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2019


There are two peaches on the table, doing a slow dance, with their small stick-figure arms wrapped around one another. Their feet are moving out of tune with the rock music drifting from the speakers, but it doesn't bother them. It just seems a little off, but Elizabeth still feels joy in watching them, and so does Matthew, who is enthralled by their tiny fingers intertwined with one another.


"Liam, have you seen this?" he whispers, his green, catlike eyes hefted to the dancing fruit. He slowly lifts a finger, possibly to poke at the peaches, then sides against it, letting it retreat to its former position on the coffee table.


Liam barely acknowledges Matthew; too focused on rolling up joints for him to sell later. His key clientele is high school and college kids smoking weed for the first time, with little to no idea of how to roll a proper joint, and he finds it reasonable to overprice his commodity that way, because he really does all the work for them.


Elizabeth starts giggling at Matthew, as he again lifts a finger, caught in a state between itching to touch the fruit, and not wanting to disturb them in their dancing. She makes them stop, turn toward him, and do a little bow, finally allowing him to interact with them in a proper manner. He brushes a finger across one of them, and it lets out a small, bashful purr.


"Oh my god, this peach is the fuzziest thing I have ever felt!" he exclaims.


"Yeah, I found the best ones in the store, just for you," Elizabeth says, smiling at him.


"Does that mean you touched all the peaches?" his eyes widen with intrigue; a serious question coming from him.


Obviously, Elizabeth didn't touch every single peach piled up at the grocery store, but she still nods, because she knows it will make him happy. Matthew and Elizabeth's powers have always been the perfect combo, him being so high on heroin that he gets fascinated by just about everything, and Elizabeth being able to do little magic tricks like this. Bringing inanimate objects to life is her specialty, and he never seems to grow tired of it, just like she never grows tired of his enthusiasm.


"Matthew, go fetch me another pack of cigarettes in the kitchen," Liam says, without taking his eyes off the mixture of tobacco and tiny green leaves.


Matthew gets up with a disgruntled huff, moving slowly toward the kitchen.


"You know smoking is really bad for you," Matthew points out.


"While heroin is such a healthy diet," Liam comments, rolling his eyes.


"Well while you die a long horrible death of lung cancer-" Matthew starts.


"You will have been dead for fifty years from an OD," Liam cuts him off, waving a hand dismissively. "Now go get me those damn cigarettes already."


Elizabeth can't help but laugh a little at the two of them. "You know, if it wasn't for you dating my brother," she says, giving Liam a wink, "I'd totally be routing for the two of you."


"And I would rather be the one to die first, than date Matthew," Liam states, in a matter-of-fact tone.


Matthew narrows his eyes at him, and tries to cross his skinny arms, but loses balance, and settles for just holding on to the door frame. "You should be so lucky."


"Matthew, cigarettes, now."


"Oh alright, alright," he mumbles, carefully moving into the kitchen as if he's afraid to topple over. It takes two whole minutes for him to reappear, a pack of cigarettes in hand.


"Here you go, enjoy chemotherapy," he grumbles, returning to the edge of the couch where he can see the scattered pieces of fruit Elizabeth brought. He's eyeing a pear and shoots her a pleading look. "You know, that one hasn't danced at all tonight."


Smiling she lifts her hand, blue light escaping from it, like a thin curtain billowing in a breeze. The pear grows arms and legs, but as it has a hard time getting up from the table, Matthew carefully reaches out and helps it to its feet, lending it a finger for support. It bows to him, then starts doing a jaunty little tap dance, to no particular tune. Snapping her fingers, Elizabeth produces a little top hat and a cane for its act, and the pear twirls both of them with great success. Matthew claps his hands, both happily fascinated and satisfied.


The doorbell rings, and Elizabeth pushes herself up off the floor to go open; a much quicker option than letting Matthew do it. Liam gives her a thankful look, as she moves through the meticulously clean apartment. Sometimes she wonders how Liam manages to keep it so neat, with all of his weird, drugged-up friends stopping by, but then she remembers how he snaps at Matthew to use a coaster, and figures he's probably like that with everyone.


She unlocks and opens the front door, and in the hallway stands her brother, looking not too pleased to see her there.


"Hey Ethan!" she chirps, maybe a little too enthusiastically. He doesn't much like her hanging out with Liam and Matthew, especially if he's not around to keep a close eye on what goes on while she's there.


"Izzy, shouldn't you be at home? Doing homework?" he says pointedly, eyebrows raised to indicate that yes she should indeed.


"Oh come on," she whines, "I've only been here half an hour!"


He sighs and moves past her into the living room, where Liam is still busy with his work. The pear has fallen over, missing Elizabeth's attention has turned it back into a regular pear, and Matthew looks sorely disappointed.


"So, working on premade joints while my sixteen-year-old sister is here, I see," Ethan says displeased.


"Oh, hey honey," Liam says, quickly getting off the couch and moving himself to kiss his boyfriend. He's almost a foot shorter than Ethan and has to grab a hold of his neck to guide his lips down toward his own. Ethan melts into the kiss, and somehow clearly manages to forget all about everything that was bothering him two seconds ago. "How was your day?"


Ethan rubs his temples, looking weary. "Practice was difficult. My elbow is still acting up and I feel like I can't keep up with the rest of the team."


It's been three months since Ethan fell on the basketball court, hard enough to get a small fracture in the bone. He's been struggling ever since, and his general mood definitely shows it.


The two of them continue kissing, and Ethan waves a hand dismissively at both his sister and Matthew.


"Okay, kids, time to go home," he says, barely moving his lips away from Liam's.


Elizabeth knows what that means, and even if she doesn't feel like going home, it is much preferable to listen to her brother having sex.


"You know I don't really have a home these days," Matthew points out, clearly more for argument's sake.


