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      The golden bars of the cage shone with an impossible light, outshining even the rays of the sun that broke through the canopy of trees that surrounded it. Serondyn leaned in close, sniffing at the magic that bound his master. Sparks flew forth from the bars, singing the fur on Serondyn’s muzzle. He whimpered, lowering his head away from the swelling light, magic that threatened him to stay away.

      A hand, now thin as bone and shaking violently, emerged from the cage. “I’m fine, Serondyn. This is not enough to kill me. You just need to find the key before she comes to collect me.”

      Serondyn placed his nose against the hand, closing his eyes to the warmth that radiated into his fur. It slid along his body, and he shook with the feeling. The leathery wings that hung against his back fluttered loudly. His tail wagged excitedly behind him, scales catching and ripping up plants that dared to get in its way.

      “Hurry, Ser. Go. Now!” the voice urged. The command in his words pushed against Serondyn with a magical force of their own. The hand was sucked back into the cage. The man inside chuckled – a surprising amount of hope in the sound – humoring Serondyn as he paced outside. Through the light of the bars, Serondyn could see a brave smile plastered on his face. Courage flashed in the man’s eyes.

      Turning on his heels, Serondyn darted into the thick of the trees, on a mission. He could feel the heat of the magic burning his nostrils, coursing through his veins. A trail of it seemed to appear before him like wisps of smoke. He snorted at the comedic ease of the task, despite the danger it posed. Master had only been in the cage an hour, and he looked to have little life left in his body. The magic of that stupid, simple cage was enough to overpower his light.

      Serondyn growled low in his throat, causing the creatures around him to stir. He was caught off guard, and stopped to observe the creatures that scampered about, diving under brush to hide from him. He was grossly aware of his form, and shook his shoulders until he felt the weight of his wings melt away. With heavy steps, he could feel his bones shrinking, until he resembled a mere pup.

      His smaller size did little to assure the creatures around him. All he managed to do was confirm their suspicions, freezing them in their terror. Not many creatures could sense magic as well as Serondyn could, but most could recognize the power he had just displayed, the ability to change form in an instant.

      Powers that could only belong to a Drifter.

      Snuffing at the fear that filled his lungs, Serondyn turned away. He had more important things to do than worry what forest dwellings thought of him. The only thing that mattered was the path that would take him to the key.

      As he ran through the woods, he was thankful for the change he had made. The small size allowed him to wriggle through the scarce openings that presented themselves as the trees grew closer and closer together. It felt as though the branches were reaching for him, trying to tangle him up. He chortled at them each time he escaped their grasp.

      The ground rumbled beneath him, and he dropped onto his belly. The cold dirt made him shiver, but he scanned the world around him. What would shift, what would try to stop him next?

      Vines slithered through the woods faster than Serondyn could avoid them. They wrapped around trees and smothered flowers as they went, until they filled up every open space around him. Thorns sprung from every inch, dripping with a venom potent enough that it ate away at the trees where it touched. They left no opening, creating a net around him.

      Serondyn snickered at the attempt. With a twist of his neck, his entire body shifted. He hated to change into something even smaller, but knew it would be in his best interest if he didn’t stand out in the world around him. He shook out his paws until they were short and rounded, fine white fur replacing his beautiful violet coat. His tail disappeared, but he gained another set of limbs instead, sprouting from his ribs. It was a wonder that creatures this small could have six legs, but it was the only way they could attain a speed fast enough to keep them alive.

      With the change complete, Serondyn shook his head, heavy ears flopping wildly. The sooner he made it out of this mess, the sooner he could shift into something more comfortable. He felt smothered in the rabbit’s body.

      Much like he expected Master felt.

      Jumping high into the air, Serondyn dove nose first toward the ground. The dirt gave away easily to the rabbit’s curved paws. He was forced to dig blindly, as the scent could not permeate through the soil. The trail had almost vanished entirely once he changed due to the time needed to adjust to his new senses, but surrounded by the moist dirt, Serondyn was glad his nose no longer worked as well as it should.

      Once the roots of the trees grew sparse, Serondyn turned his nose upward and dug his way to the open air. He gasped for breath once the ground split for him.

