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MERCEDES




KESTREL’S HAND IS SLACK inside mine. Her eyes flutter in a dream. 

The snowstorm outside swirls through porchlights and streetlamps and flickers over the flecks of blond in her milk chocolate lashes. In her elbow sits a stuffed mouse, gray fur hugged to scraggles. Her mouth’s hanging open, a jowl of baby fat smushed against the pillow. The little thing’s so big already. She’ll be three in a couple of months—so almost three years since half of my family was slaughtered.

Dad. 

Elijah.

Tristan.

Paityn.

Autumn-spice milk tea sticks in my throat and scalds on the way down. A key ring stiffly circles my middle finger, and the two keys clack against the ceramic mug: Paityn’s, black with gold swirls, and Tristan’s, plain brass. 

Kestrel’s pulse beats like a baby dove chipping out of an egg. She squirms and stretches against the lavender blankets, dislodging the stuffed mouse—I named it Fuzz when she got it a year ago—and a yawn takes up her whole face. Her eyes flit open.

She grins when she sees me and, with chubby fingers, signs, Hi, Mercedes. 

It’s not actually my name spelled out—she’s wicked genius, but she hasn’t memorized that behemoth of letters yet. It’s a nickname: the letter M over her heart.

I smile and set the mug on a side table next to my phone, the lanyard these keys belong on, and a framed anime-style drawing of baby Jesus. 

Did I wake you up? My motions aren’t as choppy as they used to be. 

No, Kestrel answers me. She coughs, hacking up a stubborn virus, so I cover it with my forearm. When she’s done, she pushes my wrist away so she has room to keep signing. I was dreaming.

About what?

She reaches for the nightstand and, after blowing a kiss to baby Jesus, paws my phone, so I unlock it for her. The home screen is a photo of me holding baby Kestrel at Christmastime. In it, she wears a green dress with white fur on the hem; my dress is cream, and my hair is dyed turquoise, only the roots showing my natural blond. By now, it’s grown out, leaving just the tips teal. 

I’ll switch the lock screen in a few weeks when we take a new Christmas picture; this time, I won’t have heavy circles like pale bruises under my eyes or a tear-threatened smile. 

When Kestrel asks, I open the video gallery. As she scrolls, the bluish screen glows on her vivid green eyes. Shaped like Paityn’s. The color of Tristan’s. 

Kestrel abruptly stops and searches around her, and when she contorts enough to find Fuzz behind her, she snatches it and clamps it under her arm. I chuckle.

Finally, Kestrel’s spine perks straight, and she tilts the screen so I can see the videos that we watch together on sunnier days: the father, the friend, the brother and sister she’ll never know.

The space between my heartbeats feels hollow and raw, like an organ was sliced out, and only thread and empty space are seaming the gap. 

I gently close down the screen, and darkness falls across the room except where stormy outdoor light swims in. Kestrel frowns at me. 

I tap her on the nose. Back to sleep.

She pouts her lip but flops onto her pillow; when I try to tuck the blankets in, though, she wrestles one hand out and pets the ragged scar on my temple, enamored as if it were a small animal as if this is the first time she’s felt the stony skin. She traces it, then the two other scars, sleeker, half ringing my neck. 

Kestrel signs, Sing?

I wink at her.

I curl up next to her, bending my legs so they won’t overreach the mattress, and she nestles against my chest, Fuzz in a loving guillotine choke tucked tight under her chin. I kiss her forehead and inhale her watermelon soap. She nestles against my chest, ready for the vibrations. 

I could hum anything and Kestrel would get the buzzing she wants, but it’s always the same: Paityn’s song from when she wasn’t too sick to pluck guitar strings. A wordless melody entwined in my mind like a flowering vine. 

In under a minute, Kestrel’s breathing evens out, and her drool soaks into my shirt. I keep humming. Eventually, I almost fall asleep, too, with her breathing in opposite strokes to me, her bones fragile against my ribs—but I wake myself. I don’t want the dreams—the almost-dreams. Where I come so close to seeing them again, but they’re only hazy outlines, smudged shadows, before they disappear.

I stand more carefully than I need to, considering Kestrel is out cold. I gaze at her for a second. 

She’s perfect. So perfect. I wish they could’ve seen her. 

I drink the last of the tea, and bite into the spices collected at the bottom, my jaw prickling. I make my way to the window, which smells like dust and cold water. A few bullheaded leaves cleave to our dormant tree in spite of the howling wind. Inside, smiling insect stickers decorate Kestrel’s wall—orange ladybugs, pink beetles, and even a pastel purple scorpion. And on the windowsill, a dead spider hunches, gray and shriveled. A chill scuttles across me.