"Then anywhere else but here," Ethan says, narrowing his eyes at the small blond.


Matthew huffs and wobbly gets off the couch. "Oh alright, fine."


They exit the apartment together, and Elizabeth gives Matthew a hug before leaving him on the street, to go do her dreaded homework. She wishes she could bring him along, or at the very least knew that he has somewhere warm and comfortable he can go, but she can't and she doesn't. She has no idea where Matthew sleeps these days, it could be on a comfortable couch at a friend's house, or on the cold streets with nothing but his coat to cover him up. He never tells, and she can't exactly bring him home to her parents' house. They would more likely than not forbid her to see the skinny junkie ever again, regardless of him being a friend of Liam. Already they are on edge about her hanging out with Liam, based solely on his line of work. Elizabeth finds it unfair; so what if he's a pusher, he's still a good person. The same can be said about Matthew, if not even more so. He might be a junkie, but he's such a sweet guy, and he never hurts anyone but himself.


Glancing over her shoulder she sees Matthew turn a corner further down the street. She sighs, pulls her jacket a little tighter around her to shield herself from the wind, and resumes her walk home.




2022


The hallways of school have grown quiet when she gets there, classes are already in progress, and she is uncomfortably late. She overslept, ironically due to sleep deprivation. She's barely had a decent night's sleep since she got into art school, and it's starting to show, both physically and mentally. She has dark rims underneath her eyes, and she almost always feels weak and exhausted, as if something far too heavy is resting on her shoulders, making her tense and on edge.


Rushing down the hallways, her curly, red hair looks more like a bird's nest than usual. She manages to tie it up in a bun as she scrambles along, trying to find the right classroom. The semester has only just begun, and she still hasn't figured out exactly where she needs to be at any given time. When she finally locates the door marked 'Photography A2', she hesitates to knock on the massive oak door. She's already an outsider, being Evolved and all, does she really have to be the Evolved kid who also shows up late? And which is worse, showing up late, or not at all? Finally, she budges and knocks on the door so quietly, it might not be loud enough for anyone to hear inside. When the door is opened, a tall, disgruntled man with a large mustache is staring down at her.


"You're late," he states, his tone grumpy.


"I'm so sorry, I couldn't find the right classroom and-"


He cuts her off, waving his hand at her to get inside. "Just sit down and be quiet."


Blushing, she finds her way to an empty seat to settle in with her computer. The lecture is about digital enhancements, and how to add extra light and shade where needed, without overdoing it.


"You don't want to end up with skin looking like marzipan," the teacher admonishes dryly. "You need it to look like the real thing, only in better lighting."


It sounds like an easy task, but that's not necessarily true. It's so easy to dive into the land of over-editing, and finding one's way back to something that looks realistic, can be a hassle.


"Layers and backups, people, that's what I want to see from you this entire class. I want to see the development process, not just the finished work."


The lecture continues for another 45 minutes before the teacher finally finishes off by giving them an assignment.


"I want you to start off with black and white photography. Go somewhere that is special to you, and take some pictures of people. If you can't find a suited model yourself, you'll just have to ask a classmate to work with you."


Easier said than done, she thinks, as she puts her stuff back into her bag. She has no friends at school whatsoever, in spite of it being her second year there. She does know a suited place though, and usually there are people around, that might be willing to let her snap a few pictures of them. Grabbing her bag off the table, she swings it up on one shoulder. No one says anything to her, no one ever does, it's as if she's just a shadow hovering around the hallways, completely incapable of communicating with the rest of the world.


"Elizabeth?" the teacher calls out after her, and he might just be the first one to say her name at school at all.


"Yes?"


"Don't be late again, or you will find a locked door."


"Right, of course, sorry," she stammers.


"Good, now run along. You have an assignment, and I expect to see great works of art."


She's not entirely sure if he means from her specifically or in general, but she figures it's probably the latter. Still, she nods enthusiastically, before finally leaving, setting off towards the one place she knows, that might just work for art.


***


The abandoned house itself is quite a masterpiece, in the sense that it must have looked amazing in its heyday. It's big, build entirely of wood, and painted a nice gray with just a hint of lavender. With its elegant trimmings and carved-out details, it has an expensive look and feel. Or at least that's how it once must have looked, now, however, it's in shambles. With its broken windows, a front door hanging slightly ajar on rusty hinges, and graffiti sprayed on almost every surface, it's hard to tell when it was last seen in prime condition. There's an overgrown backyard, with an enormous maple tree, and what were probably neat flowerbeds, once upon a time. Most people stay away from it, either because they think it's haunted, or because they see it as an actual hazard to their health. It probably is, but still Elizabeth passes through the overgrown bushes in front and knocks the creaky door lightly. There's a door she is not afraid of because she has never been anything but welcome inside.


"Door's open," a sleepy voice calls from inside. "It always is."


She enters slowly, keeping an eye out for broken glass and old scraps of metal, which always seem to appear.


"Matthew?" she calls out, hoping he's not too far off to have a normal conversation.


"Izzy? Is that you?" he calls back, his voice coming from what was probably once the living room.


"Yeah, it's me," Elizabeth smiles, as she enters. He's lying on an old, ratty couch, that might just have been the color of cream once, but is now more stains than anything else. He's got a bunch of blankets piled on top of him, some of which slide to the floor, as he pushes himself up on one elbow. He waves at her, then digs in between the cushions to produce a bottle of whiskey.


"Fancy a drink?" he grins, before taking a big swig straight out of the bottle.


"No thank you," she says, as she sits down in an equally old and battered armchair. There are more blankets piled over its back, ones that could definitely use a washing, but instead of pointing that out, she focuses on the skinny guy, struggling to push himself up into a seated position. "I do need a favor, though."


