved you... Foolish goddess... All I ever...wanted...was your...power.”

			These words struck Ozzie like a train. They wounded her more than any other strike during the whole battle.

			Simon squeezed his bony fingers into her neck.

			Ozzie slapped and punched at his arms. But the warlock was stronger. Even with her strength, Ozzie could not break his grip.

			Will watched this with horror. Even after everything, even after Ozzie had almost choked him only minutes before, for some reason, Will wanted to help her. He was about to run down to her aid when—

			“Will!” Ivy shouted from behind. An energy sphere had formed around Linus, as if to protect him and the tome he was still clutching. “Linus needs our help!”

			Dahlia Delphyne slithered to Ivy’s side. “Your brother is possessed by the book. The Book of the Dead isn’t just an object, it’s a living thing. When Linus tried to use it, it used him back—then took him over. It resurrected everyone dead in this room temporarily. We have to break the connection.”

			“How?!”

			“I don’t know,” Dahlia said. The librarian tried to grab the book, but the orange force tossed her away like a repelled magnet.

			“Linus!” Ivy shouted. “Little brother, can you hear me? You have to help us, so we can help you!”

			As Ivy tried to get through to Linus, Will watched, trying to figure out what he could do. That’s when he noticed the orange glow avoiding Ivy’s magic ring, swirling away from it like smoke being blown away by a fan. As Ivy reached again for her brother, the orange force avoided it.

			“Ivy, your ring!” Will cried out. “That’s why the town curse has never worked on you. Your ring is immune to magic. Keep trying! Only you can get through.”

			With her ring hand, Ivy pressed forward, pushing as hard as she could. The magic crashed against her, but she didn’t stop. The violent energy rebounded away from Ivy’s ring, turning into lightning that fired rapidly around the room, shooting this way and that. It struck one pillar and then another. Both shattered. Bits of the ceiling began to collapse.

			Ivy pressed forward still. Will leaped behind her, pushing her, digging his feet into the ground, holding her steady as she thrust her hand out. Dahlia reinforced Will’s back, bracing him, so he could shove Ivy through the force field as though she were forcing her way through a brick wall. As if the book were defending itself, it spat out more blasts of orange energy. One struck a dozen zombies, scattering them like dice. Another hit Adam, blasting him across the pit. Another struck part of the side wall. It instantly collapsed.

			Ivy finally plunged her arm through. She grabbed the book from Linus and slammed it shut. All of the energy tendrils in the room flowed in reverse, shunting backward into the book, as if flowing down a drain.

			In a rippling wave across the room, zombies and skeletons alike stopped moving. Then, the undead dropped like flies without wings, collapsing onto the ground.

			Sekhmet, who had been standing stoically still, smiled. “Time for my spirit to return to the underworld.” As the orange-hued soul left and flowed back into the book, her body collapsed and returned to its former state.

			“Good seeing you, old buddy,” Number Two said as he helped Adam to stand. “Hopefully another time...” As the two hugged, the Tesla clone, too, dropped as his soul was pulled backward, sucked into the book.

			The cowboy Delgado took a moment to hold Oracle Jones’s face in his hands. She said, “Please...don’t go again.”

			“I never left,” he whispered. “I am always with you.”

			As he kissed her gently, his soul also rushed backward like a river in reverse, swallowed by the book.

			Everyone turned to the last glowing figure in the room—Simon. He stood in the center of the pit, his hands clasped around Ozzie’s neck. He looked up at our heroes all. Dina Iris. Oracle, with Gumbo Jones at her side. Adam Monster. Dahlia Delphyne. And of course, Linus, Ivy, and Will.

			The lamia librarian held the closed Book of the Dead as it continued to suck the last of the orange swirls from the room, until there was just Simon left standing. Only, he held fast to Ozzie’s neck, anchoring himself in place.

			“Why is he not going back in the book?!” Linus shouted.

			“He’s too strong,” the librarian said. “He’s a warlock of the highest degree... We have to find a way to break his hold on this world.”

			A sinister grin appeared on Simon’s face. “I am not ready to leave.”

			“I did...everything...to bring you...back,” Ozzie choked, “...for...love. How could...you...”

			With a terrible twinkle in his eye, Simon said, “How could I not? Murder is my nature.”

			A rock struck the side of Simon’s skull.

			Will grabbed another rock, preparing to throw it. He shouted, “Let her go!”

