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  ONE.


  “Ya gotta learn to live a little, Reagan,” KC says as he opens the Riviera’s trunk. Stacked in the back is my drum kit, his guitar, a couple of amps, and our usual show bag. A spare set of clothing for both of us. Mine’s just the same black jeans, black shirt. Simple. Lets me fade away and that’s how I like it. KC though… Sometimes he gets messy before the show. Usually, he likes to flaunt it, but it’s never hurt to have a spare set of clothes.


  We don’t have a lot of gear; our band’s underground. I don’t think anyone will ever sign us. Not because we’re bad, but because I doubt anyone official would want to deal with KC. He’s also not interested in taking orders from anyone, so, that’s fair. He also likes the idea of being an underground legend over attempting fame in a system that tries to shackle you with the belief that everyone else matters more than you. Write these songs, go to these parties, pay off these people, have this image. 


  He’s never been interested in that.


  He runs the show how he wants, show up when he wants, and is who he wants to be. We don’t even have a manager. It’s just him setting gigs.


  Today, he already had a couple of girls waiting for us in the parking lot when we pulled up. They’re both wearing ripped jean shorts and band tees. One has a snake wrapped around the triangular BAD ASS IDIOT TRAIN logo. KC said her name’s Sadie. The other’s in a black shirt with the logo printed all over it in faded gold; her name’s Monika.


  “Yeah, Ralph… Live a little,” Monika says. She’s standing beside KC, holding his guitar.


  “Am I, like, not your type?” Sadie says. “You can tell me. I won’t be mad.” The evening light catches on her short, bleached hair. 


  “That’s not it—”


  “I don’t think he has a type,” KC says over me. “For as long as I’ve known him, he’s never gone for anything, ya know? Won’t do hookups. He’s a true romantic.” His smile’s charming. Blond hair tied in a ponytail; it’s long enough to flow over his shoulder. Bright, but natural. He’s seemingly effortless in everything he does. Always is. His voice is silk regardless of whether he’s flirting or fighting and the way his body moves commands attention. KC’s always had so much charisma, it draws people to him.


  “Or a freak,” Monika says.


  “I was hoping I might be able to break him of that.” Sadie chuckles. Her elbow bumps into my side, drawing my eyes to her as I step back. “Tell me, Ralphie—Is it true? Are you a freak?” She smiles as she closes the space between us again. Her hand’s moving down my arm until her fingers have hooked in the belt loops at the front of my pants. With a gentle yank, she tugs my hips toward her.


  The impulse is there. 


  Disgust. 


  The wrongness of it causes a sickness that’s not just nervous coils in my stomach, but repulsion. She’s pretty. All the girls KC brings backstage are, but it’s like they’re wearing a mask and I can’t ignore the ugliness that’s trying to show itself. Shadows on her face, darkness under her eyes that isn’t makeup, and the gleam that sparks in her irises. She doesn’t want me; she wants whatever thing she sees in me. Her, Monika, every other girl who has been just like them… It’s hard to put into words, that feeling of someone looking at you, craving you, but really, they’re dreaming of who they want you to be and it’s the opposite of who you are.


  My throat tightens through my laugh. I grab hold of her wrists as they get closer to my fly and push her hands away. My breath comes out heavy as I turn toward the trunk, trying to laugh again. “No, thank you.” I pick up one of the drum boxes and move as quickly as I can to put space between Sadie and me. “I need to set up for the show.”


  Sadie pouts her bottom lip. “C’mon Ralphie… I’m just playing… I don’t mean anything by it—unless you want me to. But you know, you’re cute. Why bother being cute if you don’t take advantage of it sometimes?”


  “I’m sorry,” is all I manage. I don’t know what she wants to hear, but I know I can’t think fast enough to say what will make her satisfied. This situation has happened so many times before and I’ve never gotten any better at managing it. Saying ‘I’m not interested in this kind of attention’ is never enough. They don’t believe me.


  “You ever wonder if he’s like this because he’s got a crush on you, KC?” Monika says.


  KC chuckles. “I’ve heard that rumor too.”


  “It’s not that.” I smile politely at both girls. 


  “Then what is it?” Sadie says.


  I’m taking a step back. Her eyes are locked on me, but so are Monika’s and KC’s. He’s grinning through the cigarette he’s got pressed to his lips. “It’s not anything special,” I say. “I just—I’ve got to get ready for the show. Equipment, sound test, you know—”


  “So… what about after?” Sadie says.


  “I don’t think so,” I say. “Sorry.”


  “People are talkin’ about you, Ralph Reagan,” Monika says.


  “It’s fine,” I say.


  “You’re really okay with it?” Sadie says.


  I’m expecting KC to say something. I don’t know why. He actually thinks it’s kind of funny. The rumors are mostly just how people think of me, what they think I think of him. But it’s never about what he is and if it ever was, he’d beat the rumors out of them. 


  A weak chuckle comes out of me. “It’s nothing I haven’t heard before. Rumors are rumors, and that’s it.”


  “You’re too kind, Reagan.” KC breathes out smoke. “Lettin’ shit run wild? It’s your name. You know what this kinda shit gets ya?”


  “A reputation?” Monika says.


  “Bingo.” KC’s tongue flicks against his bottom lip. “And believe me—You don’t want the kinda things they’re sayin’ about you to be what you’re known for. Take it from me. I got rumors for days and they haven’t always been the fun stuff. Sure, there’s the rioting, the fighting, people givin’ themselves scars to pledge their allegiance to me. All rumors, of course, but then ya got the annoyin’ shit where the pigs’ve been tailin’ me since I was fifteen. Why? Cause my dad moved to Florida and they don’t wanna believe it. Since when has this city given two shits about parentless kids? I mean, you’re proof of that, yeah? So why do I get the third degree for my dad’s retirement? Fuck off. The city’ll claim as much property as it can to put saps like us on the street for no reason. What would they do with my house if they took it from me? Fuckin’ nothin’. They’d just like to see us on the street cause once a piece of shit, always a piece of shit.” KC nods, speaks into his cigarette, and turns away as he puffs.


  There’s heat on the back of my neck, pooling from my cheeks. I can’t keep looking at him or the girls. You know why it’s so uncomfortable when you look people in the face? Because to some extent, you can read their thoughts and even people who like you are judging you in ways you don’t want to see. 


  The tightness in my throat loosens with an awkward chuckle. My neck’s itchy, calling for a scratch I can’t give it because my hands are full. “I just play the drums, Kace. We live together, yeah, but so do a lot of brothers.”


  “Right,” KC says.


  “Brothers can do a lot of other things too, Ralphie,” Sadie says. “You gotta prove that’s not you.”


  “I need to go.” I turn away and make for the venue.


  Sadie’s voice comes out as a whining purr she’s not trying to hide from me. “He’s really not interested in girls at all? Is he a virgin?”


  “I dunno,” KC says. “But I wouldn’t be surprised.”


  “Poor baby,” Sadie says. “He knows we can fix that, like, real quick, right?”


  “Does he seem kinda sad to you?” Monika says.


  “Maybe, a little yeah, but maybe he’s just moody broody,” Sadie says. “That’s a musician thing.”


  Their voices disappear behind me as I leave the parking lot. With the distance comes the ability to breathe again. The parking lot where the workers used to park is also overgrown, but it was partially cleared out in preparation for the show. There’s a larger parking lot to the north of the building, over a bridge and a small trek through the trees and past the other buildings. A cement pipe big enough to crawl through sticks halfway out of the ground by the short cement wall that surrounds the rest of the property.


  The venue’s a once abandoned plant on the south side of Baltimore near Chesapeake Bay. Now, it’s reclaimed as an unofficial concert venue for underground acts and what the city sometimes calls troublemakers. There are multiple buildings. By the parking lot are a couple of single room structures that no longer have walls. Now, they appear as metal-roofed gazebos or covered eating areas. During shows, people bring barbecues and mobile bars to sell concessions and good memories. The floors are made of cement and in places, fire pits are set up with chairs.


  The main building is connected to water. Five stories tall, it’s overgrown and covered in graffiti, the walls are like guest books for the vagabonds who’ve visited them over the years. As crazy as that sounds—it feels like a way of talking to my neighbors or them talking to me in ways they couldn’t otherwise. 


  History. Wishes. Past. Present. Future.


  We’ve played here a couple of times and every time we come, the graffiti’s changed. 


  Immediately across from the main building are a couple smaller cement buildings. They’re used for staff to take a breaks, hide, and store gear. I think it used to be an office building. After being abandoned for so long, it’s hard to tell.


  The stage manager, Craig, is standing in the courtyard in front of the main building, phone in hand. Ruby is standing beside him. She’s not holding her bass guitar, so she may have already taken it to the stage. As I approach, I wave and she waves back. She’s petite, but muscular. Her arms are displayed by the band tank she’s wearing, the armholes cut low to expose her black sports bra underneath. She’s wearing low cut skinny jeans, held up by a studded red belt. Her dark brown hair’s short and pulled into a low ponytail. She has a nose ring and a couple small hoops down her left ear. 