"Yeah? What kind of favor?" he asks, narrowing his cat-green eyes at her.


"I need to take some photos for school, and I was thinking maybe this place would serve the project well," she says, giving him her best puppy-dog eyes.


"But of course! And you're in luck, there's a party tonight," he beams with great pride, as if he's the one in charge of it. "I'm sure people won't mind you taking a few pictures."


"That sounds awesome!" she says, sounding just as excited as she feels. This could be something really good, something with an edge and a meaning. The entire setting is like a punk-rock dream, and coupled with Matthew's drug-loving friends and acquaintances, it'll be perfect for some gritty black-and-white shots.


Maybe it can even make up for me being late, she ponders, hoping dearly she's right.


***


She ends up sticking around at the abandoned house until the party starts, just talking to Matthew and showing him little tricks. Finding a small book of matches, she places them one by one, in an upright position. Then, with a snap of her fingers, they all light up at the same time. They grow arms and legs, and begin to move around in perfectly synchronized patterns. Acting like gymnasts, they jump on top of one another, balancing precariously, before eventually burning out entirely. Matthew is completely enthralled by the spectacle and begs her to do it again. Not until Elizabeth runs out of matches, does he allow her to stop.


Afterward, she tries to clean up the place a little, but that is almost a hopeless task. She manages to get rid of several bags of trash, most of it empty candy wrappers for some reason; and a lot of empty bottles and cans from prior parties. She also folds up blankets and stray pieces of clothing, but that's about it. It's getting dark outside, and with no functioning electricity, it's almost impossible to find one's way around the house.


"Matthew, could you maybe get some light going?" she asks, and he happily complies.


He puts the palms of his hands against one another, rubbing them together with a content smile on his face. Instantly a small ball of light starts to form, and when he pulls back, it floats into the air, finding rest in a corner. He continues doing this for ten minutes or so, before the entire room is bathed in soft, golden light.


In the span of an hour, the house feels packed with people. Some Elizabeth knows, but most of them she doesn't, and she finds herself tucked away in the armchair, trying to figure out who to take pictures of. She's so caught up in finding subjects, that she barely notices it when a woman flops down beside her, sitting on the armrest of the chair. She's got an androgynous look, with short, blond hair, cargo pants, and a vest on top of a t-shirt.


"Hey there," she says, reaching out a hand to greet her. "I don't think we've met?"


"I don't think so either," Elizabeth answers. "I'm Elizabeth. Or Izzy, either is fine by me."


"Paisley," she says. In shaking her hand, Elizabeth notices it to be so cold, she must be freezing. "So, what are you doing here?"


"Uhm, well, I'm actually here to take a few pictures for school."


"Yeah? What kind of school?"


"Art school, I'm studying photography."


"That's cool, do you like it there?" Paisley asks, tilting her head slightly.


Elizabeth is not entirely sure how to respond. She likes the classes, and she likes the prospect of becoming a photographer, but at the same time, she always feels lost and alone, not to mention tired from long, restless nights of not sleeping and the overshadowing stress and fear, of not being good enough.


"Sometimes," she settles on, with a light shrug.


"Let me guess, they don't much like the Evolved there either?" Paisley suggests, with a wry smile.


"How did you know I was Evolved?" she's not playing around with her powers right now, if anything, she should look quite normal.


"Just a hunch," Paisley smiles, in a way that makes it seem like she has a secret.


"Oh, well, you're right, they don't," Elizabeth says, bowing her head a little. "If anything, I think they all think I'm cheating."


"How so?" Paisley sounds genuinely interested.


"Well, like, that I'm using my powers to get better shots or something like that. I don't know, it's just a feeling I guess."


"And would that be so bad? Using your powers, I mean?"


"Well, it would be kind of like cheating... Right?"


Paisley mulls it over for a while. "You know... I used to play basketball with this guy, he must've been close to seven feet tall, and I'm 5'7". Now obviously he could outrun me any day of the week, not to mention how easy it was for him to score points, compared to me. He had a clear advantage in every way, but should that have kept either of us from playing? Should I back out, just because he's tall as hell? Or should he have taken some deranged pity on me, and not played like a pro?"


Elizabeth says nothing, waiting for Paisley to answer her own question. She does, by saying, "Hell no! Everybody's got some advantage over someone else at something. Small people can get into cramped spaces, tall people can reach the top shelf, shit like that. Using your powers doesn't make you a cheater. It makes you smart."


Elizabeth nods, then realizes something. "You know, it kind of sounds like you've played with my brother. Ethan Adams? Super tall, red hair like mine?"


"Maybe," she shrugs lightly. "But I don't remember all that much from before I died."


"Wait, what?!" Elizabeth exclaims.


"Yeah, girl, you're talking to a ghost," Paisley smirks at her. "That's how I knew you were Evolved. Nobody else can see me."


She doesn't seem upset about it, but Elizabeth can't stop herself from staring at her. Looking closer, she can see the hint of the armrest Paisley is sitting on, the blankets behind her, one of Matthew's glowing orbs, the light filtering right through her. It suddenly seems quite obvious that she's not all physically there, not the same way Elizabeth herself is. She can't help but wonder what regular people see when she's talking to her. If they see her as a crazy person, or someone high as hell, having a conversation with thin air.


"I... I can't believe I didn't notice," Elizabeth stammers, unsure as to what's the right thing to say. She doesn't want to offend Paisley, but has no idea what the protocol is, for talking with ghosts.


"My guess is that you're really tired. You sure look it."


"Yeah, I haven't gotten much sleep lately," she admits, "and my doctor won't prescribe any sleeping pills for me."


"Have you tried talking to Matthew about it?" Paisley suggests.


"Why, to get some heroin?" Elizabeth's eyes widen at the sheer thought of it.