      The trees had thinned and there were no signs of the vines. More proof that something, or someone, was trying to stop him. Serondyn hopped around the small open space he had dug to, waiting for the scent to find him again. Standing tall, he sniffed the air. He huffed at his inexperience with the rabbit senses, bounding into the trees in what he hoped was the right direction, away from the thick woods.

      It was always easy to lose himself in a new form, exploring what their bodies could accomplish and testing their limits. As a rabbit, he could jump higher than in his preferred form without using his wings. He laughed as he cleared tall bushes and jumped from branch to branch high in the trees. It was incredible that even the smallest of boughs could hold his weight without sagging. It was disappointing when the brush gave way suddenly to a large clearing. He stepped forward to stretch out in the wide open space, but something tugged on his tiny excuse for a tail.

      He whirled, expecting an enemy, but found himself nose to nose with another rabbit. It reached forward and caught his ear gently in its teeth. It pulled him, and he felt the creature’s desperation to save him. It whined at him when he did not move.

      Serondyn dropped his head, unsure what he should do. This poor creature must be young, unable to sense his true nature, and was brave enough to venture this close to a boundary in order to save another.

      Serondyn bounced backward, twisting on the extra legs he wasn’t used to. The other rabbit ran out to him and pushed on his back to help him stand. Serondyn tried to squeak at it, to tell it to go back. It only pushed harder, knotting Serondyn’s stomach.

      Serondyn rolled to get away from the rabbit, and there it was; the trail. It was faint, but Serondyn could see the trail curling seductively just on the other side of the clearing. Ignoring the rabbit, Serondyn bounded up and shifted midair. He landed heavily in his wolf form only a few feet from the rabbit. It squealed in panic, and a second later, Serondyn heard the brush rustle behind him.

      Good, he thought to himself. Protect yourself. Never forget that.

      Another rumble shook through Serondyn, crumpling him. But it was not the world around him; it was himself. Hunger had formed in his body. He had used too much magic with all his shifting, and he needed to refuel before he could go much further. He stalked toward the scent, dancing with the breeze. The brush around it shook, and Serondyn pounced.

      His paw landed on something soft and hot, and he clamped down on it immediately. It squealed once before going limp, the heat spilling over Serondyn’s teeth. He opened his jaw wide and crushed the small body in one bite without looking at what it was. He cringed when he felt each leg break, counting six in total.

      Urging the guilt from his body, he dove for another bush that was shaking violently, his hunger not sated, only stoked like a fire. He wanted to feed it more and more, to feel the heat fill him and take over. He growled as he shoved his snout into a hole to clamp down on the foot of the creature trying to escape him. He tossed it into the air and caught it easily before it had a chance to squirm out of his grasp. The heat slid down his throat, magic and blood mixing in his body.

      With the second kill, he lost control and reason. He could only think of one thing: feeding.

      He ran through the woods, leaving carnage in his wake. Trees upended, groups of animals demolished, stains of blood littered the ground. The scent of the key was now a faint memory in his nose, drowned out by the metallic lure of blood.

      It wasn’t until the heat never came that Serondyn came to his senses. He spat the thing in his mouth out in disgust, both at the creature and at himself. He knew better than to let himself lose control like that, to use magic as though it were infinite. He groaned at the blood that stained his paws.

      Master would be furious if he knew what Serondyn had done.

      Master! Serondyn remembered, whipping his head around to look for the trail. He couldn’t see it, but the scent still lingered in his nose. He lifted his snout to the air to track the scent, but it was muddled by a strange smell that thickened the air, like smoke and metal. He took a step further, praying the scent would get closer.

      The thing he spat out wriggled underfoot, and Serondyn flinched back. He hung his head in shame at the poor rabbit laying helpless on the ground, wounded and dying slowly. Thick blood spread across its brown fur.

      In mercy, Serondyn wrapped his jaws around its body and squeezed until it stopped moving. Again, he tasted bitter blood fill his mouth, but with the hunger gone, it churned his stomach. As he released the rabbit, his tongue slid over the body, and he froze. With dread, Serondyn rolled the rabbit onto its back, limbs sprawling out to its side.