  “Hey, Ralph,” she says. “Where’s the asshole or is he running late again?”


  “He’s in the parking lot still,” I say.


  “Getting into a fight?”


  “Talking to some girls.”


  “Well, thank God he’s here at least.” She rolls her eyes.


  “Hey, Ralph,” Craig says. “Let me know if you need anything, yeah?”


  “Of course,” I say.


  “I’ll show you to the green room,” Craig says. “They’re waiting for you on the stage whenever you’re ready.”


  “Thank you,” I say.


  Craig leads and Ruby follows along beside me. The first office building across from the main venue belongs to the staff. Tickets, backstage passes, guest problems, and small medical issues.


  Our room is actually an old office at the back end of the main building. Inside are two metal desks from decades past, pushed against the wall to create a makeshift makeup counter. Heavy, rusted, but the fairy lights strung over them make the scene appear rustic and industrial over rundown. There’s a plush but faded couch across from the desks. It’s the kind you’d expect from a thrift shop that looks comfortable and might be hard to get out of once you sit down. Extra chairs are folded against the wall, stacked beside each other. Maybe for the venue, maybe for the covered dining area, maybe just extra storage. Above the metal desks are a couple of mirrors, lined with more fairy lights. A lamp at the end of one desk in the corner makes up for the overhead lights being so weak they cover the room in a gray wash. Against the east wall is a moving clothing rack, empty but for a couple of hangers.


  Mixed across the walls are band posters from previous shows and a spread of graffiti. I can’t tell if the writing is the building’s past life of abandon or more guest souvenirs. Scratched into the room’s metal door is DO & RA. Penciled into the wall beside the mirror farthest to the left it says RUBY S LEFT. Written into the makeup counter in marker is


  GOOD SHOW


  SPIT FIRE


        U KNOW WHAT 2 DO.


  On the wall behind the clothing rack, alongside graffiti of a small eye, a raven, a gang tag, and BODYMORE BUILDUP it says WHAT IS YOUR NAME?


  “That new?” Ruby gestures to the graffiti. “I don’t remember it being there last time.”


  Craig stands in the green room door, chuckling. “It’s Baltimore, baby. Turn your back for a second and someone new’s tagging shit up. Sometimes I think a lot of us here are just desperate to not be forgotten. Makes it feel like you matter, even for a second, you know? At least you exist.”


  “I guess,” Ruby says.


  KC taps Craig on the shoulder, though he pushes past him into the room without giving Craig time to move. The girls he’d been talking to in the parking lot aren’t with him. “Can’t believe you left me behind, Reagan.”


  “Sounds like you were busy,” Ruby says.


  “Oh, c’mon… That makes me sound like a slacker.” KC leans his guitar against the wall and takes in the room since the last time we were here. The tables have been still for so long, there’s dust on the floor by their legs and the drink cooler.


  “You kinda are,” Ruby says.


  “Funny, I still get more shit done than you,” KC says.


  “Starting fights in the parking lot isn’t getting shit done.”


  “Yeah?” KC snorts. “Who brings people to the shows? You or me?” He leans down to open the cooler. “You want one, Reagan?”


  “Yeah, thanks,” I say.


  KC tosses me the water he grabbed, then moves his attention to Ruby. “What about you?”


  “Sure,” Ruby says. A bottle’s tossed her way next, then he grabs one for himself. “You gonna help with sound check?” 


  “Don’t need to.” KC snaps the plastic seal on his bottle. The cap falls to the floor, the bottle’s at his lips. There’s confidence in every movement.


  “Suit yourself,” Ruby says. “I’ll make sure they’ve got your mic on mute.”


  “And I’ll make sure everyone knows where to start when they wanna riot.”


  “Asshole.”


  “Cunt.”


  “I’m gonna help Ralph set up.” 


  “Have fun.”


  Ruby picks up KC’s guitar from where it’s leaned against the wall and follows me out of the green room. The metal door screeches as it pushes against its rusty hinges. The sound echoes down the hall, amplified by the concrete. Ruby grabs the door behind me, opens it further, then slams it shut. “God, he’s such an asshole.” Ruby catches up beside me.


  “He’s not that bad…”


  Ruby chuckles weakly. “The fact you say that means you’ve been living with him too long.” She pauses, checking my expression. “I’m not trying to be mean, but that guy doesn’t care about anything.”


  “You wouldn’t be the first to say that.”


  “He’s holding you back. You’ll be lucky if he doesn’t get you killed some time soon.”


  “He cares about things.”


  “What, like himself?” Ruby chokes on her own laugh.


  “I get that he’s an acquired taste.”


  “Acquired… How long have you known him exactly?”


  “Seven years.”


  “He any different now than he was when you met him?”


  “He’s not always so bad—”


  “Mmm… The sounds of codependency. He’s got you wrapped around his little finger, Ralph.” Ruby lifts her pinkie to wiggle it in front of us. Her hand slides down my back. The side she’s on bubbles with heat, embarrassment, shame. I look the other way. I know what she’s saying, I just didn’t think Ruby would go there. She’s always been more gentle about the relationship KC and I have. I get that it’s kind of weird, but we’re not the only weird thing about this city or this scene or the families around here.


  At least that’s what I’ve heard.


  Ruby doesn’t talk about her family much, but she’s mentioned how her little brother is a freak, sneaking into her room and taking her things. Selling them to whoever is willing to buy. She figured her younger brother’s already a pothead with an addiction problem when she said, “He steals my underwear and mom’s wallet too. Dad won’t beat sense into him because dad beat himself out of the family a long time ago. Probably saw Drew’s disappointment coming and peaced out, but fuck, he’s big, so you know there’s nothing we can do. Told mom to try a restraining order, but she’s too much a bleeding heart to kick him out. Guy’s nineteen. It’s not cruelty; it’s a reality check.”


  Everyone’s got their family issues and we’ll put up with different things. Ruby might not like how KC’s is, but it’s a normal I’m used to and it’s something I don’t mind. She doesn’t have to put up with what I do, but I don’t have to live with her family either.


  It is what it is.


  “I’m just saying—If KC doesn’t knock this shit off, I might have to look for a new gig,” Ruby says. “I’m not about to get pulled into whatever criminal enterprise he’s eventually gonna get wrapped up in because he’s horny for risk-taking. I’m not one of the girls who goes for that shit and ya know, I’ve seen ads at Skid’s. A lot of bands need a bassist. It’s a thankless position, you know? People say it takes no skill, you kinda fade into the background. Virtually no one wants to be the bassist, you just end up there. I’ve seen people looking for a drummer too.” She glances sidelong at me. “You’d do yourself a favor by detaching yourself from KC sooner rather than later cause lately, all I see when look at him is a crime scene.”


  “I’m not easy either, you know? Trouble’s always followed me too—”


  “Yeah? But you’re not a narcissistic asshole. Anyone would be happy to have you.”


  I laugh weakly. Every moment I’ve spent alone comes to the forefront of my mind. The families who wanted nothing to do with me, the bruises and cuts and broken bones left behind by siblings who wanted to make the message clear. Honestly, I think the only reason Ruby likes me is for the reason the girls KC brings back pay me any mind: Whatever attracts people to him rubs off on me by virtue of proximity. 


  “Right,” I say.


  It might sound stupid for me to say that no one would notice me if not for KC. I don’t blame Ruby for seeing things the way she does. She never knew me before KC and I wouldn’t want her to anyway.


  WHAT IS YOUR NAME? is on the wall again.


  I wonder if she sees it too.


  That specific phrase has followed me around for as long as I can remember. I’ve wondered if it was some kind of joke. I’m so unmemorable, that even the city I was born in doesn’t know who I am. 


  I wonder if I told it my name, would anything change?


  The thoughts of a wishful child.


  “I’m not trying to tell you what to do or anything,” Ruby says. “It’s your life, he’s your brother, but just… You should know the longer you’re around him, the more likely you’re gonna get dragged with him when he goes down.”


  “What makes you think I’m not gonna be the one to drag him down?”


  “Really?” Ruby chuckles. Her elbows hit my arm. “I doubt you could hurt anyone if you tried.” She’s confident in saying that, but you know it’s not always on purpose that someone hurts someone else. I don’t think KC hurts me on purpose most of the time. He gets ahead of himself; he’s not thinking; he acts on impulse and sometimes those impulses pay off. I know he doesn’t mean it when he says or does something that hurts me.


  He just doesn’t understand me sometimes and that’s okay.


  We walk down the hall to the main room of the plant where the generators and machines and majority of the day’s would’ve been spent when this place was active. Now, it’s turned into a room with a stage made of movable platforms like a black box theater. The ground is mostly cement with speckles of neon-colored paint that glow under the black lights. Extension cords race along the walls, almost giving it a feeling of veins running through the body of the building, taped out of the way, under the ground, hidden beneath mats to keep the soon to come guests from tripping over them while drunk. 


  It happened at the first concert we played here.