"No, dummy, we don't need more ghosts hanging around this place," Paisley scoffs, waving her hand dismissively. "But Matthew knows everybody, he can get you some sleeping pills in no time."


"I guess it can't hurt to ask..." she trails off, she hadn't really seen that as an option; asking a friend for help.


Elizabeth gets up from the chair, scanning the room for Matthew. She spots him lying on the couch, holding a liquor bottle in one hand, and a joint in the other, looking thoroughly content. She smiles at the imagery, pulls out her camera, and snaps a picture of him when no one is looking. She should probably be asking for permission, but she knows it would ruin the picture completely if anybody knew she was taking it. Instead, she snaps a few more of the guests without them noticing.


It's a mixed bag of guests: some people look just as homeless as Matthew does; some are teenagers, probably at their first party ever; some are hipsters her own age; some a lot older. There's even a guy wearing a suit, who doesn't look like he belongs, and she takes his photo as he sips a beer. After a few more pictures, Elizabeth moves herself to the couch and slumps down beside Matthew.


"Hey Izzy," he says, his eyes glazed over and red from all the weed, and whatever else he might have taken. "Are you having fun?"


"Yeah, yeah, I've been talking to Paisley," she nods, looking across her shoulder to see if Paisley is still there. She is, and she gives her two thumbs up as if to convey that Elizabeth can do it.


"She's here? Good for her, she usually just hangs out in the attic, like a proper ghost," he smiles broadly, a smile that soon breaks into a fit of pot-induced laughter. It's infectious, and Elizabeth ends up giggling with him on the couch. He grabs onto a blanket, and wraps it around his shoulders, curling up underneath it like a cat.


"Matthew?" she says, trying to get his attention before he dozes off. "Matthew, I need a favor."


"Eh? From me?" he asks, lifting his head slightly. "I'm intrigued!"


"Well, it's just... I've been having real trouble sleeping lately. Like, a lot. I've tried talking to my doctor, but you know how they can be..." she says, trailing off with a light shrug.


"Oh yeah, they won't give me nothing no more," he sulks. "You misplace a few hundred Benzos, and suddenly you're 'unreliable' and 'untrustworthy'," he continues to complain, making little air quotes with his thin fingers. "It's really rather unfair, you know."


She decides not to comment on it, given the fact that he clearly didn't lose anything, as much as just took all of them in record time to get high.


"Yeah, so I was thinking maybe you could help me out? Get me a few sleeping pills? Nothing big or anything!"


He eyes her suspiciously. "Why don't you just ask Liam?"


"Because he's my brother's boyfriend, and Ethan would most certainly kill at least one of us if he ever found out?"


"Eh, then don't get caught," he says, like it's no big deal.


She mulls it over for a minute, then decide he's right. Liam is Matthew's pusher anyway, she might as well go straight to the source.


"Okay, I'll ask Liam," she agrees.


"Good girl. And when you find him, tell him I desperately need him for drugs too," he says as melodramatically as possible and takes another swig of liquor. "Really, I'm almost out of, well, everything."


"I'll be sure to mention that," Elizabeth smiles, and gets up. She's not too fond of Matthew comparing his raging addiction to her needing a good night's rest, but she knows he doesn't mean anything by it.


Moving through the house, she looks for Liam. Judging by Matthew's request for more drugs, he is definitely hiding out there somewhere. She can't find him inside though, and instead heads for the backyard. Sure enough, there he is, selling a little bag of something to the guy in the suit. That's probably why he was here in the first place, searching for a dealer.


Heaving a deep breath of air, suddenly nervous, Elizabeth goes to Liam.


"Izzy, I didn't even know you were here," he says, giving her a tight hug. "How are you?"


"Uhm, well, I..." she trails off, not knowing how to reply. Then she decides to go the honest way. "Actually, not too good."


He looks concerned, then turns around, waving at her to follow. They go further into the backyard, down where it's even more of a wilderness. The grass probably hasn't been cut once since the house was abandoned, nor has any weeds been pulled.


Liam stops, finding a stump to sit on. "So, what's bothering you?" he asks kindly.


She falters a little, trying to form the question in her mind before she says anything out loud. "It's just... I can't sleep. Not properly, at least. I wake up several times during the night, and I'm so stressed out about everything and nothing at the same time," she blurts out, finally feeling like her life is allowed to crumble, even if it's just a little.


"Have you tried talking to someone?" he suggests. "I mean, other than me. Not that I don't want to help or listen or anything, I just mean there might be better options than me."


She nods. "I tried talking to my doctor about sleeping pills. Just to get a decent night's rest, seriously, I would settle for just one at this point."


"And?"


"And he said no. That they don't prescribe that kind of thing to people my age."


"Damn, that sucks."


"Yeah, so I was thinking, that maybe..."


"That maybe I could help?" he suggests, eyebrows raised.


"Yeah, something like that," Elizabeth says, looking intensely at the ground. Somehow it feels embarrassing for her to ask, and she's scared he'll just flat-out say no, and then tell her brother all about it.


He mulls it over a little, then says, "I could, I mean, I can."


"But?"


"But you seriously cannot tell Ethan."


"Oh I won't, I promise!" she says, trying to sound as reassuring as possible. "I don't want him to know either."


"Why not?" Liam asks.


"Because he'd worry too much," she answers, kicking lightly at the ground.


"And that's a bad thing?"


"I don't know... Maybe not, but I just want to see if I can pull through this on my own."


Liam nods slowly, then digs into his pocket. "Alright, I think these might do the trick," he says, producing a small bag with four white pills. "But don't overdo it."


Elizabeth can't imagine how one can overdo something using only four pills, but she guesses it means they are strong. She nods and takes the small ziplock bag, hiding it away inside her jean jacket.


