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For Grandparents: their stories, history, and love.

 




Chapter One

They don’t like the sunlight, but that doesn’t mean they won’t venture out in it. Demons aren’t like Stoker’s vampires or anything else you read about in civilian novels. Even the Bible isn’t accurate when describing the denizens of Heaven and Hell.

—A letter from Gertrude Bearclaw to Genevieve Evanstar, 21 Jan 1921, archived in the vault under St. Patrick’s Church in South Portland, Maine

 

The cold March air burned my lungs and made my legs itch as I sprinted by boarded-up beach houses. Mel may have turned our warm-up into a race, but she was not going to win it. Grinning, I ran harder in an attempt to close the space between us. Despite my efforts, her footsteps grew softer and the ones behind me grew louder.

I glanced over my shoulder. The man behind me was closer. Steam rose from his pale nose as it peeked out from under the black hoodie. I shuddered. It wasn’t unusual to see another runner follow us around two turns, but this one had followed me around five.

I sucked in the icy air as I crossed a bridge. The metal grates groaned under our feet. Water rushed below, blanketing brown muck with blue, breathing color and life into the field of dead marsh grass. Mel was so far down the winding road I could barely make out her short, muscular form.

I glanced at my phone. It was dead. Mel was too far ahead to hear me yell, and there was no one else around. I wasn’t exactly defenseless, but I was tired and hadn’t been in a real fight in almost two years.

Still, a small deplorable part of me hoped the man would catch up and he’d want to hurt me. I imagined myself ducking as he reached out to grab me. I’d jam my elbow up into his stomach and crush his face with my knee. I almost heard his jawbone crack, saw the shock in his eyes, and felt the pure bliss of adrenaline coursing through my body. I’d win. He’d end up hospitalized or worse, in the morgue. The last time I was forced to defend myself against someone who wanted to hurt me, Mel had to pull me off his unconscious body. The ghost of the rage, the rush and the guilt made my stomach churn.

I was a monster.

I couldn’t let this man catch up to me. It was too dangerous for him.

My calves cramped. My side felt like a knife was jabbing into it. Mel vanished around a bend. I growled. She was shorter than me and worked out more, but she was my cousin—the daughter of my late father’s twin sister—not some kind of professional athlete. If she could go that fast, then so could I. A few seconds later, I rounded the same bend. Our finish line, the gate for Foster Park, came into sight.

Picking up more speed, I closed the distance between me and the run-down guard shack. Mel got to it first and jogged in place, facing me until I arrived. I glanced over my shoulder and didn’t see the man. Relieved, I nearly toppled over, gasping for air with my hands on my knees.

“Erin, you need to cool down before you stop.” Mel wasn’t even out of breath, and she had a smug smile on her perfect pink lips. I didn’t see a drop of sweat on her face. Her gray spandex was dry; mine had soaked through my base layer to my baggy T-shirt.

I stood up straight, filling my aching lungs with big gulps of air as I looked around again. An iridescent blackbird leaped from a leafless maple with its wings slowly flapping as it flew across the path in front of us, but the man was nowhere in sight. “What was our time?”

“I didn’t have my timer on.” Mel walked down the dirt road.

“I really want to know how fast I went.” Every part of my body throbbed as I moved. The bare birch branches around us were filled with warbling blackbirds; their screeches needled my eardrums.

“Not fast enough,” snapped Mel. Her voice hurt more than the birds.

“Seriously?”

“You can do better. How is school going?”

“Mel, I don’t think I have ever run that fast in my life.”

“How is school going?”

I glared at her.

“How is school going?” she asked for the third time.

Shivering, I scratched my neck. “My teachers are determined to dispel the myth that senior year is easy by piling on hours and hours of homework. It takes forever without ADHD meds.”

Mel frowned. “You thinking of going back on them?”

“We’ll see how I do on my English test tomorrow. I don’t want any of my college acceptances getting revoked.”

“What does your mom think?” Mel’s frown made deep crevices in her usually smooth forehead.

“Mom and the doctors want me to try a different kind. I think they forgot I took that in middle school and it made me equally sick.”

“Both drugs stop your dreams,” muttered Mel, staring at the gravel.

“And how is that a bad thing?”

Heavy silence hung between us as we approached our Jeeps. Hers was an orange Wrangler with a soft top, a spotless paint job, and a lift kit. My ancient Cherokee resembled the offspring of hers and a station wagon, pockmarked with battle scars from shopping carts and telephone poles. She opened her door, took out two water bottles, and handed one to me. “Are you still dreaming every night?”