			“Or what, boy?” Simon asked, his pupils dilated with rage. Will had never seen someone with so much evil in their eyes.

			“I won’t let you come back,” Will said. “I’ll stop you. We’ll all stop you.”

			“I’d like to see you try,” Simon growled.

			Dahlia held fast to the Book of the Dead, even as it shook violently, pulling tirelessly, trying to suck Simon’s spirit back into itself.

			“I wanted to see all of you. Face-to-face,” Simon said. “To see the fools trying so hard to keep me dead. I wanted to tell you: it won’t work. I’ll be back. And I’ll destroy everything and everyone you hold dear. Then I’ll kill you just for fun. And finally, I’ll slaughter this world and every creature in it.”

			“We defeated you once,” Oracle said. “We’ll do it again.”

			“We will see about that,” Simon said.

			Linus snatched the book from Dahlia. He pointed it at Simon and cried out in some ancient language that only he seemed to know. There was an explosion of vibrant magic, then Simon’s spirit was being wrenched away from his corpse toward the book.

			“You cannot stop me!” the evil warlock shouted, his soul desperately clinging to his dead frame. Still he fought. “You cannot stop the evil from devouring the good.”

			Simon’s hands let go of Ozzie’s neck so they could dig into the ground. His ghostly claws tried to find an anchor before it was too late. But the Book of the Dead was too powerful. It yanked his soul from his body. Simon’s corpse fell down lifeless. Ozzie, too, collapsed, choking and gasping for air.

			Orange magic swirled around Simon’s soul as the Book of the Dead dragged him back toward its pages. His spirit still scrambled for purchase on the ground. His legs stretched, siphoned into the book while the rest of his fading form flapped, tugging and twisting, trying to hold on to this reality, like a kite in the middle of a hurricane.

			“If I’m going to die, I’m taking you with me!” he cried. He lifted one hand and fired a massive blast of arcane energy that punched a hole through the nearby wall.

			“You missed us,” Ivy said.

			“That’s what you think,” he said with one last malevolent sneer. He laughed, and the sound echoed about the chamber as the Book of the Dead swallowed him completely. The book slammed shut and all magic vanished.

			The chamber was silent...though only for one, maybe two seconds before everyone heard it. The sound of rushing water.

			They looked to the hole that Simon had made. It was in the direction of the ocean.

			A swell of salt water crashed into the room, slamming everyone into the opposite wall. Will struggled to stay above the surface as freezing water filled the pit first. In seconds, it was already flooded, and now the sea was drowning the rest of the chamber.

			Will shouted, “Dahlia, get Linus out of here! Adam, take Oracle and Gumbo. Dina, you guide the way. Ivy, can you swim?”

			“I’m a swim champ, don’t worry about me! What are you doing?” Ivy shouted as she tried to hold her place against the rushing waters.

			“We’re not leaving anyone behind!” Will cried. He took a deep breath then dove beneath the ice-cold water and swam toward the bottom of the pit.

			Ozzie was there, hiding in a bubble of air, held by magic. Will swam farther down, struggling against the wild currents. He could see the witch, her hand up, struggling to keep the water at bay. As soon as he got to the bubble, he fell through into the pocket of air.

			“You have to come with us,” Will said, his teeth chattering.

			“I still love him,” Ozzie said. She didn’t look up. Instead, she gazed longingly into the dark, empty eye sockets of Simon’s corpse. “More than anything. I did all of this for him.”

			“We have to go,” Will whispered. Large droplets dripped down the inside surface of the bubble, bleeding through, as the water slowly rose around Ozzie’s legs.

			The warlock was dead, yet his fingers had left their mark on the witch’s neck, swollen and purple. “Go, Will. I cannot hold the water back for much longer.”

			“Please, you don’t have to die.”

			“Leave!” Ozzie shrieked. “If you don’t go now, I’ll kill you.”

			“No, you won’t,” Will said. “Do you know how I know? Because I’ve been in your head. I used a mind stone, and I felt what was inside of you. You’re not evil.”

			“Yes, I am,” she said. Fresh blood tears ran down her face.

			“No, you’re not,” Will said. “If you were, you would have killed me and Ivy and Linus a dozen times already. You’ve done bad things, yes. Horrible things. But you did them for love. You did wrong, but you can’t be one hundred percent evil. There is part of you that’s good. Come back to the surface. Make amends. Use your magic to fix what you’ve broken. Make the world better.”

			“I...can’t,” Ozzie whispered.