The silence, the peace—I don’t buy it. It’s been too quiet for too long. Luiz somehow got away, which means my family’s murderer is sitting out there somewhere. So is his father. 

And I’m supposed to believe that they’ve just let go of what we did to them?










I kneel in front of Mom’s firearm safe. It’s an ankle-high chest of mottled, oil-black steel in her coat closet, which is somehow ten degrees colder than the rest of the house and smells like dust, detergent, cotton, wool, and leather. Wind and snow batter the nearby window, its screen thwapping against the glass as if begging to be let in from the chaos.

My stomach and chest pinch as I go to unlock the fingerprint scanner. 

You need this. You need to do this.

The mechanism beeps, and I lift the lid. Two handgun silhouettes align on the velvet bottom.

Right now, they’re harmless. They’re not live. They’re not aimed at you. They can’t hurt you. See? A year ago, you would’ve doubled over and turtled up. You’re getting better. 

I reach in, and my hand molds to the sleek, cold metal. Sweat smears between my palm and the grip, but my knuckles bend around the unforgiving angles. When I aim through Mom’s coats, I exhale, and the neon green dots on the sights stop bouncing. I imagine controlled bangs, deadened by dusty berms and tight earmuffs from when Mom took me to the firing range, long before the hospital, long before they were all killed—and long after, as we gradually worked up to it. 

Mom told me I didn’t have to force myself. I told her I didn’t want to duck and cover and cram back a scream every time a neighbor’s bootlegged firework went off. Kestrel deserved better. 

Mom started me with recorded pops on the lowest volume and just looking at her handgun on the table. Then those same pops with the volume higher. Touching the weapon, picking it up, aiming it. Allowing myself to cry and letting Mom hold me when I couldn’t bring myself to any of it, when the tremors and the gut-deep dread tackled me again, and all I had in me was to quiver against her and tell her yet again about that night and its parasitic life inside me. She patiently worked me back up when I backslid so far I couldn’t even listen to the faint pops on the phone.

A few months ago, I fired at a target. I could only do it once. The next time, I managed two. Last time, I went through a whole magazine of bullets.

You’re safe, Mercedes. I’m safe because if and when—no, if—that family threatens us again, I won’t freeze. I refuse. I refuse to lose anyone else.

I replace the gun, and my thumbnail nicks the second one: it’s a compact, smaller than my hand, pretty much the size of my palm, and almost worthless as far as I’m concerned. With a barrel that short and a body that small, the recoil and accuracy are a joke. Only Mom can shoot it worth anything. I think she keeps it just to practice with something challenging. She can take out a bullseye with it like nobody’s business.

I close and relock the safe and leave the coat closet. Just as I do, Mom exits the bathroom, trailing a cloud of steam. She smiles, and thin lines sketch the peaks of her dark coffee eyes. “Hey, baby.”

“Hi.”

“Couldn’t sleep?” She sprays some perfume from an apricot-orange glass onto her collarbone: rose and bergamot, the scent of her clothes and the safety she brings.

“No.”

She looks at me for a second. Her irises practically flicker. 

She extends her arms, and I slip into them, disappearing into her strong shoulders. It feels the same as on my eighteenth birthday, almost a year ago, when I was finally old enough to sign the adoption papers she offered me. 

She kisses me on the temple—her lips seem molded by that same repeated pressure, like well-used leather—and she’s still smiling, but something deeper, richer, and pained is stenciled underneath. My attention flickers to her pillow, where there’s a mist-gray wet patch. Was she thinking of them, also unable to sleep, or was she dreaming of them?

I wish I could dream about them. Really dream about them.

While she finishes up, I go to my room to change. Most people in my situation would wear sweats or pajamas—my bachelor’s degree is online, so I can stay home to look after Kestrel while Mom’s at work. I tried that. All it did was convince me that I should crawl back into bed and stay there until I could sleep off the grief. 

I twist my hair into a high bun and rerun sign language translations in my mind, then in the mirror, practicing for finals today. 

When I reach for a jacket, it accidentally dislodges my trench coat, a plasticky polyester thing with overlong, too-wide sleeves. Sighing, I hang it back up—and I brush fabric that’s as thick and soft as moss. That one was Paityn’s, a sweatshirt dress; on her, it was oversized, comfortable for when she was sickest. I pinch the material the way she and I used to do to the leaves on Mom’s succulents, just shy of squeezing out their sticky pulp. 