      There were only four.

      Serondyn lifted his head slowly. Around him, the world was far different than he had ever seen. All his senses had dulled. The world was dimmer, and sounds quieter. Or were they gone altogether? In the distance, he could hear a strange rumbling noise that grew, as though it were charging him. He lowered himself to the ground, finding his body was smaller than it should be. He couldn’t remember shifting again, but something about this body felt different than any he had ever inhabited. It felt hollow, like it was lacking something crucial. He spun in a circle to examine himself, and it struck him what was missing, not just from himself, but from everything.

      Magic.

      He had wandered somewhere without magic. He knew these worlds existed, parallel to his own, but he had never thought he would have reason to explore one of them. It was terrifying, and very few things actually scared Serondyn.

      Carefully, Serondyn pushed forward. Without the memory of how he entered, he worried how he would return, but it didn’t matter. If he never found the key, he didn’t want to return to watch his Master be killed.

      He kept his nose held high, closing his eyes to focus on the scent. He let it lead him forward, ignoring everything else around him.

      His paw came down on hard ground, and he paused. He looked down, cocking his head to the side. Serondyn might have thought the slick black ground he’d stepped on was a river of sludge, but it was solid, nor was it scorched dirt since it was cool to the touch. The only possibility left was that it was a path, but of what? The strange growling sound was in the distance, but he paid it no mind. Whatever was making the sound was not yet coming for him. Perhaps it didn’t even know of his existence.

      He sniffed at the ground, a poison smell filling his lungs, overpowering the trail of the key. He shook his head and lifted it again, but the poison persisted. Panic shook in his bones against his will, and he wandered in circles, jumping into the air to escape the toxic smell. If he could only get away.

      Looking around, he saw another sprawling lush woodland on the other side. His tongue lolled out of his mouth in exaltation.

      Bright light washed over him, followed by the smell of smoke and a loud squealing. The beast of this land had come for him.
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      The deliberate slow creak of the door gave me just enough time to drop my face into the plushness of my pillow. This is the fifth time, I groaned silently

      Mom’s voice followed soon after the squeaking sound ended. “Are you sure you don’t want to go? What if I let you borrow this dress? It’s just such a shame for you to miss out during your last spring break of high school. I don’t want you to be stuck at home all alone when I go out with your aunt.”

      She was using that voice. The one that said she only wanted what she thought was best for me.

      If only she knew.

      She’ll never leave if I don’t at least look at the thing.

      I rolled to free one eye from the cushy prison. Cotton filled my mouth as I gaped at the slip hanging in front of me.

      Pale purple shined at me. A hanger was clutched in her fingers holding the dress, cut-off sleeves flowing to the sides. Noticing my interest, she twirled the dress with a smug smile. A hole showed in the back, looking like it was just big enough to show the bottom of my shoulder blades.

      “Where did you get that?” The words slipped from my mouth. I don’t know how many times I’d looked through her closet and never seen anything purple in there. Mom always loved the color on me, although insisted that it washed her out.

      Her giggle was the most suspicious thing I had ever heard. “You know, I don’t even remember. I just found it stuffed in the back of my closet.”

      She spun the hanger back and forth, making a show of inspecting the fabric. She only did it to avoid my gaze, the corner of her lip twitching.

      I perched at the edge of my bed. Mom’s expectations fell on my shoulders, nearly knocking me from my bed. All that time spent falling down the rabbit hole of gentle parenting videos was finally going to be put to use.

      “Mom, I love you, and thank you for worrying, but I’m eighteen. I will be fine home alone for one night. You know I’m not into parties. Aren’t you supposed to be threatening to ground me if I go, instead of encouraging me? What kind of⁠—”

      I couldn’t even finish teasing Mom before the joke was too unbelievable, and my laughter spilled out from the smile I could no longer restrain. We both knew what kind of parent she was. It was nice to know she trusted me, even though she didn’t know everything.

      Mom joined in, and I felt a warmth bubble up in my stomach at the love in such a simple sound. I closed my eyes, basking in the ridiculousness and love.