He pulls her in for another tight hug, then says, "Sleep well kiddo."


"Thanks, Liam. Seriously, I really appreciate this."


He shrugs. "It is what I do best."


Taking her leave, Elizabeth feels a little hopeful, that she might just finally get some rest.


***


Returning home to her tiny studio apartment, she feels oddly calm about everything. It's okay to take stuff like this just once, as long as she's careful, it doesn't have to be a big deal. Just a good night's rest, it's all she needs, then she can go back to being a good student, not being late for classes, doing her homework, and all the stuff she needs to do. She takes off her jacket and hangs it across the back of a chair, then the rest of her clothes, until she's all set for bed. Sleep is all she can think about, and just having the pills in her hand makes her feel calmer. She goes into the tiny kitchenette, which is basically a sink and two hobs, and pours herself a glass of water. Liam didn't say anything about how many she should take, only not to overdo it, but he did give her four.


Maybe I'm supposed to take all of them?


She could call him up and ask, but she'd much rather head straight for bed. In the end, she decides to take them all. It'll be fine, and he wouldn't have given her more than needed for a single night's rest. He most likely just meant that she shouldn't be hitting him up about this again, at least not any time soon. Shrugging, she swallows all four pills with a large sip of water.


It doesn't hit her immediately, but when it does, it hits hard. She feels dizzy, she's not sure she's supposed to, but either way, lying down seems like the perfect thing for her to do. Her eyes can't seem to focus, and she stumbles just moving herself to the bed. She lies down, pulling the covers up tightly around herself, and the world is spinning, even the ceiling seems to be twisting and turning, and her bed feels softer than it usually does. It feels like she's sinking into it, but not in an uncomfortable way. Somewhere between getting a warm hug, and being swallowed up. Her tiny bed, only fit for one person, suddenly seems huge.


Maybe I did overdo it?


She considers calling up Liam again, but her phone is in the kitchen, or at least she thinks it is. It's not anywhere nearby, and it seems like an impossible task to start looking for it. That would mean moving, and she can't seem to do that right now.


Sinking down further into the mattress, it seems like the perfect option is to just sleep. That's what this was for anyway, even if she did take too many pills, she's sure she can sleep it off.


When she drifts off, it feels like someone pushes a button, one that erases everything, including herself.





Ethan
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2016


It's cold outside, the sky littered with bright stars, their light bouncing off the soft layer of snow, covering everything. Ethan is standing outside of Pan Bar, holding Liam's hand, hoping for the best. Tonight is the night when he has planned to introduce his best friend to his new boyfriend, something which has taken quite a while to arrange. James has been reluctant to meet Liam, repeatedly telling Ethan that it is highly unnecessary for him to meet a drug dealer, regardless of their relationship status. Ethan has decided not to relay that to Liam, trying to have at least one person present, who keeps an open mind.


"Do we really have to wait outside?" Liam asks again, a slight shiver going through his body.


"I told him we would, so yes, we do," Ethan says pointedly, grabbing his hand a little tighter.


Liam mumbles something inaudible in reply, briefly letting go of Ethan's hand to rub his own together in a feeble attempt to get them warm. Still at the stage where almost everything the other one does is adorable, Ethan smiles and plants a kiss on top of Liam's head.


"I'm sure you'll survive another few minutes of being cold," he teases.


It takes another five minutes for James to appear, being at least fifteen minutes late, in total. Ethan wonders if he has a good reason, or if he just really didn't want to go, but he decides not to ask, and instead just pulls his friend in for a tight hug. James is almost as tall as he is, with short dark hair, and a light stubble across his jaw and chin. When they hug, James' shadow moves around on its own, creating intricate patterns and swirls. It subsides as soon as they let go of one another and becomes a normal shadow again.


"Sorry I'm late," he says to Ethan, still not giving Liam any kind of attention. "It took a little longer to walk here than I expected."


Ethan shoots him a slightly strained smile. "Don't worry about it, we haven't been waiting that long."


He can hear Liam scoff behind him, making it known that he indeed does mind, and yes, they have been waiting 'that long'.


"So," Ethan says, turning towards Liam. "James, this is my boyfriend, Liam; Liam, this is my best friend, James."


"Hi, nice to meet you," Liam says politely, even if Ethan can spot something in his tone of voice that begs to differ.


James shakes his hand, giving him a dry, "Yes, I've heard a lot about you."


For a moment they just stand there, staring at each other, all too intensely. James' shadow is moving around again, this time forming what could be angry, hissing cats and small monsters. Ethan can't figure out if he can't control it, or if he just doesn't want to.


"So, should we go inside, or would you two prefer freezing to death?" Ethan suggests dryly, sensing that this is going to be a long, most likely straining, night. How James has managed to build such hatred towards someone he's never even met, is beyond him. So Liam sells drugs; it beats mugging old ladies, right? At least that's what he has been telling himself for the past few months, and what Liam told him when they first met.


They go inside, past a bouncer who is keeping himself warm by playing with globes of fire, to where a coat check girl is sitting, ready to take their belongings. She's bundled up in warm blankets, that look odd and lumpy due to the many spindly spider legs sprouting from her back.


That's one of the many great things about Pan Bar: They only hire Evolved people. The manager, Scarlett Fairway, believes firmly that as long as normal people are treating her differently, she sure as hell can treat them differently too. She's not too fond of having regular people as guests there either, but she can't keep track of everyone, and it would be a little too much to have her guests show off their powers, just to enter.


Leaving their coats with the spider leg girl, getting a couple of paper strips with numbers on them in return, they move into the first bar. There are four in total, although the one on the roof terrace is closed during the winter. The first bar is the quietest, and Ethan has already planned that they'll stick to that. No need for loud music or a dance floor, even if there is some show tonight, he'd rather miss it and focus on Liam and James getting to know one another. Maybe they'll both ease up a little, once they sit down and talk? He certainly hopes so.