Mom’s already there by the time I get downstairs. As she laces her boots, I fish my house key carabiner from the tooled-iron dish and open the front door for her. A gust swats in snow; a few flakes hit me, but most glimmer in our porch camera’s floodlights. One of our two cars, the one not parked in the garage, is drowning in them. 

Mom steps out, then pauses and looks over her shoulder at me. “What time’s your exam scheduled? 12:15?”

“12:45.” The exam is via video conference, so for about an hour and a half, I won’t be able to pay attention to Kestrel. I tried to schedule for when Mom would be home, but she insisted I pick the slot when it’ll be easiest for me to focus; unfortunately, that narrow time frame lands smack in the middle of broad daylight and Mom’s shift. “I’ll drop Kestrel offat 12:15.”

“Got it. See you then.”

“Be safe,” I tell Mom.

“I will.” She ducks into the cold, casting an oily, spindly shadow across the security camera’s bright field, and Mom’s phone unleashes a cheery ding as she receives an alert for the motion detected on the video. It’s just another precaution on top of moving to a different city.

I relock the glass storm door and shiver. Ragged white puffs twirl from the powdery graphite sky, piling on dormant plants and melting on cement. Mom leaves, her brake lights tinting the snow red. 

She’ll be fine. She’ll be fine.

I clip my carabiner to my belt loop and meander into Kestrel’s special corner of the living room; her drawings pepper the drywall above a desk that doesn’t even come up past my shin but that leaves Kestrel’s feet dangling when she sits on the chair. Paint handprints, hers and mine, in orange, yellow, and pink, stamp the window. 

Paityn, Tristan, and I had prints like that in the basement of our old house, barely bigger than Kestrel’s hands are now. I still remember sliming our palms with color. Tristan tried to smear his paint onto Paityn and me. We were laughing.

The window well smells like dust and cold water. I nudge the sheer curtain; condensation collects in the corners of the glass and drips. I watch Mom leave like I do every day; her tires prowl over the glistening asphalt. On her way out, she passes a car parked just outside the pale field of our floodlights. It’s a white sedan with a silvery scuff near the left headlight; the scrape almost looks elegant, as if it were an intentional decoration. I can’t see a driver—thankfully—so it must be a neighbor’s visitor parked overnight.

So then why does something feel… off? Why does it look like Mom slows slightly and checks it over her shoulder?

I watch, hoping my answer will come if I stare at it long enough. It doesn’t.

Maybe I’m being paranoid. It wouldn’t be the first time.  










Sequestered in the corner of a bookstore, I thank my professor, log out of the video conference, and once I’ve shut my laptop, slouch in the chair and release a puffed-up exhale from my cheeks. As far as I can tell, it went pretty well. At least the internet connection didn’t go out. 

Luckily, I didn’t have to explain why my hands were quivering for the entire test. If my professor saw it, he hopefully thought it was just nerves. 

I wish. I’m glad I didn’t have to speak. I’m not sure I’d have been able to get past the ache clogging my chest.

I shake out my clammy palms so harshly I feel the blood accumulate in my fingertips like hose water into balloons, shove my laptop and charging cable into my bag, and sling on the shoulder strap. The mild smell of coffee and crisp paper and ink is so thick I can taste it. I pace past stocky bookshelves, the novel covers as brightly colored as fruity candy. Sitting on a tasteful orange ottoman, a young woman reads a picture book to her wide-eyed baby. I haven’t been here in three years, but not much has changed. 

I don’t stick around long enough to spot anything new. I just want to get Kestrel and go home.

When I exit, earning a friendly, droning bell chime on my way out, the sky glares blue, clouds thick as globs of cream hang heavy in the sky, and my boots splash over the asphalt. Brisk air nips at my exposed skin and taunts my jacket; by tomorrow morning, though, it’s supposed to be back to a blizzard. Brown slime that was once leaves sits on top of decorative rocks, and wrinkled berries pop color through the bushes’ coverlet of snow. 

I load into the car and lock myself in. 

The gym Mom works at is about ten minutes from here. It was a quick-access, nearby job, available when she quit the police force, and even now that we’ve moved forty minutes away, it’s stable enough to do the trick while she’s searching for another job far, far away from here, out of state if we can. Except most positions that don’t involve any kind of security gig also don’t have use for a woman whose lifelong experience is completely law enforcement. So, for now, that place is all we’ve got.

And in my brilliance, I decided, on my first trip back here, that I should stay on this side of town because it’d save me a longer jaunt. Because I could handle it.