“Yeah.” I drank half my bottle in one long gulp.

“Did you try my suggestion?”

The Thursday before, Mel had told me to try focusing on one thing before I went to bed, so instead of dreaming of burning cities, gory battles, and apocalyptic storms, I would only dream about that one—hopefully more pleasant—thing.

“Did it work?”

“Sort of. Did you bring the sabers?” The whole purpose of the meeting wasn’t so much the run but the subsequent sparring match. Since I hadn’t found a good Kendo dojo in Portland, Mel was my only sparring partner.

“Of course.” She pulled two bamboo practice swords out of her Jeep and handed one to me. “What does ‘sort of’ mean?”

“I focused on a person. The dreams stayed chaotic, but that person was in all of them.”

Mel smirked as we walked across the grassy hill leading down to the pebble beach. “Which boy did you focus on?”

“I didn’t say boy.”

Mel arched her eyebrows. “I’m pretty confident we can rule out all the girls at St. Pat’s. Who was it?”

“José.” My cheeks burned.

Mel barked out a laugh that was simultaneously musical and abrupt as she stepped onto the beach. “And what did you dream about the boy who you won’t admit you’re in love with?”

“We’re friends. I’m not in love with him.” I stopped walking, leaned my sword against a rock, and stretched.

“Tell me what you dreamed.”

I watched rippled waves roll onto the black and gray stones. Once wet, they glistened in the afternoon sun. Two cormorants floated around the jetty while seagulls perched on the rocks. Looking up, I stared toward the sun without blinking and imagined my eyes drinking in its warmth. It made them water, but my face relaxed.

When I couldn’t take the light anymore, I turned my attention to a splashing at the end of the jetty. Minnows leaped out of the water followed by the stripers that were trying to eat them. Suddenly, a humanoid head covered in Irish moss burst from the surface, devouring a striper in one bite. I stumbled backward. A green tail flickered where the head had been, spraying water at the gulls. The head leaped back up and lunged toward the cormorant, sinking its fangs into black feathers and pulling the bird below the water.

“Holy Shit! Mel, did you see that?”

When she didn’t answer, I turned my head and jumped a mile backward. She was completely engulfed in brilliant light that burned my eyes like the sun had. My feet landed on slippery seaweed, and this time, I did fall. I’d seen some weird things lately, but this surpassed them all.

“Erin, are you okay?” She reached out with a glowing hand, but I didn’t touch it, afraid it would burn my skin right off.

“Why are you breathing so hard?” Mel’s head tilted. Her eyes were maelstroms of grass green and sky blue.

I wanted to tell her that she was wrong, but I choked on every breath. I couldn’t speak. This was weirder than the Pixies that perched in the trees near my house and pruned the bushes at school. It was more terrifying than the Mermaid I had just seen. Those had been straight out of Grandpa’s stories and I vaguely remembered seeing them as a child. Mel had never been in Grandpa’s stories, and I had never seen her glow.

“Erin, what are you staring at?” She crouched next to me. Her eyes seemed to see straight into my soul.

“I’m staring at you.” The words were quick as quick as my racing heart, sharper than the rocks cutting into my hands.

“Why?” Her hair floated around her head, wriggling like a halo of eels.

“I don’t know how your hair stays so neat while you work out.” While part of me was desperate to confide in someone, I knew it couldn’t be Mel. She had only ever kept one secret for me. Otherwise, she was a total snitch. Sophomore year of high school, I had discovered that cutting soothed me better than punching things. I told Mel and she told my mom. I doubt I would’ve broken the habit if Mel had stayed quiet, but this was different. Seeing Pixies didn’t hurt me. Still, if she thought I was developing some new mental disorder, she’d tell. I’d recently stopped taking a bunch of medications because they made me sick to my stomach and dizzy. I wasn’t ready to try something stronger. What if I was allergic? What if the side effects were worse?

I know you’re not hallucinating whispered a quiet voice in my head. The stories are all real. Your illness is real. There is a reason the side effects were so bad. It sounded like Mel, but I didn’t see her lips move. I shuddered. If I was hearing voices, then maybe I was getting sicker.

Mel sighed and plopped down next to me with enough force to scatter pebbles and send a plume of dust into the air. She cradled her head in her hands. “Are you going to tell me what you dreamed?”

I stared at the jetty. The surviving cormorant was on the rocks, with its oily wings spread out to dry in the wind. All that remained of its companion were a few floating feathers.

“Erin, I asked you a question.” Mel’s voice was painfully loud.