      Darkness swept over me, as suddenly as a summer storm. My head was heavy, the air coming in thin and hot. I gasped for air, but only got slick fabric between my teeth. My fingers knotted themselves in whatever had grabbed me, and I yanked it away with enough force that I heard my mom yelp just in front of me.

      The dress pooled in my lap, the hanger now resting against my back. I clenched my jaw and forced my breath to go through my nose. Mom’s hand touched my head gently. She whimpered when I flinched at her touch. “Baby, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to⁠—”

      My hand on hers stopped her words. Slowly, I pressed her palm to my head and took a deep breath. “I’m okay,” I said slowly, convincing myself more than Mom. Her hand found its way down, tucking my thin lavender hair behind my ear. Her lips were soft against my forehead, a touch I knew better than I knew myself.

      “I’m okay,” I whispered again, more confidently.

      “You’re always here, hiding in your room alone. You should get out more with your friends. Text Trevor. I know he’ll go with you.”

      The dress crumpled in my hand, the fabric filling the gaps in my fists.

      Convincing Trevor to go wasn’t a problem. He’d be there with or without me. It was Valery’s party— of course he would be there.

      I had nothing but reasons to not go.

      How am I supposed to expect Mom to understand?

      “I haven’t hung out with him in months, Mom. You know that,” I said bitterly, hoping this time she would accept the simple answer. My fingers relaxed, and the fabric flowed between them like water, cool and smooth against my skin. I ran it up over my palm, pulling my sleeve down to feel the silk on my skin.

      What if…

      Mom slumped with the most overdramatic sigh she could muster. “I guess I’ll just reschedule with your aunt. You and I can just watch a movie at home instead. What’s the one you wanted to watch again?”

      “Wait!”

      Thankfully I’ve never been as clumsy as Mom, or I would have fallen off my bed with the effort to grab her wrist. Her hand lingered on the door, and I kicked myself for falling for her trap.

      “You don’t have to reschedule because of me. I’ll be fine on my own, I promise.” One last try, just one last hope that she would relent.

      Sad eyes fell on me, and the teasing and joking that filled our relationship slipped away. It wasn’t often she looked like a mother. “That’s what worries me. I’ll start the popcorn.”

      Pressure on my wrist, then Mom’s hand slipped from mine. She ducked through the door, doing that thing that all parents do where they close the door all but an inch.

      The dress was still clutched in my other hand. I shook it out and looked it up and down.

      Just one party. I can survive one party.

      My eyes squeezed tight with my conviction and I called out, “I’ll go.”

      Mom’s head snapped back into the room in an instant. She pointedly looked down at the dress in my lap, a smile beaming on her face. “Hurry and put that on. I’m doing your hair before you leave.”

      “You were never going to cancel, were you?”

      “Of course not! I’ve been looking forward to this movie for months! Now hurry. Hurry!”

      The door clicked shut decidedly. I shook my head at my own weakness, but a soft smile slid over my lips. Our whole lives, it felt like we were always taking care of each other. She could be right about the party; humans are social creatures, after all.

      I stood, stripped and slung the dress over my shoulders before I could change my mind. Cool air drifted across my arms and shoulders. Goosebumps prickled my legs despite my fresh shave earlier in the day.

      In the standing mirror, the dress looked like another layer of skin, the pale purple blending perfectly with my hair. Curvy, feminine, hot, girly. All these thoughts flitted through my mind. That’s not me. She’s too exposed to be me.

      Nope.

      A pair of dark tights and my trusty leather jacket later, I looked in the mirror and recognized who I saw. The silver studs glinted beautifully against the black leather. The pockets welcomed my fingerless-gloved hands. It smelled like home, like too-sweet vanilla candles and smoke and cooking spices. It smelled like safety.

      The final touch was my bracelet, a key held on by a cord tied to the handle and the teeth, tucked safely into my sleeve. This piece, the last thing I had ever gotten from my father, was for me and no one else.

      Mom knocked on the door. “No changing your mind now!” she teased playfully. “I have to leave in ten minutes. Please, please, let me do your hair. Just for tonight.”

      I wasn’t prepared for the ambush waiting for me just outside my room, even though I should have. Mom stood right in front of the door, her arms filled with scrunchies, clips, a brush and a blow dryer.