I get on the road. Everything’s the same: the side street that curves so hard, it goes from north-south to east-west; the stoplight with the shortest green light I’ve ever seen; the grimy community mailbox, tacked with weather-tattered ads. When I come to a stop sign with small animal tracks, a rabbit’s maybe, scampering underneath it, I start my blinker, then switch it back off, snuffing the ticking. 

This isn’t my turn. That’s how I used to go home. 

The ache in my chest twists. Exhaust curls behind the rear window. 

I restart the blinker, controlling each breath, in and out.

Soon, I’m passing what used to be a field. In the summer, supple, bright-yellow flowers flood it and ripple in the breeze; in the winter, foxes nest under a glittering, icy blanket of snowfall.

That was how it looked when I would run with Elijah. He’d never jogged this route until the first time I went with him. There was no sound except our tennis shoes scuffing the cement and our deep, tempered panting, and no motion except our pumping legs and the sun’s glide past the horizon. Just us two and his quiet scent of eucalyptus in the twilight. When I brought him here, the white canvas shimmered with the sky’s royal blue, purple, and the first hints of a rose sunrise. And fox kits shot out of their holes, pouncing for mice. 

Elijah and I watched, child-eyed. Him and me and the baby foxes and the field. 

Now, it’s an apartment complex. I don’t want to know what happened to the foxes.

Snow caps the clay-red roofs, and Christmas decorations dress gutters and porch posts as I approach my destination, my heart thundering, oncoming nausea like a parasite in my gut. 

I don’t have to do this. I don’t have to go. It’s probably safer not to.

That’s a lie. I do. I need this. Just to see it. To see it and know that I can stand there, where it happened, and walk away.

It’s the corner house. The cream siding looks like a fleece blanket, safe and clean. The curtains are pulled back inside the window that used to be Paityn’s. 

I press the heel of my hand against my throbbing heartbeat as if that will straitjacket it into line, unbuckle, and raise my jacket’s hood. We got this car after everything happened, so there’s no way anyone will recognize it.

Keeping my head down, hating how the hood obscures my peripheral vision, I search for anything out of place. When I exhale, a mouthful of steam foams the air between the house and me. 

This is where Mom used to kiss me awake from nightmares. Where she helped me, taught me, when my first cycle arrived. Where she rubbed mine and Paityn’s stomachs with ginger-steeped oil when we both were too ill to keep even water down. 

And where…

My head goes light. I inhale sharply, and the dizziness slowly dissipates.

I will stand here. And I will walk away.

There’s no sound but the crunch of my footsteps as I approach the top of the driveway. Still, I double-take when I spot a yawning black strip of space under the garage door. Maybe last night’s storm blew it open. Either way, it’s stalled almost two feet open, revealing the corner of a white cardboard box wrapped in milky plastic. Without thinking, I read the label: lidocaine.

Why—

No. That’s enough. I did what I came for. Anything else is none of my business. This isn’t my house anymore, and I’ve been here too long. Especially when my family’s killer used to live three blocks down—and maybe still does.

A chill worms down my spine as I make my way back to my car. I hate that it feels like I’m running. Again.
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MERCEDES




IT CLICKS when I’m singing Kestrel to sleep.

Those tire tracks were only partially filled with snow—which means the car hadn’t been there since yesterday. 

Why would it have arrived in the middle of the night?

I curl my body around Kestrel, and the bedsprings creak. The storm due tomorrow is already whistling the low notes of its symphony. 

I’m just being paranoid.










I lie awake in my own bed. Normally, I would fiddle with Paityn and Tristan’s keys just to feel the familiar ridges and slopes, just to have a piece of them to fall asleep to, but I think I left them in Kestrel’s room, and if I walk around, Mom will hear me. My eyes are dry and crackly.

I shouldn’t think about the parked car. I shouldn’t think about the house and the lidocaine and how close I was to that murderer’s old home. I shouldn’t think about how desperately I made sure that I wasn’t followed on the way back to the gym and then home, yet I can’t shake the hollow dread that I did something wrong, that I missed something. I shouldn’t think about Paityn or Tristan or Dad or Elijah. I shouldn’t think about the torn-down field. If I do, if I try to work out the matted tangle of everything that, to one degree or another, has gone so wrong, I’ll break my own mind. 

I try to pray. Depending on the day, it helps me fall asleep, or it makes the hot, sparking pain and rage flash up inside me. Tonight, it’s the second, but somehow, it’s still better than the tensing, numbing, swirling drone of my thoughts.

A bead of warm wetness traces across the bridge of my nose. Eventually, to the compassionate lullaby of the wind, my heavy eyelids close.