I took a deep breath. Perhaps talking about something else might make me feel more normal. “I watched José argue with his dad. It got physical; Dr. Estrella broke José’s nose. I saw José dump Jenny via text message. Then things got weird. José fought this white thing that kind of looked like a skinny orc. First, it was in a parking garage then it was on a big dark field. I was fighting monsters too. José and I watched a city burn. We made out…”

The right half of Mel’s lips curved up. “I see. And did anything from the dreams repeat night after night? Or happen in real life?”

“Nothing happened in real life, but the battle was in all of the dreams, and the parking garage part repeated until I figured out how to make José survive it. The kissy stuff was in a lot of the dreams too.” My shoulders tensed and my hands balled into fists. I enjoyed the kissy parts, but sometimes, they were scarier than the monsters.

“Let me know if anything from the dreams does actually happen, even if it’s not exactly the same as the dream.” Mel put a hand on my shoulder and rubbed until the tightness drained from my muscles. She giggled. “You should totally ask José out after he breaks up with Jenny.”

“Bad idea.” Just because I dreamed the answers to my math quiz and predicted which colleges my friend Sam got accepted to didn’t mean my dreams were premonitions. My subconscious was probably working through things my conscious mind couldn’t focus on. My unconscious mind was very attracted to José and his secrets. Of course, I dreamed about doing stuff with him. Unfortunately, my conscious mind knew he never stayed with the same person for more than a couple months and that he liked to “hit a home run” before he dumped them. It wasn’t worth risking our friendship.

Mel chuckled then said, “The color of your cheeks tells a different story.”

“He was kind of flirting with me today.” I glanced at her. The glowing was gone. Her hazel eyes were back to normal.

Her giggles turned to full-blown laughter. “What did he do?”

“Played with my hair in front of Jenny. She almost shoved us into a locker.”

“Boys aren’t the brightest creatures on the planet,” said Mel.

“Humans, in general, aren’t so bright,” I muttered. José’s gender had nothing to do with his stupidity. Boys, girls, and people like me, who didn’t identify as a boy or a girl, could be equally stupid.

“Are you ready to spar?” Mel smiled, showing her perfectly white teeth. Without the blinding light, I saw muscles bulging under her spandex. She was barely five feet tall, but she could bench press me if she wanted to.

“Yes, please.”

Mel touched her phone, making movie theme songs play. We stood, grabbed our swords, and bowed. We touched the tips together then stepped backward. I barely had time to block before her weapon swiped toward my neck. Shock waves traveled from the bamboo to my shoulder. Mel wasn’t holding back; I wouldn’t either. I smiled. My sword whipped toward her throat. She batted it aside like a cat would a fly and was on to her next attack.

The dance went on as more music played. Our feet moved in rhythm while we swung, parried, stabbed, and blocked. The longer we danced, the faster she got. Her sword was a blurred extension of her hand. I struggled to keep up, but I relished the challenge. The swift movements, burning muscles, and threat of blows made me feel more alive and focused than anything else.

After three tracks, she whacked my leg and thunked my shoulder. The sharp ache was like lighter fluid on a campfire. I growled, swinging faster and harder. She matched my pace. My Shinai didn’t touch her. Pebbles shifted under my feet, making it harder to balance. I stepped on a slimy strip of kelp and wobbled. Mel never lost her footing. By the fifth song, my arms were burning. Her next jab was aimed at my heart. When I parried, my sword flew out of my hand.

“Dead,” she said with the tip of hers touching my chest.

Panting, I dramatically fell to the pebbles and sand. I twitched a few times and lay still. Mel made choking laugh sounds that reminded me of bells in a storm. I opened one eye, saw hers were closed, swung my legs at her feet so she fell, grabbed a piece of seaweed, and stuffed it down her shirt. She squealed, rolling until she had me pinned, and smeared the seaweed in my face. We grappled until we were both on our backs in a fit of uncontrollable laughter, staring up at a sky full of towering cumulous clouds that morphed into angelic shapes whenever I went too long without blinking.

“You don’t practice enough. I shouldn’t be able to beat you so easily,” said Mel.

I stood up and stretched. The sun was starting to get low, bathing everything in golden light. Behind us, muddy grass stretched back to the ruins of stone forts and the gravel lot where our Jeeps were. They were still the only cars, but there was another person in the park now. He leaned against a cracked concrete wall. Baggy black sweats hid most of his body, but they didn’t hide his beaky nose. “I wonder how long that man has been watching us. He was behind me while we were running but disappeared when we got to the gate.”