  KC wound the audience up so much it turned from mosh pit to almost a riot. A fall turned to a shove turned to a punch and then the body of people became waves of fighting against each other for a reason no one understood beyond someone was getting shoved and they needed to shove too. The heat in the room cooled down when someone tripped over the power cord that connected the sound system to the black lights at the entrance. Since then, more of the venues have been hardwiring for what’s used most often, and any exposed wires for things that move around frequently are secured and hidden.


  The glow of neon color is partially washed out by the normal work lights, coating the concert hall in a sterile gray. The walls are something different. Almost none of the original gray is visible under the kaleidoscope of art. Behind the stage is a wall covered in eyes. The word VOCAL is large, centered in a bullseye. A mouth is on the roof near the ceiling with a LA LA LA LA LA running in different directions. 


  The production catwalks overhead have been switched for use by the venue as stage catwalk. Wrapping around the booth is a WELCOME and MOMMY and hehehehehe. Surrounding the large window is a yellow face. The window has been turned into a giant pair of sunglasses. A smirk and a joint hang out beneath it. 


  Someone’s voice comes from above.


  A greeting from the stage crew. 


  Ruby says, “Yo,” in return.


  There’s a kind of sadness in the air that’s always been here. It’s all over Baltimore, but you can’t really describe it. We feel it but think of it in a different way. I only know because I’ve tried to explain it too many times. I sound crazy and desperate and I dunno… Weird. 


  I stopped asking about it in second grade when I finally figured out people didn’t like it when that feeling was brought up. Uncomfortable. Scary. If you pretend it’s not there, you can say everything’s fine. Feelings are easy to reject as over-thinking. There’s no evidence, ya know? So, it’s all in your head.


  Ruby cups her mouth with her hands as she shouts to the tech booth, “We’re loading in now.”


  “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” a muffled voice reaches from the platform across the stage. “Let me know when you’re ready for sound check.”


  Ruby lifts her thumb. “Roger.” She sets KC’s guitar down on the stage and climbs off the platform. “I’ll help you with the drums. They bring anything in yet?”


  I survey the stage. There’s little here from the car but KC’s guitar and the box I just brought in. “I don’t think so. Looks like the girls KC had at the car didn’t move anything.”


  The purring of a bird draws my attention to the catwalk. A big raven sits in on the railing, peering down with dark red eyes, like small lights hiding among the tech.


  “Typical.” Ruby clicks her lips. Her arm claps around my shoulder as she gives me an encouraging pat. “Whatever. We’ll do it without his help… like always.”


  I nod, and we move. We’re outside on the grass at the back of the power station. Trees rustle from a soft wind blowing through them. There’s something different in the air tonight. It feels hot, heavy, sharp, already smelling of blood and iron. There’s an electricity to it that gives me the feeling I shouldn’t stand around for too long. My cheeks burn. I press my fingers to my face, feeling the chill in them. I don’t know if I’m hot or it’s the outside, but my hands are telling me that it should be colder.


  “You okay, Ralph?” Ruby says. “Your face is looking a little red.”


  “Yeah. I just…” 


  A soft caw comes from overhead. It’s the raven from inside. Maybe. I think. He’s big too. He’s sitting on the pipe going around the outside of the building on the third floor. A couple gurgles follow, multiplying against the trees around the power plant. It’s not one raven on the pipe anymore. There are three now, then four, then five. Two sit on a branch near the Riviera. A deep, metallic voice says, “HELLO.” He’s not a stranger to me. Ravens have been following me around since I was a kid, but we’re in Baltimore; this is their home as much as it’s mine and they’ve never been shy about letting us know they’re here.


  I wipe my fingers across my forehead. There’s no sweat. I can’t be so bad then, right? Just a fever hot enough to make the air feel less nippy against my skin. “I’ll be fine,” I say to Ruby just as much as I’m telling myself. The heat usually comes on stressful nights when something’s going on, anticipation that something bad’s going to happen.


  At least, that’s what I’ve noticed, but sometimes, when you feel bad, you put too much focus on things to find patterns that aren’t there. 


  It’s not a premonition; it’s stress. KC stays out late? I get a fever. Preshow? Fever most of the time. Not that anything usually goes wrong with our shows, but I don’t know what KC’s doing beyond knowing he likes to get in trouble before we go live. Every minute he’s not doing sound check or tuning his instrument or helping set up means he might be getting into trouble.


  Ruby calls me codependent. Maybe I am. Maybe that’s all I will ever be, but that doesn’t stop the fevers. They go away when the night’s over and everything calms down.


  The sun’s still up, peaking through the park trees, somehow giving the leaves a purple glow. The air’s chilly again, getting colder as the darkness sweeps in.


  One of the ravens says my name.


  Or makes a sound that’s too much like it.


  A chill goes down my spine. I survey the trees. It’s not just the birds… There’s something about the trees that doesn’t feel right. Shadows like fingers reach through the grass at the edge of the parking lot, clawing at the overgrown asphalt. It’s only branches, but the leaves run into each other like snapping fingers making a threat. The cracking is aggressive. It feels like something’s tugging at the front of my shirt, urging me closer. I stumble toward the pull.


  “Ralph?” Ruby says. “What’s up?


  I turn to her. “Sorry… I thought I heard something.”


  “And your first inclination was to go toward it?” Ruby chuckles. “I don’t feel like I should have to remind you, but that’s how you get stabbed.”


  I glance toward the ravens in the trees again. Their glossy black eyes reflect the rising moon, turning their stares into stars hidden among the leaves. “I know.” I rub my neck. “I guess it just feels like an odd kind of night.”


  “I think it’s this place.” Ruby nods toward the plant. “I always get kind of sketched out when we’re here. The dead are like, half the residents of this city, and our favorite venues are graveyards, but like, for real, sometimes I wonder if the scene is the same everywhere else, you know?”


  “Yeah…”


  She laughs and without waiting, she pops the Riviera’s trunk open and grabs one of the amps. Her help makes it easier to get everything inside. When my kit’s put together, the stage manager calls from the booth, “KC coming?”


  I look at Ruby. She shrugs, shakes her head, the same dance she’s done for the last couple of months to say she doesn’t know where KC is and we shouldn’t bother waiting. He wasn’t even in the green room last time we went past it. I check my phone; he’s not answering his text messages either. None of it’s concerning when this is his usual, but that’s never made me feel any better. I press my fingers to my cheeks. They’re fire to my icy fingertips. “He’s probably busy with his pre-show routine,” I say.


  “That’s one thing to call it.” Ruby chuckles.


  “It’s fine. We’ll do what we did last time,” I say. “You remember the volume difference?”


  “30% lower than whatever you need?”


  I give a thumbs up. This isn’t worth panicking over. We’ve done it more times without KC than with him at this point. We only had a couple of shows earlier on that didn’t go very well. KC didn’t mind; the audience was generally too into the show to care about the messed-up sound, and KC dealt with whoever had complaints after the show.


  It didn’t really matter. 


  After the sound check, Ruby and I wait in the green room as the concert hall fills with noise, anticipation, and the smell of alcohol. The night bleeds in. Beats from the preshow music leak into the room with us, though the thick cement does a good job of blocking some of it. I keep looking at my phone expectantly but knowing better. There’s nothing he would say during preshow. He has no reason to answer his texts. He knows what he’s doing and I know I can trust him.


  He’s never let me down.


   



TWO.

	 

	Craig pushes the green room door open, telling us it’s show time. Ruby looks at me, her lips straight, her face saying KC better be waiting for us backstage, but we get there, and he’s not. Ruby paces away from the stage door, cursing under her breath. She’s been our bassist for less than two years, longer than the others, but she doesn’t know KC as well as I do. She doesn’t trust him, even if he shows up late, he always shows up. She gets her phone out and dials his number. After a minute of holding it to her ear, she hangs up. “Fucking asshole,” she groans, putting her phone away.

	“I mean yeah, but shouldn’t you be used to it by now?” KC says as he enters backstage. Sharp, feeling more erratic than normal. He smells like sweat and adrenaline, hair messy, his tank’s sticking to his skin and his tongue runs over the line on his busted bottom lip. His face is swollen and red, black spots darken his usual brown eyes. His knuckles raw, he cracks them. I think I see blood on his pants.

	“Where the hell you been?” Ruby says.

	“What’s it matter? I’m here now, yeah?” he says.

	“We’re twenty minutes late. That’s the problem,” Ruby says.

	“And you think the kind of burnouts that come to a place like this give a shit about punctuality?” KC says. “Doubt most of ‘em hold a 9-5.” The glance to me is sketchy, though he grins wider. His hand slams into my back, meant to be a pat, but it’s harder than usual and I stumble forward. “Now, we gonna stand around here chattin’ or start this fuckin’ show?” He barely acknowledges Ruby as he walks by. He’s bouncing on his toes, rolling his shoulders. His smile is ear to ear and there’s something wicked about it. He yells to the crowd and they yell back. He picks up his guitar and pulls it over his shoulder. Slipping the pick away from the strings, he strums a line down the cords. Sound reverberates around the room. The crowd on the other side of the curtain goes wild. Hot maniacs gluttonous for more KC, more of his music, chanting his name and screaming and building into cheers. KC’s lips are at the mic and he’s already talking to them. “You ready for a good fuckin’ show? Cause I’ve brought it. Everyone round here knows I’m a people pleaser, yeah? Especially the ladies.”