      I snatched my hair protectively. “No heat,” I snapped, staring at the dryer. Mom looked down at it, and straightened with a pout. I hardened my eyes, knowing my boundaries. I put my hair through enough just maintaining the color. Anymore damage and it would fall out.

      It wasn’t the first time we’d had this standoff. Mom dutifully kept her hair trimmed in a chin-length bob, styled differently everyday. She kept a stock of temporary colors because she could never commit like I could.

      The dryer clattered onto the bathroom counter next door. Before I could relax, Mom yanked me in front of the mirror by my elbow. The brush looked like a knife being held by a serial killer as it came at my head. Felt like it, too, as Mom pulled the teeth through my hair. Despite being thin, it tangled easily, since I always wore it down. It reached the middle of my back, winding on itself easily.

      I shut my eyes to the pain, and gave Mom free reign. Ten minutes. Ten minutes of brushing and tugging and pulling and twisting. Ten minutes of wincing and shallow breaths.

      A mist stung my throat and I coughed out hairspray. “Warn…me…” I coughed out. A breeze crossed my face as Mom swatted the mist from my face, though she didn’t stop spraying. I could feel my delicate strands locking into place.

      “If you let me do this more often, you’d be used to it by now.” Mom’s voice came out in a mockery of a children’s song, her telltale sign of teasing me ever since I was little. I felt her prying the stiffening bits of hair into shape and she giggled. Bad idea. Hairspray still hung heavy around us, and she got a taste of her own medicine. She coughed at the fumes, her hands still on her work.

      Wiggling my shoulders and keeping my head steady, I twisted to poke her in the side. She jumped and laughed again. “Stop, stop! You’ll make me mess up.”

      I waited patiently until it was done, knowing I couldn’t trust the process like she had told me so many times before. Mom wrapped her arms around my shoulders and squeezed, her signal for me to open my eyes. As I did, she placed a big kiss on my cheek, immediately regretting the idea. She spat hairspray into the sink while I investigated her work in the mirror.

      I tried my best to make sense of it, but all I could tell was that it was pulled away from my face. Mom’s face appeared in the mirror next to mine as she rested her chin on my shoulder.

      “You’re so beautiful,” she cooed.

      “Thanks,” I said numbly. Though I bent my head every which way, I couldn’t make out what insane shape I was going to have to untangle at the end of the night. I couldn’t see what she did. I didn’t like the shape of my face without my hair to frame it. My wide, pale eyes looked like a deer in the headlights.

      My fingers found the hem of my jacket, tugging at the loose strings. Anything to cover myself more.

      I was just glad Mom had gone easy on the spray.

      I never liked to use much makeup— better things to do with my time— but I always attempted a simple version of an outlandish goth look. The stark colors of gray contour and black shadows complimented my pale face, and my lips shone from a neutral lip gloss.

      Ding ching! Ding ching! Mom’s phone chirped from the other room.

      “Have fun tonight, and drive safe. I love you, sweetie,” Mom called as she dug through her purse, muttering as she checked for the necessities.

      “You, too, Mom. I love you.”

      Mom’s head shot up, and she blew me a kiss before ducking out the door, forgetting to lock it on her way out. I chuckled and shook my head.

      “Which of us is the adult again?”

      My eyes caught sight of the calendar on the way to the door, and I sighed. Still only April. I was so close to graduation, yet still so far. “Survive, survive. You’ve done it this long.”

      My hand stopped before it reached the handle. Below my jacket, the dress danced in the light. I hadn’t noticed before, but strands of glitter were woven into thin stripes down the length of the dress, spaced a few inches apart. It was just enough to draw attention, but not enough to stand out.

      Not enough to be brave.

      The empty house loomed behind me. A chill ran down my spine, making the glitter dance again. I couldn’t place the feeling, but I didn’t need to. I just needed to get out of that house.

      Immediately.
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        * * *

      

      Even if I hadn't known where Valery’s house was, the dozens of cars filling a two block radius would’ve told me. And if that didn’t do it, the drumming noise and stank of weed and booze would.