I glanced over at Mel when I didn’t get a response. She was staring at the man with her eyes narrowed and her hands hovering over her hips. The cross hilt of a medieval sword faded in and out of my vision, just under her hand. Her shoulders were tense, and her teeth were bared. A halo of white flames surrounded her head but dissolved after I blinked a few times. “Mel? What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. Let’s get out of here. I’m starving.” She exhaled slowly, gathered our practice swords, and walked over to me without taking her eyes off the man. She put her arm around my shoulders and pulled me close, placing herself between the creep and me. Her grip tightened as we passed him.

“Mel, my water is still on the beach.”

“Forget it. Let’s get to the Clam Hut.” She practically pushed me into the car and didn’t get into her own until my door was shut and my key was in the ignition.




Chapter Two

I tell Erin stories about their father. They think I’m as creative as J. R. R. Tolkien, but I’m merely telling the truth. I want them to know about their heritage, even if they don’t believe it. They’re safer if they don’t believe.

—The journal of Seamus Evanstar, 2006, still in his personal possession

 

My hands wouldn’t stop shaking while I waited in line at the Clam Hut. The sweet scent of frying fish made my stomach growl, but I kept looking around the room to see if that man had followed us from the fort. Mel was doing the same thing but trying harder to hide it. Her head didn’t move as much as mine, but I still saw her eyes twitch as she scanned the room.

“Why are you shaking?” Mel’s head turned; she made eye contact.

“I’m hungry.”

“Make sure you order what you want. Don’t worry over fat or calories.”

“I wasn’t thinking that until you mentioned it.” The words came out harsher than I intended. I had been too busy worrying about the creep to think of what the fried deliciousness did to my arteries and stomach. I’d put on ten pounds since I stopped the ADHD meds and my binders weren’t hiding my breasts as well as they used to.

Then it was our turn to order. The growling interior of my stomach won over the part of me that was concerned with how feminine my body looked. I ordered fish and chips. Mel ordered a fisherman’s platter, large fish chowder, and a side of crab cakes. She took the number, paid for both our meals, and walked toward the dining room, which was pretty empty since tourist season didn’t start for a couple more months.

I sat down across from Mel. “Why did you practically shove me in the car?”

Frowning, she stared at an old harpoon hanging from the ceiling. “That man gave me the creeps, like he was something from one of Grandpa’s campfire stories.”

“The Demon hunter ones?” I asked, ripping my napkin apart.

She nodded. “Those were the only kind he told us.”

I glanced down at my mess. The man’s skin had been as white as my napkin.

“Grandpa did describe Demons as having skin the color of ‘bleached bones’.” I looked up. Mel was watching me with wide eyes and a half smile. “What?”

Her smile grew. “Are you saying you think the creep was actually a Demon?”

“Mel, there’s no such thing as Demons.” My foot tapped so fast the whole table shook.

She cocked her head. “The Bible references them.”

“The Bible mentions Demons being cast out of people and tempting them to do things. Some of Grandpa’s Demons possessed people, but most had their own bodies. The Bible doesn’t mention the albino monsters Grandpa told us about. I’ve spent enough time reading it.”

“The Bible was made by humans. It’s not perfect. The Church only included a handful of texts in it.”

“So are you saying the excluded ones have Grandpa’s Demons?”

Mel shrugged. “They could. I haven’t read all of them.”

Unsure where Mel was taking this conversation, I waited for her to continue. She sighed, silently staring at me until our number was called. She went to get the food while I watched our stuff and resumed shredding my napkin. The movement helped me think. I almost got the impression she believed Grandpa’s stories were true. If I was right, then she might also believe I was actually seeing Pixies and Mermaids. Jack McCormack, the main character in most of Grandpa’s stories, had used a network of Pixie informants to help him locate and hunt Demons. His best friend, Antonio Azure, was always involved with Mermaids in one way or another.

“You look deep in thought,” said Mel as she returned with our food.

I took my fish from the tray and tested the waters. “Do you remember Grandpa ever actually saying the stories were fiction?”

Mel’s face lit up. “I don’t, but I never asked. Did you?”

I watched her eyes. The colors stayed still and dull. “I asked him once, but he never gave me a straight answer.”

“What did he say?” Mel shoved food in her mouth without breaking eye contact.

I pictured Grandpa toasting marshmallows on a campfire with mischief in his ocean eyes. “It was some nonsense about all stories being both true and false at the same time. Maybe there is truth in everything, but people are big liars, so they tell the truth in fiction and lie when they should be honest.