			“You can,” Will said. “When my parents split up, when my mom moved us to East Emerson, I thought my life was over. But it wasn’t. It was just beginning. It was the start of something new. You can do that too. You can have a fresh start, like I did.”

			Ozzie gazed into Will’s eyes. For a moment, she seemed to consider it.

			“Tigers cannot change their stripes, child. Scorpions cannot cut off their tail.”

			“Come with me,” Will said.

			Ozzie shook her head, no. She held the corpse, red tears streaming down her face. “I... I will not.”

			Will extended his hand. “Please.”

			The entire chamber rumbled. Will looked up to see the ocean filling the room above. Rocks and boulders and pieces of the labyrinth were collapsing in on each other. The torches were being snuffed out one by one.

			“We have to go,” Will said.

			The ancient witch was trying to collect her feelings, to put them in a cage and lock them away. Will recognized what she was doing. He had done it himself for a very long time.

			Will extended his hand. “Let Simon go. Come with me. This doesn’t have to be the end. It can be the beginning. This can be your fresh start.”

			Ozzie sniffed, wiping her nose with the back of her hand. She smiled gently, warmly. “Thank you for trying, Will. But some people are beyond saving.” Then, with a flourish of her hand, a magic bubble formed around Will, pulling him up and away.

			“No!” he shouted, trying to grab Ozzie, to take her with him. But his hand bounced off the bubble’s wall.

			“Goodbye, Will Hunter,” Ozzie said.

			Then the bubble drifted upward, taking Will with it. He punched and hit the barrier, wanting to save the woman. As the last of the torches above washed away, all light vanished except for the glow around Ozzie below. Will screamed her name. “Oestre!”

			She held fast to Simon’s corpse then gazed up at Will. This time, her eyes were not filled with anger or hate—but remorse. She mustered a final smile. And then her light went out, and all of the waters went dark.

			Will shouted, “No!” He punched his bubble again and again, even as it took him up toward the last of the air. But he hit it too hard, because suddenly the bubble burst. Freezing-cold water swallowed him.

			He swam, struggling to figure out which way was up. But with the forceful ocean current and no light, there was no distinction between down and up. The water threw Will one way and then another. He crashed into a wall and felt the air crushed out of his lungs. He struggled to grab hold of something—anything. Then, the darkness and the cold around him seemed to grow...until he was consumed by it.

		
	
		
			Chapter 12

			...& a half (one more thing)

			Dear Reader, death is a scary thing to think about.

			I myself tend to avoid the topic at all times. If I had a choice, I would prefer to write a tale about my terrier and how he likes to bark at small pieces of cotton that he has ripped out of a stuffed animal. Or I might offer a personal anecdote about hiking in the mountains with no phone service so I could reconnect with nature. Or I should offer up a story about the time I was playing a board game with friends and was clearly about to win with the roll of a dice and got so excited I farted.

			Except for the smell of the fart, these are rather pleasant stories. I would much rather write about those things than about death. Unfortunately, those accounts have no relation to what is happening with our narrative, and with Will Hunter.

			Because I am telling you a true story—and I imagine you would like to know how the story truly ends, then I must be honest. And to be honest, I am obligated to speak about death. For that, I apologize deeply. Please, bear with me.

			As you know, every person and creature in this world is born. And one day, they will also die. While dying may seem scary, it happens to all of us. A friend once told me a nice way to think about it is that none of us are alone in this event. We will all face it. No one is exempt.

			She also told me that death isn’t the end. It’s just a change. And everything changes. Nothing lasts forever.

			Which brings us back to our story...

			Nothing lasts forever, said a voice in Will’s head as he sank, deep down into the dark, freezing water. Will’s lungs burned, his whole body screaming for him to take a breath. Yet there was no air to be had. Before he lost consciousness, Will recalled that he once thought he was going to die of embarrassment when Digby Bronson poured a fruit smoothie on his head. Now? Now that seemed almost funny.

			But he didn’t smile or laugh. He was too terrified.

			And with good reason.

			Thinking about death or talking about death (or reading about death in a silly story that you shouldn’t have started reading anyway) is one thing. Believing you are about to die is quite another. It’s far scarier. Terrifying, even. In many ways, it is the very definition of fear.

			If you’ve ever had this feeling—perhaps while public speaking, or on a roller coaster, or simply on your couch while watching a scary movie—then you know how upsetting this feeling can be.