      I cursed at all the idiots. Most of them would still be here in the morning, forgotten by drunken teens or left untouched by those that didn’t even make it out of the house. This was the rich neighborhood, and everyone here would be at the party. I wouldn’t be surprised if Valery asked them to park on the street just to make the party look better.

      Or to discourage the riff raff, like me. I thought of going home after rounding the third block with no luck, but the phantom feeling of the chill still lingered in my bones. I didn’t want to be alone, so these assholes would have to do.

      A poorly parked truck blocked the road. When I swerved around it, I noticed it was in front of an alley.

      An empty alley.

      I spun the wheel sharply, parking the car safely away from the danger zone. Most of Valery’s parties spilled onto the streets, with jocks hauling kegs and spilling beer. I’d be damned if I let one of them puke on my car.

      Even from this distance, the music was loud enough to drown out the sound of my car door shutting. If it weren’t for my lights flashing, I wouldn’t have known if it had locked. I kicked at my tire idly, wishing it would release my anxiety.

      I probably won’t even see him. Either of them. There’s too many people. Valery will be too busy schmoozing her guests or dragging Trevor off to a room.

      The thought only made me feel worse, though I was trying to hype myself up. My stomach twisted and my fists clenched around leather. My face started to burn, and I fanned myself.

      A nearby streetlamp, which had originally been my refuge, flickered violently. The electrical hum cut through the heavy music, sending a chill down my spine.

      “Stop,” I hissed under my breath. My hand was already reaching for the handle on the car door when the hum vanished and the light returned to normal.

      The chill refused to leave, my limbs feeling like ice despite my layers. A feeling of being watched settled on my exposed neck. Behind me, the darkness of the alley seemed to stretch ever closer. I backed away until I hit the truck, blocking part of the alley. Light pooled like a river along the road, thanks to the many street and porch lights.

      Thank you, rich HOA.

      It wasn’t hard to find Valery’s house. Multi-colored strobe lights shot into the night sky and the party was scattered across a whole block. I eyed the neighboring houses in sympathy, though I was sure Valery had paid them off for the inconvenience. Assuming any of them were still home and not on lavish spring break vacations.

      The droves of teens felt more like swarms of insects, clumping into larger, more annoying masses the closer I got to the source. It was hell trying to avoid the bumping and swaying bodies splashing alcohol on each other.

      I reached the sidewalk in front of the house and groaned. It seemed like every inch of yard space was already taken. People were tripping over the literal red carpet Valery had adorned her walk-up with. A couple guys were on top of a car— looked like the tires had gone flat— screaming nonsense into a microphone. I couldn’t tell if they were roasting each other or attempting to start a metal band, but a crowd was cheering nonetheless. Another section was filled with guys picking up girls and spinning them around, while the girls dumped beer onto everyone around them. The kegs were popular as always, and the thick smoke showed me where to avoid at all costs. I couldn’t even see a way through to the front door. The crowd had filled in behind me as more and more people joined the party, keeping me from retreating to my car.

      A migraine had already formed over my left temple, as if I hadn’t seen that coming. The strobe lights spun in circles, glaring into my eyes and making me see spots. The music could barely be heard over the ringing in my ears.

      A girl yelped in my ear, one of my small, dull spikes pricking her shoulder. She jumped back into a writhing mass, which quickly whirled on me. They all started yelling gibberish as I tried to escape. The girl waved long, bright pink nails in my face. Her makeup was already smeared and running, and I cringed at the possibilities of how her night had already gone. As I scanned the crowd for a path toward the house, a football jock all decked out in gear passed me. Three drinks were balanced in each hand. I snatched one up and shoved it into the girl’s hands. She didn’t care that it had spilled on her dress, even though it was probably designer. She began to chug and I took the opportunity to duck into the free space under the jock’s arm as he stood counting the beers in his hands, confused.

      Thankfully, the only thing at these parties that people made way for was alcohol, and the jock had left a small trail in his wake as others didn’t bother to fill the space. Though being in the open made me more noticeable, and I was getting obvious stares, it was much better than suffocating.