Mel was quiet for a few minutes while she inhaled her crab cakes. When they were gone, she asked, “What do you think he meant by that?”

I stared at my half-eaten fish. “There are real lessons I was supposed to take away, even though the stories were fictional.”

Mel’s smile faded to a quivering frown, giving me the impression that my interpretation of Grandpa’s words wasn’t correct. She didn’t volunteer another explanation, but she did change the subject, so I didn’t ask what she wanted me to say. I listened and ate while she fiddled with the diamond on her engagement ring and complained about her soon-to-be mother-in-law’s involvement in wedding planning. It reminded me that Mel was almost an adult and I was her troubled seventeen-year-old cousin.

The conversations related to the Bible and Grandpa’s stories were probably a convoluted way to get me to admit something was wrong. When she suspected I had started cutting, we had a similar conversation where she hinted that she cut too and I opened up to her. A few hours later, she told my mom. The same thing happened when I started sneaking out to parties. I had fallen for her tricks twice. I wouldn’t a third time.

 

WHEN THE FOOD was gone, Mel gathered our trash and threw it out. I followed her to the parking lot, wondering if I’d ever be able to truly trust her again. She kept one secret for me, but I suspected that was because telling the truth would have gotten both of us in trouble and caused more harm than good.

Once we got to our Jeeps, she hugged me so tight I thought she was going to break my ribs. Confused, I backed away and saw glistening tears slide down her cheeks. “Mel, why are you crying?”

She sniffled and put her hands on my shoulder. “Erin, you can trust me with anything. You know that, right?”

“Of course,” I said even though I didn’t mean it. I couldn’t answer any other way with her staring at me red faced and teary eyed. “Why are you even asking? You’re my cousin, practically my sister. I love you.”

She sucked in a deep breath. Her lips trembled. She wiped the tears away and brushed off her shirt. “I love you too. Drive safe. Please text me when you get home.”

“You too. Bye, Mel.”

Still bewildered, I walked over to my Jeep and climbed inside. Mel didn’t watch me this time. She got in her own car and started it. I pulled out of the parking lot, and she followed me until we got to the highway, where she headed south toward Boston, Massachusetts, and I headed north toward Portland, Maine.

Mel and I grew up in the same neighborhood on the North Shore of Massachusetts, but I moved up to a town just south of Portland when my mom got a job at the University of Southern Maine. Mel moved out of her mom’s house the summer before, a few weeks after her boyfriend, Mike, proposed. He worked in a lab at MIT, where he was studying for his PhD in Computer Science, so they had a small apartment near Boston. Sometimes I missed living near Mel, but after I endured an afternoon of her prying into my life, I generally appreciated the miles between us.

I kept music on for the whole ride home, but I wasn’t really listening to it. I was thinking of Grandpa. Mel and I had spent a lot of time with him as kids, and he constantly told us stories about a group of Demon hunters called the Seven Stars. The Stars were made up of seven family-groups from around the world, each representing different faiths. Their goal was to protect humans from the Demons that preyed on them.

Some Demons literally ate people. Others fed off fear and hate, so they sought to sow those emotions among the human population. I’d believed in Demons when I believed in Santa Claus and the Easter Bunny. As I got older, the stories got scarier and scarier until Grandpa stopped telling them altogether. Though I supposed he had to. One of the main characters was dead and another was permanently in a wheelchair.

If I accepted the stories were real, I could assume the various ADHD medications and antidepressants I had taken throughout my life had somehow blocked what Grandpa called Sight, which was the ability to see through the illusions supernatural beings created to hide their true natures from humans. I vaguely remember seeing Pixies before I started school and medications, so seeing them now made sense. Having a Demonic stalker even made sense, since I had no shortage of negativity for it to feed off. The biggest problem with my theory was Mel’s glowing.

The only thing that glowed in Grandpa’s stories were Angels—winged, luminous creatures equally able to cause Old Testament–level destruction and heal serious injuries. They weren’t five-foot-tall twenty-one-year-olds who ceaselessly meddled in their younger cousin’s life.

I screamed curses at the dark exit ramp. I didn’t want to be mentally ill or gifted with some kind of supernatural sight. I just wanted to get high school over with and figure out what I was supposed to do with my life. I blasted my rock music, hoping it would distract me, and checked my mirror a few times to make sure no cars followed me off the highway.

Grandpa was visiting over the weekend. It had been a while since he’d told me one of his stories, but if I asked him, maybe he’d tell me a new one. If I felt brave, I’d ask him if they were true.