Scarlett is behind the bar, and even though it's crowded, she manages to serve everyone in a proper and timely manner. Her big bird wings never seem to get in the way of how smoothly she moves around behind the bar, which is quite impressive.


"Hey boys, what'll it be?" she asks with a broad smile at Ethan. He's a well-known customer, having spent many nights partying there, as are James and Liam.


"Just three beers, thanks," Ethan answers and pays for the lot. He hands each of his companions a beer and points towards an empty couch and armchair standing close by the pool table. "Let's sit over there."


They sit down, Ethan and Liam on the couch, James adjacent to Ethan, barely taking his eyes off him. His shadow keeps moving around all fluttery, working itself into all sorts of delicate patterns and silhouettes. Liam grabs Ethan's hand, squeezing it tightly. Ethan senses how something is bothering Liam, but decides that will be a topic for later discussion. For now, he just squeezes his hand back, hoping it will calm him down a little.


"So, Ethan says you work at the Planetarium?" Liam says, trying to have a normal conversation.


"I do. He says you're a drug dealer," James replies and sips his beer. "Such a noble trade."


Liam clicks his tongue against his teeth. "It's a living."


"Sure is, a living off of other people's misery," James shoots him a condescending look.


"You know what-" Liam starts, but before he can say anything more, a skinny guy comes bouncing up to them, blond hair sticking out in every direction, glitter sprayed all over his face, pinky nails painted fluorescent pink.


"Liam, my darling, my one true love!" Matthew greets a little too loudly, his face splitting into a large grin. "I've been looking for you!"


Sighing, Liam turns toward him. "What do you want?"


Matthew looks from one to the other, his movements slightly jagged. "Tense crowd," he says, then wiggles his eyebrows suggestively. "What, are you guys planning a threesome or something?"


"No, and even if we were, you wouldn't be invited," Liam says, rolling his eyes.


"Wouldn't really be a threesome if I was, now, would it?" Matthew is still smiling broadly, then his eyes widen as something catches his attention. He points towards James' arm. "What's that?"


"What's what?" James looks from Matthew to the letters tattooed on his arm and back again. "Oh, the tattoo? It's my last name."


"Your last name? You've got your last name tattooed on your arm? What, are you scared you're going to forget your own name or something?" the blond laughs, and suddenly Liam seems a lot more pleased to have him around. With no sense of personal space, Matthew grabs James' arm, and twists it around, for him to get a proper look.


James jerks his arm back, pulling it firmly from Matthew's grasp. "It's a family name," he says, in a tone that should make Matthew pick up on him being unwanted company.


He doesn't, instead he just continues to ramble on.


"Really? Hayden is a family name?" Matthew says, raising his eyebrows remarkably. "Liam, may I borrow your phone for just a second?"


Liam willingly digs into his pocket. "Seeing as I desperately want to know where this is going, you may," he says, handing Matthew his phone.


"Let's see, let's see," Matthew mumbles as he opens up the browser on Liam's brand-new smartphone. "According to the almighty internet, there are at least fifty thousand people in the US with the last name Hayden. Must be one hell of a family dinner!"


"Matthew," Ethan starts, a menacing tone to his voice. James doesn't respond, he only narrows his eyes, glaring at Matthew.


"And don't get me started on family picnics, you'll need a whole damn forest for that to go down properly," Matthew continues, still overly excited by his own cleverness.


Liam can't stop himself from laughing. It's simply too much for him to listen to the tiny junkie rant on and on about how having a very common last name tattooed, is completely ridiculous.


"What about weddings? Do you even admit new people to the, clearly very select, clan of Hayden?"


"Would you please just go away?!" Ethan finally snaps at him.


Matthew makes a startled face, clearly unaware that half the crowd does not find him as amusing as he does himself.


"Oh alright, fine. But I do really need to talk to you, Liam," he sulks, scurrying off to another part of the bar.


Liam is still laughing, as he follows Matthew. Ethan can vaguely hear his boyfriend say, "Whatever you want, you're getting a discount."


Yup, he thinks, this is going to be a long night indeed.




2022


Standing outside his sister's apartment, two steaming hot cups of coffee held in a paper tray in one hand, and a bag of pastries in the other, Ethan starts to worry. He's been knocking and waiting for a full minute by now, and it isn't like her to just blow him off, especially not for their Saturday routine. He even texted her yesterday if they were still on, to which she had texted back yes, and that he'd better be prepared for – as she so eloquently put it – bitching of the utmost kind.


Finally, he gives up, puts the coffee and pastries on the floor, and calls her up on his cellphone. She doesn't answer, but he can hear her phone ringing from inside the apartment. Furrowing his brow, he finds the spare key he has to her apartment. They are really only for emergencies, but since he can't seem to get a hold of her, and it all just feels a little off by now, he deems it is.


Unlocking the door, he picks up the coffee and pastries and uses his elbow to push open the door. There's still no response, but he can see her lying in bed, one arm dangling off the side of it from beneath the covers.


"Izzy?" he calls out, "Izzy, are you okay?"


Given no response, he quickly sets the coffee aside and rushes to the bed. He pulls away the covers from her head and finds her looking fast asleep. He shakes her shoulder, first lightly, then gradually more vigorously. She still doesn't respond, and her skin feels cold and clammy. Quickly he digs into his pocket, finds his phone, and makes a frantic 9-1-1 call. He barely gets what he's saying to the woman on the other end of the line, it all feels surreal, and at the same time, he keeps shaking his sister's shoulder, hoping that she will just wake up.