			But I want to remind you, that feeling is just a feeling.

			And a feeling—no matter how scary—cannot harm you.

			Yes, it’s true that Will thought he was going to die.

			And he was scared, but only at first. Because next he thought of his whole life: of all the friends he’d made, of all the family he’d hugged, of all the places he had seen, of all the things he had done, of all the laughs he’d laughed, of all the tears he’d cried, of all the things he’d loved. Will had lived a good life.

			And all of that made him feel better.

			He managed a smile.

			Because he was about to go on his next big adventure and find out what happened after this life.

			But, Dear Reader, I would like to inform you that, at this moment in time, Will, in fact, did not die.

			Instead, something extraordinary happened. It is hard to explain, but I will do my absolute best.

			Will experienced something strange. It was like looking at the world through a straw. Only, he wasn’t looking at the world as it is now. He was looking at the world as it always was, always is, and always will be. He could see through time. But as a three-dimensional creature, his brain had a difficult time translating what his soul was seeing—the vastness of all space, time, and reality—and so it all felt like a beautiful, warm, comforting dream.

			There was a furious flash of brilliance, followed by darkness, but illuminated by a soft glow. This shining, like a twinkling star at first, grew. It moved to and fro, like a dancing ribbon of soft flame. When it came closer, Will could see that it was a silver otter, gleaming as if made of moonlight, and swimming toward him as fast as it could...

			

			The next thing Will knew, he was vomiting up a stomach full of water onto a soft blanket of fresh snow.

			“Will! You’re alive!” Ivy cried. She wrapped her arms around him. Linus did the same. Both of them were crying. Will was crying too.

			Above them, the dark December sky was muffled by white as flurries of snow floated gently down over them. They were all together. Dina Iris, shifting from otter to fox. Adam, holding Oracle Jones gently in his arms. Gumbo, nuzzling against his mistress’s neck to keep her warm. And Dahlia Delphyne, holding the Book of the Dead solemnly.

			Oracle Jones said, “’Bout time you was wakin’ up, Will. Why you gotta go scarin’ us half to death?”

			“I think I was the one who was halfway to dying,” Will whispered.

			“Pishposh,” the witch said. “You’re tougher than that.” She wiggled her fingers, and a ring of fire appeared, circling around the group to provide them with light and heat.

			“Your teeth!” Ivy shrieked when she saw Oracle’s bloody smile. All of her teeth were gone except one front one.

			“Teeth get lost when ya get in fights. Ain’t no big deal,” Oracle said. She reached up and yanked out the last one. Everyone winced. She held it up to the light and cackled. “If I can find the rest of ’em, I reckon the tooth fairy’ll owe me big.”

			“There is no such thing as the tooth fairy...” Linus said, then added, “Is there?”

			A few feet away, Mina appeared. She was still a ghost, but now she wore a smile on her face. Dr. Daednu, also a ghost, approached her side, saying, “Thank you, all of you, for what you did. You fixed my terrible mistakes. For that, I am eternally grateful.” Then, father and daughter waved kindly. Mina took her father’s hand and they walked away, disappearing into the snowfall.

			A sense of relief washed over Ivy and Linus. Ivy because she hated the idea of a girl trapped by circumstances out of her control. And Linus because he hated the idea of a man’s thirst for knowledge consuming him, skewing his sense of right and wrong. Will was also relieved, but mostly because he and his friends were alive. As he turned to smile at Ivy and Linus, he noticed they seemed...different.

			Certainly Linus did, because he was wet, and because he had lost his glasses and his backpack. Though he was fully clothed, he looked lost without them. Yet he also seemed older, as one does after they have experienced something both tragic and wonderful.

			Ivy, too, had this new appearance of maturity and strength. Will couldn’t place it, but she also seemed somehow more confident. More resilient. She was also drenched and missing her ball cap, and her hair hung over her shoulders. He’d never realized how pretty she was.

			Will coughed but smiled. “So did we do it? Did we save East Emerson?”

			“And then some,” Oracle said.

		
	
		
			Chapter 13

			any questions?

			On the winter solstice, Will, Ivy, and Linus saved their town from certain doom. Of course, when they returned home, soaking wet in the December air, covered in bruises and scratches and cuts, their parents were furious. They wanted to know what had happened. And no matter how many times our heroes told their parents the truth, the adults did not believe them. And so the three of our heroes were repaid unjustly for the most heroic act of world-saving by being grounded for the foreseeable future.