Chapter Three

I slip out of time as soon as I close my eyes. Each flash tells a piece of a story. It takes days, sometimes weeks, to collect enough pieces to understand the entire prophecy.

—A letter from Liam Evanstar, to his mother, Niben, in June 1985, archived in the vault under St. Patrick’s Church in South Portland, Maine

 

My mind had two main states of operation: out of focus and hyperfocus. Out of focus was when I heard and thought too much, taking everything in at once while my mind flitted from one topic to the next. Hyperfocus was when I fixated on one thing, becoming so absorbed in it that everything else faded away.

Walking from my car to my house, I heard peepers welcoming spring with their rhythmic chorus, car engines growling along the highway, my engine clicking as it cooled off, my heart beating, Bessie barking, and squirrels chattering in the tree above me. I smelled thawing earth, wet dog, and my own sweat all while my mind skipped from analyzing my last conversation with José to the man who followed me on my morning run, to magical things I witnessed every day, and to the English paper I had to finish before bed.

For the past month, I’d been fighting a war against my unmedicated self, and I’d been winning. One of my biggest allies in the fight wasn’t the therapist, Mom, or my friends but the shaggy mound of brown and gold fur that greeted me at the door whenever I returned home. The first thing I did when I walked into the house was kneel face to face with Bessie. I ran my hands through her soft fur, wincing as her massive paw landed on my shoulder.

“Erin, is that you?” yelled Mom from upstairs.

“Yeah, who else would it be?” Mom, Bessie, and I were the only ones who lived in the house. I barely remembered my dad. Mom and the few photos I had of him said he looked like me: short red hair, green eyes, and pale skin with lots of freckles. According to a newspaper article Mom showed me when I was five, a park ranger found his “mangled” corpse at the bottom of a gorge in Acadia National Park when I was three. I used to pretend he was one of the Demon hunters from Grandpa’s stories and that he died saving the world—a slightly more meaningful death than a fluke encounter with a rabid black bear.

“I was just making sure. I’m up in my room, packing.” Mom’s voice brought me back to the present, standing in the middle of the living room with its plain white walls, discount store furniture, and Bessie leaning all of her 110 pounds on me.

I took a few deeps breaths to combat the rage rearing its heads like a hydra. It was unfair that my father had been taken away from me before I had a chance to know him, but there was nothing I could do about it. Anger would not make my life any better. I hugged Bessie tight, inhaling the musty smell of her fur, and didn’t let go until my hands were able to remain open without curling into fists.

Feeling more in control, I plopped my bags down and took my phone out. I sent Mel a quick text: I’m home. Are you?

Maybe I was being paranoid, but I thought the man from the beach wanted to do something bad to one of us. I needed to make sure Mel got home safely, so I kept my phone out as I went upstairs. The old, fur-encrusted boards creaked beneath my feet. When I got to the top, my phone buzzed with a message from Mel, telling me she’d stopped at her mom’s house.

I replied, asking if she had been followed before I stepped into my mom’s room, which was as plain as the living room. The walls and carpet were both boring shades of beige. Her dresser was a step above a cardboard box. The only decorations were a school picture of me and the crucifix Grandpa had given her as a housewarming present when we’d moved in. Her room in our old house had pictures of my dad, a family portrait from when I was two, and some vintage superhero posters, but Mom had never unpacked those.

“How was your afternoon?” she asked. Her freshly dyed blonde hair fell in front of her eyes. She folded a shiny dress shirt into her carry-on bag. It was a far cry from the faded tee she had on.

“Good. Are you excited for the conference?”

Mom’s brown eyes lit up as she laughed. “Am I looking forward to spending the weekend cooped up in a hotel full of PhDs who love to hear their own voices?”

“I wouldn’t be, but you’re one of them.” She’d finished her PhD a little over two years before. While she worked on it, taking classes, teaching, and researching had consumed every minute of her life. I’d practically lived with Mel and Aunty Lucy.

“What an attitude.” Mom attempted to return my glare, but it wasn’t very effective since she couldn’t stop smiling.

“Well, I should get started on my homework. It’s almost eight.” I had a long list of things to do, including the five-page paper that was due first period.

Mom hugged me. “Don’t be up too late.”

“All right.” I squirmed away, went back downstairs, and continued my text conversation with Mel.

Eventually, I put my phone down and paced around the house, trying to figure out why I felt sick every time I pictured the creep’s pale face and hooked nose. I got myself to sit still at the kitchen table long enough to begin my unmedicated homework ritual, which involved eating snacks, playing with Bessie, and checking Facebook between fifteen-minute long homework sessions. Whenever I took a break (my reward for finishing something), my focus snapped back to that man. It wasn’t until I saw José come online and change his relationship status that I stopped worrying.