Come on Izzy, his mind goes on in a frenzy, just wake up already!


It only takes a few minutes before he can hear sirens, and before he knows it, the small apartment is filled with paramedics. They push him out of the way, making way to check her pulse and heartbeat.


"She's definitely alive, but unconscious," one of them says, as another one is dragging in a gurney for her to be moved onto. "Sir, do you know if she has taken any drugs?"


Ethan barely hears him, instead, he just stands there, completely paralyzed, as they take his sister away.


***


Sitting in a cold and sterile hospital, doing nothing, feels like torture. He has called up his best friend, James, and, bordering on hysterical, told him to come and meet him at the hospital. He didn't give much of an explanation, but James left work immediately, getting the seriousness of the situation. The two of them are now in the waiting room, James keeping his calm for Ethan's sake, who is pacing nervously through the room, incapable of sitting still. It takes at least two hours before a doctor comes to talk to Ethan, making him gradually more on edge.


"Ethan Adams?" the doctor calls out, in a tone so detached and impersonal, the sound of it alone, almost tips Ethan over the edge of flat-out screaming at someone.


"Yes, yes that's me!" he says instead, and rushes over to the doctor.


"You're Elizabeth Adams' brother, right?" the doctor says, glancing at a clipboard.


"Yes, how is she doing? What happened to her?"


"Well, she is still unconscious. Her blood work came back, and she seems to have taken quite a large amount of sleeping pills. We still haven't determined what kind, but she's definitely comatose from them. Are you familiar with her taking this type of drug? Or any drugs at all?"


"No, of course not. Are you sure? My sister's never taken drugs in her entire life," Ethan says, but the doctor merely shrugs in reply.


"Well, she probably just didn't tell you," he says, still not looking at Ethan. "Anyway, there's no way of knowing when she might wake up, so for now, all you can do is wait."


"Might wake up?" Ethan's eyes widen. "Is that supposed to mean she might not wake up?"


Finally, the doctor looks at Ethan, with just a hint of sympathy in his eyes. "Let's just hope for the best."


"Can I at least go and see her?" Ethan begs.


"Yes, room 307," the doctor says, pointing towards a closed door. "Through that door, down the hall, make a left, and the room should be on your right-hand side."


Ethan repeats the instructions, and the doctor nods, before leaving the two of them. James puts a hand on Ethan's shoulder and gives it a little squeeze.


"She's going to be alright," he says firmly.


Ethan nods absentmindedly, then heads for the door. They follow the doctor's instructions and find the door to Elizabeth's room. He's not entirely sure if he should knock or not, but ends up doing it, in case she's sharing the room with someone. There is no response from inside, and he slowly pushes the door open.


There she is, in a state that almost looks worse than when he found her unconscious in her bed; with wires, tubes, and beeping equipment, he has no idea what does but goes on in a monotone, steady beat. For a moment he just stands there, looking at her, trying to wrap his head around all of it. Heaving a deep breath of air, he goes to the bed, and gently puts his hand on hers. There's a needle in her hand, connected to a skinny tube, pumping some sort of liquid into her body. She looks so small and fragile, and he starts crying just by looking at her.


He turns toward James, tears in his eyes. "You know who did this, right?"


James bites down on his lower lip. "I guess there aren't that many options."


"I'm going to kill him. Literally. If she doesn't wake up, I will literally kill him."


James doesn't reply, even if Ethan knows he's been wanting the two of them to break up for years on end. Instead, he just nods sympathetically. Ethan sits down on the only chair the room has to offer, a highly uncomfortable one, as if it's meant for people to leave again quickly.


"You know, this would be the perfect time for you to tell me how much you hate him," he mumbles, not taking his eyes off Elizabeth.


"Alright," James snorts. "I would rather see Liam die in a horrible fire than I would lose a pack of cigarettes. Actually, make that a single cigarette. Those things are expensive."


For some reason this makes Ethan laugh lightly, laughter that quickly turns into him crying again.


"What am I going to do, James?"


"Well..." James trails off. "I guess there is one thing you could do... Besides killing Liam, that is."


"I know, but what if it doesn't work? What if I end up making everything worse?"


Ethan remembers a few times when he used his powers of dream manipulation on Elizabeth. It feels like a lifetime ago; he thinks back to when she was six years old and had a particularly bad, recurring nightmare. She'd asked him to do it back then, to make her feel better, and he did make things better, he sat with her for several nights, twisting her dreams into something more pleasant, turning all the scary faces she was dreaming about, into cute kittens and colorful goldfish. She had loved him so deeply when she woke up, saying it had been the best she'd ever slept.


This is different, though. This time, there is so much more at stake. What if he makes her dreams too pleasant? What if it works completely differently, what if he can't just manipulate her dreams into something that will wake her up? Ethan relays this to James, who looks almost as worried as he feels.


"It is a possibility, I guess," James says slowly. "But are there really any other options?"


"Waiting is an option," Ethan states firmly. "I'm just not sure I like that either."


"I think both of those options are a bit dangerous, to be honest. You can lose her either way."


Ethan looks at him, and sometimes he just hates how logical and straightforward James can be. He doesn't say that, he doesn't even snap at him, even though he feels like he's in his good right to do so. Instead, he just sits there in silence, listening to the constant beeping from the hospital equipment. He leans over, brushing a stray strand of curly, red hair from his sister's forehead. He can't imagine a world without her, and even less so a world where she disappears, because he did nothing. He wouldn't be able to live with that, hanging over his head. Maybe if he had done something, things would have turned out differently.


"Alright," he says softly, "I'll try."


He can see James' shadow flutter around from the corner of his eye, meaning he believes Ethan is doing the right thing. Slowly he closes his eyes, zoning in on that small piece of calm that's left in him.