			No, this was not fair. But as I’ve mentioned so many, many, many times, life is not fair.

			A few days later, it was Christmas morning.

			When Ivy and Linus woke, downstairs they found a well-lit pine tree standing over dozens of presents. They spent the morning unwrapping their gifts and thanking their fathers. Ivy received sports-y things, and Linus science-y things. And though neither particularly cared for the other’s hobby, they expressed interest and hugged one another often. They were glad to be alive.

			When Will woke, he and Fitz ran downstairs to find Mom smiling. “I got a surprise promotion at work,” she said, “and it comes with a raise and a holiday bonus! We won’t have to worry about money anymore.” There were fewer gifts under their lopsided and tiny tree, but Will and his mother didn’t care. They had something to be truly grateful for.

			While it snowed outside, Will, Fitz, and Mom sat on the couch watching holiday movies all morning and into the afternoon.

			

			“Would you like some more?” Mom asked.

			Will shoved the last of the turkey and stuffing and mashed potatoes into his mouth. Chewing with his mouth wide-open, he smacked, “I couldn’t eat another bite.”

			“There’s dessert,” Mom said. “Your favorite—Granny Smith apple pie.”

			Will rubbed his full stomach. “I’m sure I can make some room.”

			There was a knock at the door.

			“Who could that be?” Will asked.

			Mom smiled. “Well, I know you and your friends are grounded—and you’ll continue to be grounded through the New Year—but both Mr. Crosses and I agreed that holidays should be an exception. I invited Ivy and Linus over.”

			Will ran to the door. He opened it and threw his arms around both of them. “Happy holidays!” they said to one another.

			“Come on in, kids,” Ms. Vásquez said. “Pie is on the table. I also made some hot chocolate with extra marshmallows.”

			“Thanks, Mom,” Will said.

			“I have to work early tomorrow, so I’m going to turn in,” she said. “You three don’t stay up too late. And don’t get into any trouble.”

			Our heroes giggled.

			Once Ms. Vásquez was upstairs, the three friends brought their desserts into the living room and huddled together in front of the fireplace. Fitz joined them, laying his head in Will’s lap, wagging his tail with joy at the warmth and companionship.

			“So. We did it,” Ivy said.

			“And we survived,” Linus added.

			“Yeah, we did, didn’t we?” Will said and laughed.

			“How do you feel?” Ivy asked Will.

			He considered. “Better. Strange. Different.” He looked into the fire. “I think I died. Twice. When Ozzie was choking me, my whole life flashed before my eyes. Then when I almost drowned, I got this...this glimpse.”

			“Of what?”

			“Of everything,” Will whispered. “It was like I could see... I don’t know, through time. Or different worlds... Heck, I think I saw the future.”

			“Do I graduate high school?” Ivy asked.

			“Do I get into a top-tier university?” Linus asked.

			“Am I rich?” Ivy asked.

			“Am I successful?” Linus asked.

			“Do I become famous?” Ivy asked.

			“Am I a world-renowned scientist?” Linus asked.

			Will chuckled. “I don’t know. It’s hard to explain. But I think I saw Ozzie. She was finally at peace.”

			“Mind if I ask...why you went back after her?” Ivy said. “She was our enemy.”

			“Lately, I’ve been feeling powerless,” Will said. “My parents’ divorce brought me to East Emerson. Dina Iris pulled us into her crusade. And I couldn’t help my mom when she was broke. It just felt like life was happening to me, like I didn’t have a choice. And in that moment, when the ocean was pouring into the cave, I looked down and saw Ozzie, and I knew I had a choice. I could just leave and be done. Or I could try to help her.

			“I know she did a lot of horrible things, but she did them for love. And after what Simon did to her—I don’t know, I just couldn’t let her die thinking that she was all alone.”

			“You are a better man than I,” Linus said. “Or, at least, more compassionate.”

			Ivy asked, “What else did you see in the future?”

			“It’s hard to remember. I think I saw Linus doing magic—”

			Linus rolled his eyes. “Both improbable and unlikely.”

			“—Ivy making straight As—”

			Ivy guffawed. “Also improbable and unlikely.”

			“—my mom was dating someone, and she seemed happy. Oh, Oracle Jones won the lottery! And I saw Dina, but she wasn’t an animal, she was a girl our age.” But as Will tried to recall more, his smile began to fade. “I saw a man shrouded in darkness. Not Simon, I don’t think. Another warlock. He was pale and had a black beard and a Russian accent. There was a rune carved into his forehead. I felt like he was staring back at me through the void.