My limbs are heavy, and the bed is warm. My arm hangs off the edge, nails brushing the carpet. A crick twinges between my shoulder blades, and I shift from my stomach to my side to relieve it. My frame curves into the dip of Kestrel on the other side of the mattress, one of her chubby feet on my pelvis. 

Wait. I didn’t fall asleep with Kestrel. Did I sleepwalk? Or did she crawl in with me? I usually wake up at that. 

My eyelids peel open, sticky at the corners, and mauve light pours in from the window. I frown at an earthy rustling outside: wind through supple leaves. A peep of green lies just past the curtain. 

I swing my legs out and pace to the window, hugging myself. There’s no snow, only dry concrete and a series of growing lawns. The glass is lukewarm when I flatten my palm against it. Bushes are in full bloom. I pivot, and despite all the sensations my dream manufactured, Kestrel is, in fact, not there. Instead, there’s a folded set of running clothes. 

I’m either elaborately hallucinating, or I’m not awake.

I don’t feel awake. I can’t pinpoint how—I just don’t. Why am I suddenly lucid, though? I’ve never been able to tell when I’m dreaming. Certainly not this clearly.

Well, why fight it? 

I change and make my way outside; the dawn tints the fringes of powdery gray clouds. This isn’t our new neighborhood. It’s where I grew up. Yet, somehow, seeing it doesn’t make me sick. 

For the first time in three years, I run. Not from anything. Not toward anyone. I just run.

My mind is a struck match, my muscles ignited. Trees burst with lush leaves, a few flaunting pink or white-and-purple flowers. The air is thin and dry and cool. A smile creeps up on me as I bolt away, pounding past tall houses and white fences, sucking in the smell of cut grass, flowers, and firepit smoke. I savor the whoosh of my panting, the hammer of my shoes, the whistle of the breeze. It’s all music.

And then, behind me, there’s a second stride. A second lilt of air as someone breathes. I stagger to a jog, and the pattern of the other gait, the hollow pitch of the inhales and exhales, becomes clearer. Familiar. Unmistakable.

A sweet ache cuts into me, deep inside my chest. Beautiful. Alive. Painful.

I run faster, longer strides. Songbirds chirp. Dandelions bloom. A rabbit crouches near a tree trunk and scampers off when we get too close. His deep, rhythmic panting nears with lithe paces. 

I take us to the field. 

Yellow flowers dot the tall, golden, fruiting grass, perfuming the air, and gravel turns to spongy, loamy earth. Far to the west, slate mountains border us. I can’t see any foxes.

I jog to a stop. When I stop moving and inhale until my lungs can’t expand anymore, I get the tiniest trace of eucalyptus. 

Warmth fades in behind me. The eucalyptus strengthens and takes on a clean wash of sweat. So, I lean back, and my shoulder blades come to rest against Elijah’s stretching ribs.

This is a dream. But he’s here. And he exhales like there’s nowhere else in the world he would rather be. I don’t even make it up to his chin, so when my head rocks to the side, my ear lays against his heart. Silky, beautiful drumming.

Marrow-deep relief swells through me. 

I lean into Elijah’s heartbeat. Precious. Priceless. I want it closer, so I shift so my chest is against his, and even before I have a chance to hold him against me, he folds me into his arms. His palm molds to my head, pressing my temple against his collarbone. Exhaling, I sink into twilight runs and jumping foxes, new languages and sweet brown eyes. Cut short.

“It’s so good to see you,” I whisper, the corner of my lip skimming his shirt. 

“Mercedes.” His accent, each letter of my name special on his tongue, strings together like jewelry, custom crafted. A name of its own, his call for me. 

Even as a whisper, his voice is different, just barely. It’s the way it would be if he had lived to be nineteen instead of trapped at sixteen in my mind.

How would I know what that would sound like? How is my mind creating that? Or even his pulse, dabbing against me, pieced together from fragments of memories, moments when I would have briefly felt it, single beats in isolation. 

It sounds like it could fit Kestrel’s inside it.

Aching, I step back. And he’s there, washed in the morning light. Black hair reflecting the purple sky, copper skin warmed by the orange horizon, long eyelashes dipped in pale yellow. Irises satin night skies, stars and dreams and grief and hope inside them. Sparkling with water. That gentle smile saved just for me.

I’ll never see it again, not awake. I’ll never get to see him light up at seeing the kits hunt or at my voice in the school hall.

My throat is thick and painful. “I miss you.”

“I miss you too.” His touch grazes my knuckles, and his hands envelop mine. His gaze pangs deep inside me.

Ghosts and memories breeze across the field with the wavelets of green stems and yellow petals. I’m not sure how long we stand there, grasps interlocked. Hours. Seconds. As long as we want and not long enough.