***


Everything surrounding Ethan is a pitch-black mass of darkness. It's not just like standing in a dark room, it's as if he's trapped inside a big bowl of jelly, or something equally dense, that makes it impossible for him to move. He tries not to panic, but instead just digs deeper, and slowly begins moving through it. It loosens its grip, and little by little he makes his way toward the golden light outside of it. Little bits and pieces stick to his clothes when he gets outside, and they move across his body as if they are alive. He quickly brushes them off, while focusing on what lies ahead of him; he can recognize some of it, because it is what he created himself for her, many years ago. Large, colorful goldfish, stream through the sky, making intricate patterns through soft clouds. He can hear birds singing from the surrounding trees, and a kitten passes by on the paved road. It stops for a minute to look at him curiously, then continues its path into some bushes.


This seems nice enough, he thinks, at least it's not a nightmare.


He sticks to the road, going further into the dreamworld.


"Izzy?" he calls out, hoping for a quick reply. "Izzy, are you in here?"


Nobody answers, but the cat reappears, and looking at him through narrowed eyes, it sits down and licks its paw.


"Hey kitty," he tries, "Have you seen someone? A girl with red hair like mine?"


It merely looks at him for a brief moment, then continues scrubbing its face with its paw.


Feeling a little silly for trying, he decides the cat won't be of any help, and instead he continues forward. When a soap bubble flies by, he stops. That’s always been one of Elizabeth's favorite tricks, conjuring up soap bubbles and putting things inside of them. When she was in elementary school, it would be inanimate objects, like dancing pencils or a sleeping eraser, whatever she could come up with, and when she got older, she moved on to creating life within them, making tiny stories play out within the soap bubbles. He remembers once, she had a whole love story build up between two toothbrushes, and another time where she made sleepy kittens yawn and stretch. That one, he remembers, she had been particularly proud of, because they looked like actual kittens.


The soap bubbles drifting by him now, are empty though, but still, he follows their trail. The sky is becoming darker, and more ominous, as he moves through the dreamworld. Everything has grown quiet, he can hear his own footsteps on the paved road, and they almost sound echoing, in an unpleasant way.


Then he spots her, on the other side of a deep ledge, her legs dangling off the side. She’s way out of reach, there are no bridges in sight, and she's just sitting there, blowing soap bubbles through a small plastic ring on a stick.


"Izzy!" he calls out, standing as close to the edge as he can without falling into the deep. "Izzy, can you hear me?!"


"You're screaming at the top of your lungs, I think everybody can hear you," she says, without taking her eyes off of the toy.


"Izzy, you have to wake up," he says, this time a little quieter. "Please, you can't stay in here."


The dark clouds pull in closer, and a few droplets of heavy rain hit the ground around his sister. There is a menacing feel to the air, as if it is a tangible creature, getting ready to pounce.


"I want to," she says, her voice barely more than a whisper. "I just don't know how."


He looks at the gap between them, trying to figure out what to do.


"I can build a bridge?" he suggests.


She looks at him, her green eyes shimmering in the dark. "You're sure you can do that?"


He's not, nor is he sure it's the right thing to do, but he still says, "Of course, I can."


Ethan has manipulated many dreams through the years; Liam's when he was stressed out, James' when his mother died, and Elizabeth's whenever she needed it. He has made sure nice things would pop up when they needed them the most, but this is different. This isn't just conjuring up a sword when battling a dream beast, or making something cuddly appear for a kid. There is so much riding on this, and if he fails, she's not going to wake up. She won't just have another bad dream, and wake up sweaty and scared from a nightmare; he knows she won't wake up at all.


"You're just going to have to trust me, okay?" he says to his sister, who looks worried and anxious. Slowly she gets up from her seat, bits of the ledge falling into the deep as she does. Ethan feels like screaming at her to be more careful, but it won't do either of them any good. She takes a few steps backward, and the sky becomes darker still. It's pouring down by now, and slowly the rain is moving toward Ethan's side of the cliff.


He looks down in the deep, trying to keep his breathing calm. His eyes glow bright green, as rocks start to form in front of him, and he carefully moves them into position, creating a path across, hoping they will stick to thin air. It doesn't make any sense, but dreams never do, and this one doesn't have to either. Right now, he just needs to get his sister to him.


Bringing the rocks closer together, they begin melting into a bridge. It looks a bit uneven, and not entirely safe, but still Elizabeth moves out on it. Wobbling all the way, almost stumbling a few times, she makes it across, practically falling into Ethan's arms.


"Oh thank god," he mumbles into her hair, hugging her close. She feels limp and fragile, as he carefully moves her out at arm's length, he looks her over, and she looks so sleepy, like her eyes are about to close. "Oh no you don't, don't you dare fall asleep on me now!"


He shakes her, not too hard, but not exactly gentle either, enough for her eyes to snap open. "Alright, alright, I won't fall asleep," she mumbles, batting at his hands.


"I'm taking you home," he states firmly.


"You know, you kind of sound like the first time you picked me up at a party," she says lightly. "You remember, right?"


"I do, but this isn't a party, Izzy, we need to get out of here."


The rain has moved onto their side of the cliff now, and is starting to pour down in an all-encompassing way. The sky has gone pitch black, not unlike the substance from where Ethan started.


"Hold onto my hand," he says firmly, "And don't let go for anything."


Then he pulls her with him and starts running. The black mass is moving closer in on them, and he has no idea where he's going. Everything behind them starts to crumble, as if it's being swallowed up by the darkness, and for a split second, he wonders what will happen if it catches up to them. He tries to keep to the road, but it's getting harder still. Elizabeth is practically dangling behind him, so tired she can't keep up. He stops for a brief second, picks her up, and starts running with her in his arms. If nothing else, he knows they have to get away from the black mass.
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