			“And I saw a gray-skinned woman stitched together, like Adam, but she had a giant axe that was almost as big as she was. She was strong too. There was this gate, made of all this metal and circuitry and trash, and it was some kind of door. I could see all these reflections through it, like when two mirrors face each other, only I saw other worlds, and there were other versions of us. Then I saw Jörmungandr below, waking up. Above, thirteen cloaked figures stood around a bonfire...”

			“Okay, stop,” Linus said, shaking Will. “You looked like you were going into a trance.”

			“Dina alive, Jörmungandr awake, the Thirteen doing something bad—sounds like you were seeing the past,” Ivy suggested.

			“It didn’t feel like the past,” Will said, uncertain.

			“If you were seeing the future, then maybe East Emerson isn’t as safe as we thought,” Linus said. “It stands to reason that we might encounter future strife. Ozzie is gone, along with Pamiver, Ewflower, and Daednu, but the rest of her Thirteen remain.”

			“With Ozzie gone, maybe they’ll take off,” Will said.

			“Hopefully,” Ivy agreed.

			The three friends were silent as they stared at the flames dancing in the fireplace. They ate their pie and sipped their hot chocolate.

			To break the tension, Ivy farted. Not a lot, just a little squeak.

			“You are disgusting,” Linus said.

			“Whoever smelt it, dealt it,” Ivy said.

			“The only dealer of farts here is you, sister.”

			“How do you know it was me?!” she asked.

			“Because it’s always you.”

			The three friends fell into laughter.

			Dear Reader, consider this your happy ending—if there is such a thing.

			But know this:

			Two hundred feet below Will, Ivy, and Linus, at that very moment, a certain sound reverberated through the tunnels in the labyrinth below East Emerson. It went Ba-bum. Ba-bum. Ba-bum.

			That heartbeat continued, soon joined by the sound of footsteps. Someone, be it man or woman or monster, ran through the tunnels wearing a heavy cloak. They came to the first door of the labyrinth and pulled out a can of crimson spray paint. Then they wrote on the wall

			D 4-15-23-14, I 20-15 7-15.

			20-8-5 AC 19-20-9-12-12 19-20-1-14-4.

			

		
	
		
			aloha

			Dear Reader,

			It appears that we have reached the end of our story.

			Rather than focus on some silly phrase as ludicrous as The End, let us instead focus on the journey we took to get here together. From the start, I warned you NOT to read these books (for so many reasons), and you ignored me. But I am glad you did.

			You somehow managed to survive the evil and terrible experience I set out for you by reading these three stories. Though at first I mistook you for a foolish fool or a rebellious rebel or a silly silly-head, it turns out you are simply a wonderful and devoted reader. As a writer, I am fully appreciative of such a person. I am astounded and amazed by your bravery, your courage, and of course, your tenacity.

			You have been loyal and persevered—even through dangerous dangers and emotional emotions—and in doing so, you have healed many bits of my once-broken heart. (Not all of them, mind you, but that is why I see a therapist.)

			I am honored to declare that I now consider you both a friend and a confidant. For that, I WILL forever be in your debt.

			For now, I believe the story of East Emerson is finished...

			Though, as our three heroes noted, there are still some so-called loose threads that might need tying up. But let us hope there are no more stories.

			Speaking of vacations, are you familiar with the word Aloha?

			It is a Hawaiian expression which means both hello and goodbye. I use it here for three reasons:

			#1. Because I love Hawaii. I have only been there once, but it was truly a paradise. Never have I swum in such clear waters or eaten such fresh pineapple. I suppose that after writing these three books and helping three children to save East Emerson, I deserve another such lavish trip. Now, if only I could find my passport...

			#2. Because I am a monster, and monsters are meant to BE odd and strange, and who would expect a monster to enjoy hula dancing?

			#3. And last but not least, because who knows if this is hello or goodbye? I certainly don’t. After all, East Emerson is full of monsters, myths, magic, and mad science. That’s a lot to cover in three books, even from front cover to BACK.

			Wouldn’t it be better if there were thirteen books? After all, thirteen is my lucky number.

			Hope to SEE YOU again SOON.

			Until then, I hope your nightmares scare you.

			Sincerely, and worst, 
Yours darkly,

			-Adam Monster
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