I don’t know why—I don’t choose to, and all I want is to absorb every moment until the sun rises and kindles this away—but I’m the first one to step back. I’m not even sure if it’s my choice or the dream’s. I won’t release his hands, though. 

“I have to go,” I say, “don’t I?”

“Yeah.”

I wish I could stay. Even if it is just a dream. 

I’ll tell Kestrel about it—so long as I can remember once I wake up. I hope it’s not the same vague haze that most wind up as. Maybe they’re all this crisp, maybe I do always know that I’m dreaming, maybe I always have this conversation with myself, and my memory wipes it clean the moment I snap out of sleep.

I’m not sure which will be more painful; if I don’t remember, I won’t know what I’ve missed, and it will keep being that same steady loss—but I also won’t know I had this moment. 

Elijah’s thumb skims over the ridges of my hand. 

“It’s time,” he murmurs.

In response, I rise onto my toes and press my lips to his cheek. Our eyelashes tangle. Flutter. When a tear trickles from them, I’m not sure if it’s mine or his. 

“Goodbye,” I whisper. 

I back away, and we lose contact bit by bit. Our eyelashes. Our faces. Fingertips. Cool morning air between us. A wet salt stain tracing his nose. 

I run home, a second stride pounding behind me. Dawn rushing over me, and fire beating through my arteries. Air in my lungs. In mine alone. 

When I arrive and climb the stairs alone, Kestrel is in the bed, a flower in her hair.










I wake up, heat clouding under my comforter, my shirt sticking to me. The dusky ceiling stares back at me in smudges and swirls of texture.

I can still hear the echo of his heartbeat. 

“Thank You,” I pray in a hoarse whisper.

I don’t fall back asleep. I don’t know if it’s my internal clock deciding it’s not worth it or if the rush of the dream is keeping me alert, but it only takes a few seconds to know I’m up for good. I do stay in bed, though, stretched out, goosebumps growing along my exposed arms, replaying that dream like one of those videos Kestrel and I watch, except all the senses are there, not just a digital picture and audio, but depth and shadows and scents and touch.

I stay there long enough that I hear Mom lock up and leave, and with no more school, I lounge for a few more minutes. But then my muscles begin to itch, and a headache sneaks up on me, more dizziness than pain. And with the quiet, that stinging, lead-heavy emptiness starts to come out of latency again. I don’t have time for that. I should, but I don’t.

I get ready, brew myself some tea with cinnamon, clove, and anise, slather butter on a sliced baguette, and check the football scores I’ve missed. While the tea steeps and I finish off the last of the baguette, I stroll to the front window and watch the snowstorm we’ve been expecting as it comes down in full force. On the grass, roofs, and parked cars, it’s already a couple of inches deep, but it melts the minute it hits concrete or asphalt. Branches sway drunkenly in the wind, and streams of flakes sparkle on their way through streetlamps and porchlights and— 

I flinch.

A sedan skulks toward our house, exhaust clouding out of the tailpipe, wipers beating. A sliver of moonlight weasels through charcoal clouds, a glint over the icicles jutting from our tree’s white bark, then disappears. 

I wait for the driver to pass through our floodlights, but he parks just outside them and turns off his engine. In a suburb. At five in the morning. In the middle of a blizzard. 

Same make and model as yesterday. I can’t see if it has a scratch in the right place.

Pulses arc through the base of my skull, reaching toward the scar on my temple. 

Something—Kestrel—thuds upstairs, but I don’t think she fell out of bed because she’d be crying. She’ll wake up randomly and find me wherever I am, apparently even with a cold. She’s bold; if I couldn’t hear, the sun was down, and I was sick, I would hide under my blankets and hope that someone would come for me. 

Heavy feet and a slight metal jangle march down the stairs, and Kestrel appears behind the whitewashed railing, clutching each bar one at a time, either for balance or effect. Her toy mouse is clamped in her armpit, and my key lanyard swings against her belly. At the final step, she swings on the base pillar, one leg flung out, and, dropping Fuzz in the process, points at her boot, fluffy and purple with bows. She grins like she’s so proud it’s on the wrong foot. I chuckle, hating the strain in it, and Kestrel squats to pick up Fuzz. 

By the time she plods toward me, I’m side-eyeing the sedan again. The door pops open, and a man exits, tall in his dapper peacoat. Snow vanishes into the silhouette of his loose curls. 

Is it in my head, or is he close enough that I can hear the door smacking shut and his stiff breathing? 

The breathing part isn’t real. It sounds too much like Luiz’s. 