	Whistling picks up in the crowd. 

	“If only my buddies weren’t so slow. I’da given ya what ya came for a long time ago.” KC glances from the stage toward us briefly, casting the blame and the booing that comes with it to Ruby and me.

	Ruby questions me with her eyes.

	“I’m sorry,” my voice is nearly drowned out by the crowd as KC strums his guitar again. He begins plucking the strings, the start of our opener for tonight.

	“You need to talk to him after the show. This shit’s not alright,” Ruby says.

	“I will. Let’s get through this and I’ll talk to him, okay?” I meet Ruby’s eyes, trying to promise her I’ll figure this out before it gets worse, but knowing there’s nothing I can do. There is no solution to find. There’s no way to make KC do anything he doesn’t want to do and for as long as I’ve known him, he’s the kind of person who only lives for himself. He’s here because he wants to be here, when he wants to be here. He won’t change for anyone and he’s never hidden that.

	If you want power, then you have to beat him into submission. Even then, he makes no promises he’ll listen because his goal becomes taking you down and punishing anyone who thought they could humiliate him.

	Ruby doesn’t say anything in return but takes the stage ahead of me, stepping behind KC to get to her guitar. I’m at my kit and as soon as I’m in place, KC leans forward, touching his lips to the mic. “About fuckin’ time, huh?” The lights begin to fade. He strums the cords to the opening number again and the sounds ricochet off the walls, making the air vibrate, catching the crowd’s excitement. “Here, I thought I was about to be stood up and ya know? Ain’t no one ever stood up Kailee fuckin’ Chuck before. Tell me guys, would you stand me up?”

	The crowd howls, transforming cheering into carnal agreement as the anonymity of darkness erases them all. The first set of stage lights come on. A low black light creates a dark halo around KC. He turns to me, arms up, and locks his eyes with mine. His lips pull into the hot smirk everyone has come to know him for. There’s something else in his eyes that’s not normally there. A darkness creeps over his face from the top of his head, down his neck, adding pools where his eyes should be. His face obscures, cut in half, leaving only his mouth. He mouths something that looks like, why don’t you talk to me?

	The remaining lights flicker off and his body is a shape in the dark. Small dots of light catch his eyes. Red. Brown. Rage. Fire. A bright flash, the first number lights come on and the crowd screams.

	My heart’s pounding in a way that’s not like the adrenaline I’ve gotten used to during a performance. The back of my neck’s on fire, my face is hot, and hands are on autopilot. The beat for the first song starts and I watch KC as he feels the rhythms I give him. His movements aren’t right. His body’s sharp, swinging more dramatically while leaning intimately into the microphone and singing in a way with more passion and desperation and anger than usual. 

	It’s getting people going, harder, faster, more violent.

	The air smells like beer and smoke and iron. I can’t see anyone in the audience. The lights overhead always turn the floor into a mass of darkness. That’s always been one of the worst things about performance for me. You can hear all these people, but regardless of how many there are, they’re ghosts when you’re on the stage. A presence you can feel, you believe is there, and you hope everything is going to be alright because the light blinds you and makes any of them impossible to see until it’s too late should someone become daring.

	KC nears the edge of the stage; he’s the only one of us that interacts directly with the audience. Ruby keeps her distance, and I never get up from the kit. Even if offered the chance, I wouldn’t want to.

	But KC—During the shows, he connects with the audience in ways that I don’t think anyone else can. His voice inspires others to sing with him. They get passionate, sharing an experience, his memories, his emotions.

	His voice is complimented the most by venues like this. Digging out something carnal and raw and just so him.

	Moving lights catch on the walls around the stage, exposing phrases that mix with his voice:

	Fallin’ from the ceilin’

	Gonna lose gonna LOSE IT

	TRY TO HIDE

	IT’S ALMOST OVER

	            ALMOST

	SEE IT COMMiN.

	Strobe lights block some of the words and pictures of eyes watching us play. They hang around the walls and ceiling and columns and catwalks. The only eyes visible in the room now are the ones painted on the structure. 

	DID      U      THINK             U

	GOT       AWAY?

	      RUN N            IT WILL

	       CATCH YOU

	Color washes out the artists who left their tag lines in stone. The lights lower as the music slows down. KC’s voice becomes a deep whisper, courting intimacy with those closest to the stage. They respond in kind by lowering their carnality to meet him at the edge. He pushes his hair back. Reaches for them. Smiles. 

	IN THE            DARK PLACE

	            YOU SHOULDN’T BE

	      WHERE THE FILTH LIES

	YOU WERE CONCEIVED

	      WON’T BE LONG NOW

	            WON’T BE LONG

	KEEP YOUR EYES UP      FARWELL

	            ur GONE

	Hands rise out of the darkness, now more visible with the balance of stage lights and flat fluorescents coming in to make everyone equal.

	The show ends. The lights go off. I don’t remember half the set, but we must’ve played. KC bounces down the stage stairs, his skin slick with sweat, but his body exudes energy. Ruby glances at me as I come off the stage, passing her. She’s nothing more than a shadow lit by the backstage lights. Her face gone but for whites shining in the dark. She blinks, then her silhouette disappears in a direction I can’t go, with her whisper of, “Good luck, Ralph.”

	KC swings his head from side to side, rolling his shoulders and he yells out. His voice carries to the stage, inspiring a cheer of triumph from the other room in response. “Goddamn I love this shit.” KC’s talking more to himself than me, though as he leaves the backstage, he spots me over his shoulder and knows I’m following him. “What’s up, Reagan?” KC turns around but doesn’t stop his movement.

	“I, uh, I wanted to talk to you about something?”

	“You sure about that?” KC licks his bottom lip.

	“I mean, it’s either now or later.”

	“If you want to lay your laundry out now, who am I to stop you?”

	I chuckle. “What makes you think it’ll be bad?”

	KC laughs and something about it makes it feel edgy. “Gimme a few to grab some water, yeah? Meet me in the green room?”

	“Okay.” 

	He turns around and walks toward the green room. I give it time, standing backstage by myself for a little while. I put away my kit and KC’s guitar is in the case before I finally follow after him. 

	The music on the main stage is electronic and drums, keeping the voices of guests at bay. Some of the audience has already spilled into the courtyard. Still, the hallway outside the main stage feels much lighter, the chill of the night air sneaks in with the smell of mildew, beer, sweat, and sex. Where there aren’t guests, stage crew’s standing around, waiting for their release and a single raven watches from the rafters. 

	I quickly move past it. The closer I get to the green room, the more people taper off until somehow, the place almost feels abandoned again. 

	I’m not that far from the stage, the party’s outside, but the music’s become so low, it’s almost inaudible in a way that doesn’t seem real. Carefully, I push the dressing room door open. Nothing has changed since we left, but the room looks darker and some of the lights are flickering now. Faulty electricity? It’s hard to tell.

	I close the door behind me. Made of metal, it shuts harder than I’m expecting. KC’s halfway to the makeup table when he turns around, eyebrow quirked. His disposition is different than it had been at the stage, energetic, engaged, happy. Now, he’s stiff, muscles tight, looking like he’s ready for a fight. The red on his face isn’t hidden in the dim lighting. Cuts down his arms are red and look worse than they had on the stage. Blood oozes from them, smeared around the edges. The slashes in his skin look like they’re glowing neon lines, paint put under a black light and blood splatters his jeans like reckless spray paint. There’s even some on his shoes, highlighted by the steel edges.

	Had he been that bad on the stage?

	Facing the wrong way; the lights were too low; I wasn’t paying attention since I was busy playing and watching for cues. 

	“Shut the door a little hard, didn’t ya, Reagan?” KC picks up a towel from the makeup counter and wipes his face. His arms are next.

	“You okay, Kace?”

	“Yeah.” He crosses the green room, head down. He turns sharply toward the mirrors once he gets there. The bags under his eyes are puffy and bright. His irises are too big. “What makes you ask?”

	“I dunno…” I rub a chill on my neck. “Something’s felt off tonight.”

	“Yeah? Weird, cause I been feelin’ like fuckin’ fire.” His muscles tense and he pulls his hands away, turns them into fists, and swings. His knuckles are redder than before the show too. “That all you’re worried about?” His voice is a little edgy. “Is it one of those feelings again?” He snorts when he chuckles. Rolling his eyes, he turns to the makeup counter and grabs the half-empty water bottle from it.

	“I dunno.” My voice lowers. “It’s just…” It is a feeling, always a feeling. A voice, the graffiti, something just as real as him talking right now, but that can’t be described. The couple of times I’ve tried with him, he hasn’t understood. The fevers are real, but they’re just stress. That’s the only answer we’ve agreed on. “You haven’t looked like yourself tonight. I wondered if you noticed anything—”

	“Nah…” KC’s watching me closely. Why? I’m over-reacting, maybe. Is that a bad thing? Maybe it’s just drugs. Maybe he’s been doing something harder than what he’s open about or he lost a fight and he’s wearing himself out. My hands come out of my pockets, but I don’t know what to do with them, so I put them back. “The last couple of nights have been worse, is all.”