I sent José a message asking why he and Jenny broke up. He replied by asking me if we could Skype because his hands hurt too much to type. A whole new set of worries entered my mind, causing my foot to tap frantically while I waited for Skype to open. Those worries were confirmed when José’s face finally appeared on my computer screen. His blackish-brown hair was rumpled, stopping shy of puffy, bloodshot eyes.

“Hey, Erin,” his voice crackled through my speakers, slightly distorted by the ice pack he held against his nose.

“Hey,” I replied half smiling, half cringing. “Did Jenny do that to you?”

He made a bitter choking sound and gave me a look that told me Jenny had not beaten him up. I stared into his eyes: two pools of melted chocolate surrounded a map of red veins. “You fought with your dad again.”

He nodded. “I was talking to Will when Dad overheard me describe Jenny as a ‘breathing sex doll.’ He told me to be more respectful of woman. I laughed, told him to stop treating his girlfriends like toys if he didn’t want me to do the same thing. We went back and forth until he smacked me.”

“Did you hit back?”

José proceeded to describe, blow for blow, the fight I had dreamed earlier in the week. By the time he was done, my hands were tight fists. My shoulders and arms were cramping from the effort it took not punch the table or chuck my phone across the room. If José’s dad walked into the kitchen right then, I wouldn’t have been able to stop myself from kicking him where the sun doesn’t shine.

“You won’t tell anyone, right?” pleaded José.

I nodded, even though the knots in my stomach had become a hoard of monsters trying to claw their way out. I hated when José’s dad hurt him. I could have told my mom, a teacher, the police or any adult with the power to get him away from his dad, but I never did. When I was thirteen, I promised to keep it a secret, and unlike my cousin, I wasn’t a snitch.

“So, what happened with Jenny?” I needed to change the subject before I exploded.

“I just didn’t care for her. It was like banging Barbie.”

My cheeks burned. I snorted. “Some guys would kill to bang Barbie.”

His face contorted as if he was trying not to puke. “Not me. I hate fake. Her bras are filled with more padding than boob.”

“Why did you even go out with her in the first place? Her hair is a different color every week, and the only time she’s ever honest is when she’s trash-talking me.”

“Guilt,” said José. “I hooked up with her at a party and owed her a few dates.”

I hated the idea of him sleeping with Jenny as much as thinking of him getting beat up by his Dad. Still, the idea of punching Jenny brought an evil grin to my face. José misunderstood my silent smile and told me way more than I wanted to know about what he did with her and how shitty he felt after.

“Then why’d you keep doing it?” I asked.

“She was persuasive…and it felt good while it was happening.” He was staring intently, trying to read my expression. “Anyway, once I got word that the person I like actually might feel the same way, I dumped Jenny. I sent her a text saying it was over. I couldn’t waste any more time.”

“A text? Kind of harsh, isn’t it?”

He shrugged.

“Who do you actually like?” A monster called jealousy gnawed on my insides even though I didn’t have a right to be jealous. I’d done my best to hide how I felt for a good reason. Sometimes I was an okay friend, but I was a bad person, especially when something as messy as love tangled my emotions. José didn’t need another bad person in his life.

“I’ve known them for a long time,” said José, leaning into his ice pack.

“Where did you meet them?” My voice quivered. The monsters bit harder. Maybe it was his friend, Will. Maybe it was me.

“Down the Cape. We hung out a lot when we were thirteen.”

“Do they have a name?” A swarm of butterflies attacked the monsters. At thirteen, José hadn’t been a player yet. He’d just been the sweet, overly emotional person that now I only glimpsed when we were alone. I’d spent the summer on the cape at Mel’s stepdad’s beach house, which was right next door to the house José grew up in. We saw each other every day and had even kissed at the end of the summer.

I was a different person back then too. I was nicer, safer.

“How’s your English paper coming?” he asked with rare awkwardness.

“What’s their name?” It couldn’t be me. We were both better off if it wasn’t me. With a boyfriend I’d get emotional and distracted. My GPA would tank. Not knowing the truth would do all that twice as fast.

“Can we talk about something else? Are you doing okay with your paper? This is your first one without ADHD meds.”

“Now you sound like Mel,” I said with a nervous smile.

“That’s because we both care.” He leaned back and closed his eyes.

“Can you at least give me a hint?”

His lips curved up into a luminous smile. “They were my first kiss.”