The man wears snow boots but not gloves; nothing gloved can be that slender and elegant. With a chirp, everything behind his taillights flares the color of cherry cough syrup, then douses again, leaving him a smog-gray shape—which begins to cross the street toward us.

Kestrel grunts, and in my peripheral vision, she hops. She’s on tiptoes, vying for the light switch. I snatch her up before she can touch it. She protests, forehead wrinkled, but the next second, she’s wrestling off the lanyard and lassoing me with it. Paityn’s and Tristan’s keys thump against my solar plexus. 

Outside, empty snow prints trudge between our house and the neighbor’s, outside of my view range.

A bump. A squeak of vinyl fencing. 

My heart slides toward my mouth. 

I cross to a window with a view of the small backyard, Kestrel weighing on my hip, and peer behind the curtain, careful not to move it, careful not to let him see my shadow. 

Snow spurts sideways, and the man crosses into my sightline, brushing snow off his palms.

My mind stands by. I become a machine, a computer program, a survival protocol. 

I don’t remember getting to the garage door, but my carabiner’s off my belt, and I’m wrenching back the deadbolt. I noiselessly seal us in the garage’s pitch blackness, in its air that smells like grime and car paint. 

Kestrel mewls and hugs me. I don’t know if it’s the dark or my thudding heart that’s gotten to her. 

With the pad of my thumb, I feel for the keyhole, then wedge the key in. Grinding. Ticks. The grating of my teeth against each other. The deadbolt’s even louder. If it’s locked, though, he’ll take longer to guess we’re out here, and even if he does suspect it, it’ll cost him a couple of extra seconds to undo the fastenings. 

I wrench open the car door.

Inside the house, muffled: a sharp crunch and an aggressive wave of clinks ring out like a cascade of ice chips. Broken glass. 

I plant Kestrel in her car seat and secure the belts, get in my own seat, pop the glove compartment, and click the remote opener. I fumble for the ignition until it spits and growls to life, harmonizing with the grumble of the rising garage door. My taillights blink candy red over the driveway, and I shift into reverse, tasting copper. Moonlight and snow spill into the garage. 

We’re into the street, the storm smacking the car like a violent ghost; by the time the house door opens, the man, squinting against my headlights, spots us leaving.

I throw the gearshift into drive and take off, the engine revving, and turn at the most random intersection so hard that my tires fishtail and squawk against the blacktop. Kestrel cheers.

Stop it, Mercedes—you’ll spin out, and then you’ll be stuck. Or at least the obscene amount of noise will give him a general idea of where you’re going. 

White knuckled, I ease up on the gas until it’s at a purr and cruise down another slow street. 

Breathe. Pay attention.

An autumn wreath on a front door. A green sports car bleached with snow. A string of pale lights along a roof gutter. Ticking blinker. Somewhere, a dog barks. 

I get us onto a highway with plenty of exits, and nausea finally gnaws through the adrenaline buzz. 

In the rearview mirror, Kestrel sucks her thumb and is teaching Fuzz to do the same. That shuts it off—the machine that my body, my mind, has turned into. My head goes light, vision pale. 

Get off the road. 

I pull onto the shoulder, park with a thud of the gearshift, and fumble for the hazards. Nothing happened, Mercedes. You’re safe, Kestrel’s safe, Mom’s safe, and you’re not back there anymore. You’re not back there. You’re not back there.

You’re here now. Nylon seats. Heated air flowing across you. The hum and whoosh of car systems. Kestrel’s behind you. Look at her. 

I twist in my seat, the keys on my lanyard jangling. She’s swinging her purple boots, and when she catches me staring, she smiles and waves. I do, too, then turn away before a set of tears trickles onto my face. 

I dig in my pocket for my phone; I missed six texts from Mom. 

Hey, I saw the guy on the cam and you guys leaving. What’s up?

You guys okay?

Are you there?

Mercedes, please answer.

What’s happening?

Mercedes, pick up your phone.

I flinch when the screen bolts to bright blue. The caller ID shows Mom, and I accept. 

“I’m here,” I say.

A relieved sigh whooshes across the line, but it knots at the end. “Where are you?”

I transition to a video call, giving myself time to swallow hard. “Pulled off on the highway. The guy jumped the fence and—” My breath snags. 

Mom’s eyebrows lower, grave. She’s in front of a merch rack, the gym lights glowing behind her. “Are you both okay?”

My dry throat chokes off my answer and squeezes forward another pair of tears. 

“Hey. Hey.” 

Listen to Mom’s voice. Listen to her. That tone only she has, firm and gentle, fierce yet soothing.