	KC snorts a laugh. “Worse how?”

	“With the fights.” I start to look at him but can’t get my eyes high enough. I don’t want the confirmation that what I feel will be on his face. “Haven’t you noticed? Ruby’s…” I exhale to get the words out. “Ruby’s kinda worried you’re gonna kill someone.” I chuckle.

	“Ruby is a fuckin’ lame ass.” KC tosses his empty plastic bottle toward the trash in the corner. He misses but doesn’t pick it up. “Like I said, I’m fine.” He licks his lower lip. “And there’s nothing goin’ on.”

	“You’ve been having more nightmares—”

	“No, I haven’t.” KC’s facing the mirror now. He leans against the counter for support and looks at his own face. “But Reagan… I gotta warn ya… If ya know what’s good for you, back off.” The wall lights cast shadows over part of his face, making it so I can’t see him clearly, but he keeps looking at himself and me. Brown eyes turned red. The lights flicker. They’re dark again, but not brown.

	There’s not enough light in this room or what’s here is too dim. I can’t tell if the lengthening shadows are from the shoddy equipment, KC moving, or an optical illusion. They’re growing wider across his face until they move onto the table, then down the table legs and onto the walls, devouring everything in the room but the words on the walls. The music from the stage has been getting softer. It’s quiet now, not like it’s turned off, but like it’s fallen into a void. The only sound to come is a throbbing that doesn’t sound like drums, but a heart speeding up. A couple knocks hit the door. Someone’s voice comes through the wall saying, “Fuck that pig, for real though.” The room comes back from the darkness along with the beat played by the DJ down the hall.

	KC startles, straightens up, brushes his hair behind his ear. His face is red, still sweaty. He wipes it with the back of his hand. He grabs another water bottle from the cooler under the table. The plastic crinkles in his tight grip. He nearly rips the lid off to drink it.

	“Are you on something, Kace?” I say.

	“What?” He turns around to face me. “Who the fuck do you think I am?”

	“I know—I just…” I’m searching for words I don’t think will make him respond the way he is, but I don’t know if there’s anything I can say to bring him down. It’s not meant to be an accusation and these moods are nothing new, but they’re the kind of thing I’ve always stayed out of. “I’m really worried, KC. Look at your hands.”

	Lifting his hands, KC surveys them. His knuckles are covered in scars. Red, swollen, and torn. Bruising’s already showing on his skin and scabbing from where I think he got struck with a knife earlier. There’s a tear in his shirt that wasn’t there earlier. The mirror exposes more cuts on the back of his arm and in his shirt.

	“Your lip.”

	His eyes focus on me as he touches his swollen mouth. The bust in it is scabbed over too. The shadows spread over his face, distorting him into a stranger. The bruises aren’t brown, but black. His eyes turn black too. It has to be the lighting in the room. I’m tired. Stressed. The fever. I rub my eyes like it will wipe away the discoloration. A caw comes from overhead, saying something that vaguely sounds like a warning, but it doesn’t register. I check the windows, the rafters. There’s nowhere for the birds to hide in this room and if there is a bird on the other side of the glass, it’s impossible to see through the grime that’s turned the outside into an oil painting.

	“What’s wrong with the way I look, Reagan?” KC says. “Too trash for you?”

	“That’s not what I’m saying—”

	“I know my kind of filth isn’t your bag. Doesn’t matter if you were born in a dumpster. You’ve always been better than me, yeah?”

	“What happened during pre-show?” I take a step forward, hoping the closeness might settle whatever’s wrong with him. I keep my hands in my pockets, arms tight at my sides. I don’t want him to think I want a fight. I just… I want him to go back to being himself. I try to make eye contact with him, but I can’t maintain it. Every attempt feels like I’m offending him.

	“Nothin’ fuckin’ happened,” KC sneers. Sitting on the counter behind him, he crosses his arms. “I’m the same mess I’ve always been. Didn’t you sign up for this when we met? You ain’t so desperate anymore so you think you can tell me what to do? That it?” He runs a hand through his hair and pulls his ponytail out. He braces himself on the counter, hand moving around like he’s looking for something. Then, he pushes off the table. “Tell me, Reagan… What’s made you so brave all of the sudden?” He closes the space between us. His arm is around my shoulder and he pulls me to him. “You been fuckin’ Ruby behind my back?”

	“No—”

	“That why you wouldn’t bite on one of the girls earlier?”

	“No—”

	“You scared of me?”

	“I care about you, KC.” I chuckle weakly. “And I don’t want you to get hurt. You know… You’ve been panting and groaning and talking in your sleep for a while. It feels like you’re avoiding me at home and every time you’ve gone out lately, it’s like you’re seeing things that aren’t there. Chasing down weird fights that seem impossible.”

	“I said don’t fuckin’ worry about it.” The hand on my shoulder squeezes me in harder. He sucks in a breath that’s a jagged, stressed laugh when it comes out. He doesn’t feel like my brother, the person I’ve been living with for the last seven years. I know KC and this isn’t him. He’s never been gentle; he never believed in following rules. He had his own code he lived by, but he’s never been rough like this—at least not when he’s spoken with me. “I’m fine,” he hisses. His hand slides down my back before hitting me hard enough that I stumble. “I’m not havin’ nightmares. Never have and I’m not avoidin’ you. Why would I do that?” He steps in front of me. His hands are on my shoulders again. Brown eyes force me to look; they’re not his. I don’t know who the malice belongs to that’s in him. “Think I’m scared of you? Who the fuck could be scared of you, Ralph Reagan? The little bitch who lets everyone beat him up? Do you know yourself?” He laughs and his voice bounces off the cement walls, turning into something beastly and unnatural. It goes deeper, breaking the sound of the man I know into someone else. An ancient monster almost.

	The mirror behind him says,

	WHAT IS YOUR NAME?

	      WHAT IS YOUR NAME?

	            WHAT IS YOUR NAME?

	Wrapping around the surface from edge to edge and starting over. The wall above the mirror says UR GONNA DIE in red.

	A chill goes down my arms. Goosebumps. The night air makes my face feel hotter. The throbbing I hear isn’t the DJ’s bass, but I don’t want to think of it as me. I’m not worried; KC wouldn’t hurt me. After all this time, I know him better than whatever my body’s telling me. The feelings are wrong.

	Where it said UR GONNA DIE before it says PANIC LOOKS GOOD ON YOU in orange.

	“You’re really that scared?” KC chuckles.

	“No, I’m not—” I readjust to look at KC again. “I’ve never been scared of you. I trust you, KC.”

	“Yeah?” Shaking his head, he takes a step back. My shoulder throbs where he held me. “Maybe that’s your biggest mistake yet.” He’s at the makeup table again. The cooler. The squeal of the plastic door popping open feels inappropriate and disruptive. I can’t not look at his hands, the chipped black polish flaking off his nails and the cuts and bruises that strummed the guitar and brought a crowd in harmony with him not that long ago. He tugs out a bottle of ice water. The liquid doesn’t look like ice water anymore as red mixes in it. “I’m the same person I’ve always been. I got the blood of a monster in me. You knew that the day we met. I ain’t got anything better than this waiting for me. Keepin’ your hands clean won’t save your life.” He snaps the cooler lid shut. Chuckles again. Leans against the makeup table. “Ya never shoulda moved in with me, ya know?” He twists the cap, hard. A click, more violent than the last, as the plastic snaps. He turns away from me and faces the mirror again muttering to himself.

	The lights flicker, buzzing as a sign of life as they come on again. KC’s breathing gets harder. He empties half the bottle in one go. Hearing something, he lowers it. He’s still watching the mirror, watching me, checking the door like he’s expecting someone to come through it or for me to leave. With the mood he’s in, I should go, but something tells me it’d be a mistake to go out the door. Maybe it would put him in danger; maybe it would make him leave me. As much as Ruby says I should leave KC, even when he’s at his worst, I can’t… I can’t exist without him. He’s the only family I’ve ever had.

	There’s a soft rattling of wood. Not the trees, it’s ravens clicking their tongues and mimicking the noises of the forest. Small, black orbs reflect in the foggy windows around the room. After the rattling wood comes a robotic voice saying,

	“Hello?”

	      “You there?”

	                  “Stop.”

	“I hate those fuckin’ birds.” KC looks at me in the mirror. His eyes are solid black now. He smiles, crooked. Blinks. Is normal again. He tosses the water bottle onto the ground. The flat look on his face turns into a sideways sneer. Licking his lips, he shakes his head.

	My heart speeds up. “If everything’s fine, I won’t worry. Ruby and I have just been—”

	“Fuck, I hate your face sometimes.” KC snorts.

	My throat tightens. “KC—” I’m taking a step forward. His body stiffens. I’d never been afraid of him before. I know what his anger looks like, where his limits are, that he’s wrecked the house on more than one occasion and had no problem throwing someone around if they threw hands at him, but he’d never done that with me. Even if I trust him, I know well enough how dangerous he is and that he doesn’t hold back once you get him going. I’ve treated stab wounds before because he didn’t want to go to the hospital, he couldn’t reach the spot, he didn’t have the best reputation with the badges and didn’t want to explain. And when you look like he does and have a record like him, he doesn’t like going to the institutions.