I stared at the screen, frozen as my mind raced back to the summer night when José kissed me in a rowboat. I could still smell the marsh at low tide, hear the waves lapping at the edge of the boat, and feel his lips gently brush against mine. He held his breath until I smiled and told him it was the best first kiss I could’ve asked for.

“Hey, I still have some homework to do, so I should go.” José frowned.

“Right, bye.” I wondered if should tell him my silence was me reliving a good memory, that it meant I liked him too and I had lied every time I told him I never wanted to be more than friends. His face disappeared, but I stared at the screen for a while after. How long had he liked me for? And more importantly, how long was he going to like me?

 

SLEEP WAS LIKE getting caught in a riptide during a northeaster. First, memory yanked me out to sea: I was five years old and chasing a little Pixie through a field of lupines. Its gossamer wings reflected rainbows while its spiky hair blended in with the flowers. I almost had it when Grandpa scooped me up in his big arms.

“What are you chasing?” he asked with a smile that made his blue eye twinkle.

“A Pixie,” I said. “I want to play with it.”

The sunny field darkened. Thunder rumbled and the clouds swirled into a vortex that scooped me out of the real memory and into my subconscious’s twisted imagination.

Back at my current age, I stood beside a dented pickup truck in a parking garage. Every time I inhaled, I choked on rotten eggs and stale cigarette smoke. My ribs ached and my skin seared, but that didn’t stop José from barreling into me and pressing my body against his.

“I love—

I kissed him in a way I had never kissed anyone before. It was fast, hard, and sweaty, but then the tide caught me again and swept me off to Spanish class where Mrs. Finn was droning on about conjugating IR verbs. After an eternity of boredom, the room faded.

I stood barefoot on a beach, facing a tall humanoid Demon clad in a black trench coat, his molten-coal eyes filled with hate. Adrenaline flooded my bloodstream as I swung a quarterstaff at its beaky nose. He stumbled and swung a purple staff at my head. I ducked, landing a blow to his gut. I stepped into a swarm of pins and needles, pulled them into me and pushed them out my foot. I stabbed my staff through the monster, leaving his impaled body pinned to the sand.




Chapter Four

The emeralds from the Elder Mines bestow True Sight upon any man strong enough to bear one on his brow. Only bequeath these treasures on mortals you deem worthy of such a gift.

—Excerpt from the Dwarf-Elf Treaty of 1345 AD. A copy of this document present in the archives

 

I woke feeling as if I was swaddled in pea-soup fog. I hid under my blankets, hoping it would dissipate. Alarms blared on my phone and stereo, but I didn’t have the energy to shut them off. In the end, it was Bessie who pulled the blankets off me and licked my face until I got up, threw random clothes on, shuffled downstairs, and collected my books. I wanted to say bye to Mom, but she was already gone.

The mental haze muted the Jeep’s growling engine, weighing me down so hard it was a struggle to keep my hands on the wheel. I shook my head and blasted music, but that didn’t help. The potholes in the school parking lot jostled my Jeep and body, but the movement wasn’t enough to break up the haze. I knew a few weeks back on antidepressants would thin it out, but those made me nauseated and dizzy, which wasn’t much better than the depression. The doctor told me that with most people, the side effects went away after a few weeks, but I had the opposite reaction. I’d start out okay, but the longer I was on a drug, the worse the side effects got. I hoped that one day I’d find something that actually worked the way it was supposed to.

Even though the morning was as gray as my mood, the parking lot glowed with fresh paint. Seeing all those shiny cars reminded me that most of the other kids were at St. Pat’s because they were rich, not because their Grandpa was BFF’s with the principal. I pulled into a spot next to a black pickup that was as new as the rest of the cars but distinguished with a handful of dents and scratches. As soon as my car was in park, my hands dropped to my lap like a guillotine’s blade.

José’s truck confused me. I wanted to leave a mysterious note on the window telling him how cute and funny he was, reminding him that he was worth more than his father wanted him to believe. However, I also wanted to slash his tires and smash his window for sleeping with Jenny Dunn when he actually liked me. Yes, I had rejected him last year, but messing around with other people was no way to win my heart, especially when it wasn’t my heart that had driven me to say no, but a haze of depression and a dangerous temper.

My fist rose on a swell of anger. I punched my steering wheel. The horn beeped. I jumped in my seat, smacking my head on the roof. Cursing, I rolled out of the car, slung my backpack over my shoulder, and slammed the door. I needed to ignore José and his truck. I was almost through senior year. I had to finish without letting my grades slip or getting in any fights.
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