“Deep breaths,” she commands.

In through my nose, deep, fast. Push it out, slow and steady. Do it again. A third time. A fourth. 

You are not back there. What happened to them will not happen to Kestrel, will not happen to Mom, will not happen to you. 

“We’re okay,” I say.

“Good.”

One more breath. “The man—”

“You can tell me when you get here. Just focus on driving.”

“Okay.”

“See you in a bit, baby.” She smiles at me, tension lacing each fiber of it, before ending the call. 

I blow another breath through puffed cheeks, and Kestrel mimics me like she’s blowing out birthday candles. I smile shakily, then start the forty-five-minute trip across town. The runoff outside is greasy brown. The engine purrs, thick heat belches from the vents, and our tires’ friction whirs as we set in with a couple of other cars, and our windshield wipers knock away spraying mist. The next time I glance into the rearview mirror, Kestrel’s out cold, keeled against her car seat’s head protection. Roads snake past, dotted with muzzy lights in red, white, and yellow. 

The closer we get, though, an ache leaks deeper into me and twists—I know these things. Like the grimy community mailbox, tacked with weather-tattered ads, or the elementary school sleeping behind a chain link fence, or a green slide corkscrewing in the playground. 

That playground was where I met Paityn and Tristan. I remember the green grass and the ladybug that day. 

Our old house isn’t far from here. Neither is the cemetery where they’re buried. 

I can’t. 

I don’t know how Mom can stand it, working here, being so close to the life we used to have and to the horror that stripped it away. Then again, maybe she doesn’t want to avoid it. Maybe she loves their memories playing in the streets and doorways like a consoling, lingering scent.

She’s braver than me.

By the time we get there and park, only a few flakes straggle down, and a crackle parts the clouds. The blue-black of a bottomless ocean, as well as the odd star, peeks through. That won’t last long, though, not with our weather. Give it a few minutes. 

On the sidewalk, rugged, boxy pillars hold up an overhang and bluish fluorescent lights; the glass door to the gym Mom runs glows a pasty gold. 

I rest my head. I could pass out as hard as Kestrel, but before that happens, I double-check that there’s no one near us—we haven’t been tailed; I made sure of that on the way over—haul myself outside, and dig into the trunk, where we keep a backpack of spare clothes for Kestrel in case she decides to explore a puddle. In case of an emergency. 

We’re alone. I know that. I can see it and hear it, but still, my unprotected back prickles. Ice crystals beat each other in the last of the wind—like the sharp chimes of breaking glass. 

I lug out the backpack and wedge into the seat next to Kestrel, where I rub her shoulder. She sniffs as she emerges from her dream. By the time I unzip the bag and unload a wooly legging outfit, she’s awake enough for me to squeeze the seat buckles and work her into the clothes, then jimmy on a hat. She cocks her head and looks down the block. 

I whip around. If something got her attention, it’s moving, and nothing should be moving out there. 

The ghostly light on the sidewalk is untouched, no shadows. I wait.

Quiet. 

Stop being paranoid, Mercedes. That’s not safe for anyone.

I exit the car, scanning, and Kestrel hops out after me, so I take her hot, sweaty hand and lead her to the sidewalk. When we get to the step up, I swing her onto it, and she dangles, laughing, a perfect, untainted noise that could only come from someone who can’t hear herself.

A clipped gasp.

There was no shadow in the lighting, not from the angle of the car. Now, there is, long, thin, charcoal gray. 

The young man stands frozen. 

Luiz Suarez.
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MERCEDES




I SHOVE KESTREL behind me. She yelps.

Damien—Dad—splayed on the concrete, a dark red pool spreading out from him. 

Elijah, lifeless in Paityn’s arms.

Paityn slack in the hospital garden.

Tristan, cold and limp, brought out from the morgue.

All of them in the caskets before the lids severed them away from me forever. 

Luiz meeting my eyes when he’s the reason they’re dead. 

My head flushes with blood. I can taste it, thick, rich iron. “You.”

His mouth parts, and pale, unsteady steam hazes his lips—and it trips, billows, when his gaze briefly drops to Kestrel.

I touch her head, her curls ringing my fingers, and like he’s snapping out of a thought, Luiz looks back up to me. “Mercedes?”

My name. In that voice. 

My scars pulse. “Get out of here.” 

That isn’t my voice; that’s a warning, a snake’s rattle and a dog’s growl, ragged and dangerous. 

Luiz raises his hands as if to prove there isn’t a knife in them and steps forward. I almost step back; my thigh twitches before I stop it. The keys on my lanyard knock against my solar plexus. 
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