	“What the fuck are you still doin’ here, Reagan?” KC finally says, turning to me. “What the fuck do you want me to say?”

	“I’m not trying to get you to say anything. I just…” My arms press tighter to my sides. I can’t look at him. I don’t want him to not look like himself again. “I don’t know why, but I’ve had this feeling like something bad’s about to happen all night, and I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

	“Ah.” He mashes an empty water bottle in his hand and then drops it. It lands on the floor by the other discarded bottle. Slowly, he walks toward me, chuckling. “You know how goddamn pathetic you sound?”

	“Yeah, but I—”

	“And if ya don’t stop, people really will think you’re suckin’ my dick.” His head twists to the side. “You want that?”

	I don’t know what I’m seeing. The mirror behind him betrays nothing is behind me, but it’s like he saw something the way his face changed. Surprise, anger, defense. The wall behind me’s covered with eyes painted in different shapes and colors, pupils glowing like small laser dots.

	In the mirror, the wall behind me reads,

	WATCH OUT

	ATTACK

	      YOU KNOW WHAT TO DO

	            SHOULDN’T LEAVE HOME

	FILTH FILTH FILTH FILTH FILTH FILTH FILTH FILTH FILTH FILTH FILTH 

	      YOU KILLED HER 2

	The graffiti wraps over the eyes.

	“You need to go.” KC staggers back, covering his eyes. He knocks into the table and his fingers slide along the surface, first like they’re seeking a grip, then he’s looking for something. He finds a couple eyeliner pencils, a makeup brush, a Snickers he only ate half of before the show. “Get out!” KC tosses a handful of things at me.

	“What’s wrong?” I step toward him, reaching. My fingers graze his arm.

	“Don’t fuckin’ touch me!” KC swings. His fist hits my jaw. 

	I stumble until I’m against the wall. Breathing hard, my face is throbbing with the familiar pain of aggression that couldn’t find a target anywhere else. My eyes water. I look up to meet KC. His name’s a whisper on my panting breath. 

	He’s already closed the space between us. I barely register it as his hand twists into my shirt; the other hits me. Once, then again and again. My head bounces into the wall. “Don’t talk to me! Don’t look at me! Don’t fuckin’—Don’t!” His voice cracks, echoing off the wall with a scream. It escapes into the floor above us, the vents, and out the windows.

	The birds outside frenzy, pecking at the windows, screeching. A thud as one rams into the window that doesn’t give. They take KC’s words and echo them back, speaking deeper and faster. Mixed into the cacophony of sound, one of them keeps saying “Ralph!”

	I can’t breathe. The room’s getting darker with the vibrant graffiti saying GOING, GOING, GOING… fading into the gray wall. My heart’s throbbing louder now, blowing out my ears. I can’t hear anything but breathing. My face hurts, my arms throb everywhere he’s grabbed me in the last couple of minutes. My chest hurts and my head feels like it’s going to explode.

	KC pulls his fist away. Fresh blood colors his knuckles. His skin’s torn open again. 

	I’m pressed against the wall. My legs are trembling. I don’t think I’d be standing if KC wasn’t holding me there.

	A sound catches in my throat. I think it’s his name.

	KC freezes. His eyes are wide, dark, no longer strange. “Fuck,” he growls. His hand thrusts into my chest. I lose balance and without him, fall into the wall. He steps back. I’m able to breathe again, even though it’s hard. “Shit,” he hisses, turning away. Crossing the room, he paces to the far wall and puts space between us. His foot catches on the mostly empty trash can. The sound startles him. He kicks it on purpose this time. It hits the wall, hard. That startles him too. He stares at the trash, looks at me, pauses. His face changes. The difference is hard to describe, but it’s like his soul has returned. “Sorry, Reagan. I—I didn’t mean to—I don’t—Fuck.”

	“What’s going on, Kace?” 

	He’s staring at me again. His eyes trace my face, like he’s looking for the answers, like my mind has them, or he wants to see any kind of nasty thought I might have about him, but there’s nothing to say that he doesn’t already know. I don’t have anything bad to say; I don’t hate him. He takes another step. “I don’t know.” He shakes his head again like he’s trying to shake loose from a thought. He steps back, putting more space between us. The wall comes up behind him. He jumps, sucks in a breath, looks behind him ready to swing. He runs a hand over his face and rubs at his eyes. “I just—” He turns to me. 

	The look he’s got isn’t all him but split. Something dark pulls the worst parts of his heart to the surface. He combs his hair again and ties it up. “Some shit’s been goin’ on in my head, Reagan. Bad. It’s been worse and I just… I wanna… fuckin’ everything. I swear to God.” He’s panting through his teeth. He eyes his bruised fists. There’s blood under his nails. He brings his fingers to his lips so that his teeth can dig at them until he realizes what he’s doing and pulls his hands away. “I don’t know what it is.” The lights flicker. Only some of them come back on. Half of his face remains in darkness while the cut on his lip and left arm looks like fresh, red lines. His cheeks appear hollow. A sad loneliness reflects in his eyes. Guilt and regret are pushed against by the rage he’s trying to bury. He shoves his hands into his back pocket. “I need a cigarette.” Box in hand, he plucks one out, pops it into his mouth. Searching for his lighter, he pats down his front pockets while watching me. He finds it, chuckles, and plucks the cigarette out of his mouth. “Forgive me, yeah?”

	“Of course, KC. Always.” My voice is soft. It’s hard to speak and my neck’s throbbing where his fingers had been.

	“Thanks.” KC’s smiling now. The same kid I remember following home a few years ago. A bit of a mess, but it’s just what he was. The grin that came in through the door when I’d wait up every night he stayed out just to make sure he came home. Sometimes I couldn’t make it though, and I’d pass out, only to wake when he opened the front door or he came home in the middle of the day. I had always been a little jealous of how free he was, doing whatever he wanted without anyone telling him what to do. The closeness let me admire him for something I’d never been capable of.

	He bumps his shoulder into me as he walks by. It’s hard, his steps are forceful. He pushes me aside to get out of the green room. The metal door slams behind him and it feels final, echoing off the walls. The noisy birds from moments ago aren’t going at the windows anymore. Still, small bright dots like eyes peer through the window. I think of opening them, but stop myself from getting any closer.

	The lights flicker again and the eyes double.

	Maybe his fearlessness wasn’t always the greatest thing when they wanted to fight him, but his reckless abandon made him hard to beat when it felt like he had nothing to lose. Somehow, I was able to become his friend and since he gave me a place to stay, I’ve seen him as much more than that. If Ruby hears about this, she’ll tell me how stupid I am for staying I deserve what I get for having anything to do with KC.

	She wouldn’t understand.

	I’m at the cooler, getting a fresh bottle of water. I catch myself in the mirror. Red splotches are forming on my face where his fists caught me. My cheek’s swollen, especially around my eyes, and there are bruises in the shape of hands around my neck.

	I edge closer to the mirror. My head tilts to the side, allowing the light to take more of my skin. My fingers trace the discoloration on my neck, then my face. The marks throb. I press the cold bottle to my face. I’m tired. Don’t want to move, but I can’t let myself slow. We still have to pick up the gear. We still have to get home. I can’t be done for the night. I’ll give KC time to get through his cigarette while I pick up the stage. Then I’ll text him to see if he’s ready to go home. Tomorrow we can just pretend I drank too much and that’s why my face hurts.

	A raven’s mocking laugh hits the window.

	“Sorry,” I mutter.

	My phone vibrates in my pocket. I pull it out and grab a chair from under the makeup table to collapse into. The screen flashes KC’s name. I open the message quickly.

	 

	
		

				KC

				HELP

		

		
				 

				BTHROIMM

		

	


	                  

	Panic spikes in me. My heart’s throbbing in my fingertips. I get up so fast, I’m dizzy, but I don’t stop. I’m running down the hall, using the walls for balance. Crew and guests are faceless mannequins getting in the way, speaking gibberish to try and stop me as I go through the hall. A hand catches on my arm, tightens, pulls me back. I turn around, stepping away from whoever’s grabbed me.

	 Ruby.

	“Everything okay?” she says.

	I look at her for a long second before saying, “I don’t know,” and then I keep going. She follows me. I’m pushing past everyone else without slowing. Ruby is behind me, telling someone to fuck off. I don’t know who and I don’t care enough to look.

	The stage music is so loud out here, it gives the building a life of its own. To me, it sounds like its echoing the throbbing of someone’s heart slowing, coming to the wind down of dying. Graffiti rackets off the walls and makes them feel never ending.

	FEAR FEAR FEAR and CHOSE THE are repeating beside symbols of HAZARD and SKULLS and HEARTS and BUBBLES and cracked cement and names. The bathroom door squeaks open when shoved. The room’s dirty and gray. The stalls are crooked, doorless, and messed up with messages. KC’s laying on the tile, his phone inches from his hand and blood gathers in the grout beneath him. His breathing is hard, gasping, muttering, and trembling.

	“KC!” I say.

	“Shit,” Ruby says.

	I’m on my knees beside him. I touch his wrist to check for a pulse. “Call an ambulance!” I pull his head onto my lap. My eyes burn with tears that won’t fall.

	Ruby is in the mirror, body turned away, phone pressed to her ear as she details where we are. The words “stabbed. Bleeding out. Looks pretty bad,” make it more real. I’m not the only one seeing this; I’m not dreaming.

	KC’s eyes open. His soul is back, peering through his long lashes. Blood’s going down his face too. There’s just so much, I don’t want to touch him and make it worse, but I don’t want to let him go. I hold his hand. The pulse in it’s getting weaker and the stall behind him says FUCKIN FAILURE and HE’S GONNA DIE and HAHAHA and ALONE.

	LIKE IT

	                  DONE

	            LOOK                              KEEP RUNNIN

	            U WONT SAVE

	            IT

	“KC—Hold on, okay? You’re not alone—I’ve got you. I’m here, okay? Help is coming.” My hand squeezes his. Weakly, he squeezes back, then, his eyes close.

	The ambulance comes quickly and I’m standing in Baltimore General Hospital, waiting for someone to give me an update on what’s happening. Ruby’s waiting with me; we’ve been here for three and a half hours. They haven’t said anything yet. The attempts she’s been making to say it’s going to be okay have stopped. I don’t know if it’s because she decided it wasn’t working or if it’s because she didn’t believe what she was saying anymore.

	The line coming into the emergency room’s not getting any slower either. Though I’ve seen people leave, more and more keep coming in. Car crash, stabbing, stabbing, mugging, stabbing, shot, crash. There have been so many stabbings tonight.

	When I mention KC at the desk, the woman laughs and says, “He should be fine. Most of ‘em are just grisly.”

	The hospital lobby walls says GONER, written small, in sharpie, sporadically, making the place look like any other building in Baltimore. A little old, a little run down, cracked, busted, haunted, but working. The nurse who took him comes out the door to the back room saying, “Who’s here for Kailee Chuck?”

	“I am.” I approach her.

	“What’s your relationship?” The nurse says.

	“I’m his brother,” I say. “Not biologically. Adopted.” I always feel the need to say it. Give reasons for why I have anything to do with KC like it makes it make more sense that I’m here whenever everyone who sees us knows we shouldn’t be together.

	The nurse nods to my answer and motions for me to enter the hall with her. Ruby follows. We’re away from the emergency room lobby and the ears of others waiting. Once the doors shut, her voice comes out cold, but direct. “I’m sorry to inform you, but your brother is dead.”

	“What?” I say.

	“Kailee Chuck died approximately ten minutes ago,” she repeats.

	“I’m so sorry, Ralph,” Ruby’s voice barely registers.

	I can’t breathe. The hospital walls melt. The lights become too much. The floor, the ceiling and everything blurs into obscurity. Sound disappears, the people are gone. There is nothing but the floating words in the hospital talking to me:

	GET OUT

	            WHAT R U WAITING FOR?

	      WASTED LIFE

	U

	            R

	                        ALONE

	            AND

	NOTHING       WILL             STOP             ME.

	 

	 

	
THREE.

	I never could find a family, even when Baltimore was in charge of assigning me one. I don’t know why I never fit in. So many homes, you’d think at least one of them might’ve wanted me, even temporarily, but every time, something was off. It wasn’t until I got older that I understood why I was so sad when it didn’t work out.

	When I was ten, I moved in with this one family just a few blocks away from where KC lives. It was a foster home like the others. An old rowhouse where the rug in the entryway was chewed at the edges from a dog they didn’t have. The wood floor inside was warped from water damage, the stairs creaked, and linoleum was stained between the tiles. There were red rings in the sink and mold in the ceiling. The kitchen smelled of mildew, but at least the houses were familiar enough that changing homes didn’t seem disruptive. The rowhouses built in groups tended to be that way. Mirrored versions of their neighbors. They all felt the same too. 

	There were six other kids in that house, ranging from eight to seventeen and we slept in the same room. The oldest had set up his pillow and blanket in the big closet for makeshift privacy. No one questioned what he demanded and since he was the oldest, it seemed reasonable to me too. None of the homes I stayed at had parents like I’d imagined. They greeted me at the door only to take me from the caseworker. As soon as the door closed, the smiles faded and they were in the parlor or out and doing whatever they wanted to do.

	My siblings never liked me and I felt like I was intruding when I was there. They went quiet, didn’t tell me their names, and only started talking again when I wasn’t in the room. 

	When I said my name was Ralph, the one who was seventeen said, “Like vomiting? Your name is Vomit?” He laughed. 

	“You smell like it too,” said another kid, older than me, but younger than the first. Thirteen maybe.

	“Who gives a name like that?” Eight said.

	“I don’t know,” I said.

	“They must’ve really hated you to name you throw-up,” Thirteen said.

	“How do you not know something like that?” Seventeen said. “Are you stupid?”

	“I don’t know—”

	“Is that all you can say?” Fifteen said.

	“Looks like he’s dumb too,” Seventeen said. “No wonder you can’t find a home. No wonder no one wants you.” He took a step closer. “A dumb, stupid brat named Vomit.” He laughed again. The others echoed. They operated as a group, pecking at me from the kitchen, down the stairs, coming in from the yard and parlor. The hard stares, questioning—asking what I was doing there. Accusing me of something I’m still not sure of.

	Seventeen took a step closer. He was so much taller than me in that moment. Towering. I don’t know if he was really that tall or if my mind’s playing games in my memory. His closeness inspired the others and they encircled me. My skin began to hurt before they even touched me. Intent in their eyes, anticipation from experience. Seventeen cracked his knuckles. Thirteen and fifteen mirrored him. Seventeen lunged for me and grabbed my arm. Swinging my weight, my back hit the wall. He released my wrist just to grab my hair and pull me so he could slam my head into the side of the stairs. A call for help was responded to with a yelled, “Shut up!” from the house mama and the TV getting louder.

	I don’t remember what happened exactly. I hurt. My vision was blurring and spinning and throbbing. I hit the wall again. My legs shook, but I knew I couldn’t let myself hit the floor. It would be so much worse if I fell.

	All I could think was maybe they’ll stop, but the wall behind Seventeen said RUN scratched into the paint.

	U            WILL                  DIE

	Seventeen let go of my hair for just a second and I took the chance. I ducked under his arm and ran for the front door. The other kids must’ve been stunned too because even though they’d crowded around Seventeen, only one tried to grab me as I went past. It wasn’t hard enough to stop me and I got out the door.

	I didn’t have shoes then and there was broken glass on the sidewalk and in the gutters. I ran past cigarette butts and cigar wrappers and a needle and a popped ball and a picture of a dog that had been rained on so much that it turned into the gray mush of a grave. Faded stickers that looked like candy and neon faces and a monster from a nightmare stuck to an electric pole and stop signs and windows of places that otherwise looked abandoned. A man’s voice whispered “HELLO” from above.

	I startled, ran faster. It wasn’t my temporary siblings, but I wasn’t going to look around to see who it was. “DON’T RUN,” said the same robotic voice.

	The side of a rowhouse at the end of the street had an arrow pointing inside. It felt like it was talking to me. I didn’t stop to think about how it could’ve been a trick. Seventeen was saying something from behind me, snapping orders to the other kids. I was desperate and needed to get away from them.

	They had shoes on. If I slowed down, even a little, they would’ve caught up.

	I pushed myself to run faster. Something grabbed my shirt. Fingers twisted in the fabric and I tripped forward. The broken sidewalk cut into my bare foot and a line of pain shot up my leg Still, I couldn’t slow or see what happened.

	“How could you let him go, dipfuck?” Seventeen screamed behind me.

	There wasn’t anyone else outside. The lights were off in most of the houses. Running up to one of them and asking for help felt like a risk if they didn’t open the door before the other kids caught up to me. Wooden planks covered more doors on this street than those that appeared lived in. Black spray paint covering the doors read

	STAY OUT

	HOPELESS

	      CHASE US

	ASHES

	      CURIOUS ISN’T IT?

	INNOCENT FACE

	      YOU GOT

	                  SUCH AN

	      EASY                              SMILE :)

	            FOR MEEEE

	            DON’T SLOW DOWN

	CONSUME YOUR            GRACE

	            GIVE UP                  THE GOOD

	      HOLD DOWN            THE BAD

	CLOSE YOUR EYES

	      MAKE A WISH

	            CALL ME

	CHOSE                  —>

	Behind me, they laughed and their voices bounced off the empty neighborhood, going through windows with no one waiting, distorting their fun into malice. Clicking joined them and something else, a gurgle or burp or growl. I wasn’t sure then, but now I know it was the ravens. I had gotten so familiar with them already, but they made different sounds all the time and I wasn’t really thinking because the laughter didn’t sound human and my feet hurt and my head hurt. The neighborhood flickered in dark vision. I was going crooked, almost stepping off the sidewalk. Something touched my feet. Slimy, cold, it wrapped around my ankle and got heavier until I almost fell over. My toes scraped against the ground. A stinging pain shot through my right leg and threatened to paralyze it. My chest heaved, constricting just before it became harder to breathe.

	Two houses ahead was a building with blackened walls on the second floor. The windows were burnt out from a fire set on the inside. The cement steps out front had something brown dripping down them, not wet, but stained as if it had been dripping when it dried. It could’ve been rust had there been any metal near the porch. The door hung busted open, mostly closed with a crack in it just big enough for me to fit through. The feeling of Seventeen’s hand in my hair came back. Fists in my skin, feet kicking me on the ground. I didn’t hear him so closely behind me anymore, but I couldn’t hear much of anything right then. The whole neighborhood had become too quiet, like I’d stepped into another universe that looked like mine, but it wasn’t.

	My own footsteps were gone and all I could see was the house.

	I didn’t think it was strange. In a moment of need, sometimes the solution is the only thing you can see anymore. Not danger or consequence.

	I went up the steps, turned sideways, and slipped in the cracked door. The house was a mirror of the house I’d been moved into, where the parlor was on the right while the stairs and foyer were on the left. I pressed my hand to the wall and used it to guide me through the darkness. Behind the boarded-up windows, cracks of light beams illuminated an abandoned bookshelf knocked on its side, a couch where the cushions were dislodged and stained. The air smelled like urine, cigarettes, pot, alcohol, and decay. There was something a little acrid that didn’t belong. I ducked behind the parlor wall, near the window at the front of the house so that if they came in the door, they couldn’t see me immediately without coming into the room and looking.

	The chain on the door rattled. The door clattered in the frame and slammed shut. The light that had been in the entry way from the opened door was gone. A hand pushed hard against the new barrier. Handle tried, it only clicked against a lock I hadn’t pressed. A click and a throb, another pounding on the door. My heart got louder each time, expecting the door to open, but it didn’t.

	“What the hell?” the voice on the other side of the door said. Fifteen. “Why won’t it open?”

	I covered my mouth, holding my breath to minimize the sound. My back pressed into the wall and I closed my eyes so hard, they watered.

	“Who cares?” Seventeen said. “He’s gonna get molested in there.”

	“What?” Eight said.

	“Didn’t you know? Rapists hide in buildings like this,” Seventeen said. “Probably been waiting for someone just like him.”

	“Or it’s haunted,” Fifteen said.

	“Like ghosts?” Eight said.

	“Or worse,” Seventeen said.

	“What’s worse?” Eight said.

	“Badges,” Seventeen said.

	“No way there are badges in there,” Fifteen said.

	“I didn’t say badges were in there, dumbshit,” Seventeen said. “I said badges are worse than ghosts.”

	“Okay, okay,” Fifteen said.

	The sound of footsteps backed away from the door.

	“You’re not gonna go in and get him?” Fifteen said.

	“Nah. Let the molester have him,” Seventeen said. “Maybe they’ll feed him to a dog after.”

	“That’d be funny,” Fifteen said. “I hope they tape it and post it somewhere.”

	Their voices faded as they retreated. Slowly, I went to the door again. When I took hold of the handle, it was locked. I flicked the switch on the knob, but still, it wouldn’t open. I kept flicking the lock, thinking maybe it was in the wrong position and I was twisting it incorrectly, but it didn’t matter. 

	The door wouldn’t open.

	I fell into the wall beside the door, using it for support as I lowered to the ground. My hands pressed to my eyes. My chest heaved, trying to pull the breath in. I worried then that maybe they’d already crushed my stomach and broke my lungs when Seventeen pushed me against the wall.

	A couple of sucks in and a breath broke through my shallow attempts at a sob.

	The hawking of “hello, hello, hello,” like a robotic man came from the other side of the door, followed by “get out. Get out. Get out.” It was said without inflection. I closed my eyes and pressed my hands to my ears. 

	Hearing things again. 

	I bounced my head against the wall until the voices went away, then I opened my eyes. Looking over my feet, it was hard to see much in the dark, but I’d started to adjust. There were new cuts along my heels, arches, and toes. Blood trailed in a patchy path from the front door in the shape of prints. The soft buzzing of flies came from where the kitchen should have been at the other end of the parlor. The foyer wall read UPSTAIRS.

	I took a deep breath, stood up trembling, using the wall to get to my feet. I tried the door again. A white line moved from the door to the wall beside the stairs, pointing upward. Above the line read the word HELP.

	I hadn’t seen the arrow before; I don’t think it had been there, but I also hadn’t been paying that much attention to it when I came into the house.

	I was just a kid. I didn’t think about the bad things that could’ve been on the other side of that arrow. Instead, I think I was desperate enough to not care.

	My eyes followed along the arrow in the discolored wallpaper. A bright yellow with small brown flowers running across it. Something wet came down the paper, darkening it. The closer it got to the ceiling, the darker the color went until it was light brown. Water damage, rust, it was hard to tell, but the color carried onto the ceiling too.

	“HELP,” the robotic voice from before said.

	Then, the walls said,

	HELP.       HELP.             HELP.             HELP. 

	HELP. HELP. HELP. HELP. HELP. HELP. HELP. HELP. HELP. HELP.

	HELP.       HELP.             HELP.             HELP. 

	My heart was pounding in my ears. My pulse was in my fingertips in a way that made the house feel like it was alive, and I was listening to it. I glanced over my shoulder for the door, thinking of trying the knob again. The door said HELP now too, so I turned away.

	The stairs were uneven, littered with cigarette butts, a plastic water bottle, empty bottles of liquor, an empty box of Band-Aids for kid, and the stains of smeared feces. I touched the banister. Cold and slimy, I drew my hand away fast and wiped it on my pants. Nothing came off. I touched my hand with the other and still, there was nothing. I touched the banister again. It was cold from the night air, but it wasn’t slimy this time. The step in front of me said NO FEAR.

	I gave it a nod before continuing up the stairs. The smell of rot grew stronger. I squinted and pulled my shirt over my nose to filter the smell. My eyes still burned. Something touched my neck. The walls at the top of the stairs said

	COME

	ALONE

	DON’T LEAVE

	      ME                  AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH

	The message continued down the hall AHAHAHAHAHA! The wall to the right of the stairs read FILTH and 

	U             R            FILTH

	FROM            FILTH

	FILTH             FILTH             FILTH

	There was more light up here. The windows uncovered and doors open in the first room, the bathroom, and over the stairs. A room at the end of the hall was shut. The door said FILTH again and again, wrapping around until letters clipped in the frame. It was calling me into it; the word was almost synonymous with my name at that point. People saw me and thought the same. I didn’t hate it; I couldn’t when it felt like the truth, even if I didn’t understand why. 

	I shouldn’t have gone deeper. The closer I got, the more my eyes burned. I almost couldn’t keep them open. A gentle pressure touched my hand. A breath heated my ear saying, “come.” FILTH ran across the floor, under the door, around it and made it feel like the place had been marked as my room, my home, everything was calling to me. 

	“Don’t,” the robotic voice said.

	I turned around and looked over the hallway. Nothing was behind me but shadows and darkness and a raven sitting in a tree on the other side of the window by the stairs. It stared at me through the splintered glass, its glossy red eye appears as if it was dripping. The wall around the window said TRAGEDY and HORROR and GET FUCKED, RACHEL.

	I turned to the room marked FILTH again. My movements sped up, pushing me through the sting and pain in the bottom of my feet. My hand shook, but I pushed the door open gently. The squeal from the hinges startled me. I closed my eyes and held onto the knob, waiting for a smack or cursing or someone to tackle me.

	None of that came, but the acrid smell from downstairs hit harder.

	I opened my eyes. Like the others, the window in this room wasn’t covered in plywood, so light flooded in from outside. A blue tarp spread across the floor but crumpled in one corner. Splattered puddles of brown dried against the canvas. The walls, the ceiling, tinging the windows. A pile of cigarette butts sat in the corner next to a plastic, blue bucket I didn’t want to get closer to. I could already smell it and didn’t want to confirm what was inside.

	A mattress was pressed into the corner by the door, sunken in where a body must have laid for a while. Blood changed the color of the striped fabric in the sunken spot. Above the head of the mattress, the wall reads

	A WHORE’S            SON

	ULL NEVER BE CLEAN BITCH

	            JUST DIE                        ALREADY

	NO 1 WILL MISS U             BABE

	      DONT U UNDERSTAND

	                  THERE IS NOTHING HERE

	      GIVE UP

	            GET OUT

	                  BLUR TO GRAY

	The writing was sporadic, too different to be written by the same person, but all of it angry. I couldn’t imagine hating someone so much to cover the walls in vitriol.

	On the floor next to the mattress was a Gatorade bottle, a pair of women’s underwear—cheap and white. They were torn and dirty and a crumpled piece of paper laid next to them. The closet doors were open, betraying that it hid no one. Out the window on the other side of the room, another raven peaked in, following me as I moved.

	Small handwriting in white marked the wall beneath the window saying 
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