      “Yo, yo, yo! What is UP, my people!” a voice boomed in my ears, and I froze. Big mistake. I ended up tangled in the arms of a group of buzzed jocks charging for the stairs to the porch. I twisted until I was finally free, falling against the railing just at the bottom of the stairs. The force of the group knocked me over, and I ended up with my ass in a puddle of mystery liquid on the second step. I held my breath to keep from screaming.

      “Hey, watch where you’re going!” another voice, this one surprisingly sober and breath-takingly familiar, yelled after the jocks. Gentle fingers wrapped around my elbow, giving me a reassuring tug. Despite my internal protests, I melted into the touch like butter. I would have accepted the help and stood, if my legs didn’t feel weak.

      The sound of an empty can hitting the pavement caused me to open my eyes. The jocks were already on the porch, throwing cans and middle fingers behind them. “Just get out of the way,” one snarled before they ducked into the house with a chorus of cheers.

      Another tug at my arm, and I stood dutifully, glaring up at the house.

      “Are you all right?”

      I shrank away from the voice, somehow nearly forgetting he was there. If only I could forget forever.

      His grip tightened on my arm. It was his tell, something he’d done since we were kids, tugging or squeezing when he wasn’t getting the attention he wanted. I moved on instinct alone, easily meeting those soothing brown eyes that were now the bane of my existence.

      Seeing those big puppy dog eyes, the ones that once held so much love and care for me, broke my heart all over again.

      I shrugged my shoulders and straightened my jacket, both relieved and distraught that the movement made Trevor release me. It seemed all too easy for him— just like when he had dumped me in sophomore year for Valery. Her mere existence had put an end to everything between Trevor and me.

      Everything except for the feelings I wished would just leave me like he did, but here I was, stuck pining over him two years later. We had only ever been friends, though I couldn’t remember when I’d realized I loved him. I always had… like I didn’t have a choice.

      “I’m fine,” I answered, a bit sharper than I intended. Every time I saw him it ripped open the hole in me from two years ago, fresh and raw and never able to heal. I stepped away from the porch, and Trevor.

      “You sure?”

      I sighed, sure it went unnoticed in the extreme noise, but forced a too-fake smile and nodded.

      He tucked his hands into his fancy letter jacket— another tell of his, this time that he felt awkward. I turned away from him, hating how his every move was ingrained into my very being.

      He shuffled, pulled his hands from his pockets and ran them through his hair. It was a move that was faker than an action figure, and I couldn’t hide my scoff.

      “I really didn’t expect to see you here,” he said lightly, his tone forced over the music.

      A harsh laugh bubbled up. “Mom convinced me to come. It is my last spring break, and all that. So…” I gestured up to the door. It was still crowded with bodies, thankfully. It was only a matter of time before Valery made her appearance. I needed to be gone, lost in the masses, before that happened.

      Trevor’s words pulled me in, sounding more like his old self and not the robot Valery was rewiring him to be, “It’s so crazy, right? I mean, graduation’s only a month away. It still sucks they had to postpone spring break because of all the freak snow days we got, but we’re almost done now.”

      He smiled and leaned toward me, cocking his head to the side. It was just simple small talk, but it was more than I usually got on the off-chance we ran into each other. I tried my best to make sure it didn’t happen often, and when it did, Valery was always glued to his arm.

      “I’m so ready to be gone,” I said without thinking. I let my guard down, and my thoughts slipped out. Hopefully not loud enough for Trevor to hear over the music.

      I could never be so lucky.

      “You’re leaving?” The polite but tense tone was back in his voice, shutting me out yet again.

      What do I say?

      Panic set into my mind. I couldn’t lie, not to Trevor. I also couldn’t tell him that I was planning on walking straight from the graduation stage to my car. It’s not like I had a destination in mind, but I knew well enough that I couldn’t stay here.

      Cheers from the crowd surrounded us before I had to make a decision. It rained booze as everyone threw their drinks into the air.

      The music cut off suddenly, and a sickly sweet and slurred voice took over the speakers. “Let’s get this party fuckin’ started!”

      Another chorus of cheers rang out as Valery made her way through the parting crowd, heading straight for Trevor and me. We hadn’t moved far from the porch, and I didn’t have enough time to run before she reached us. How Valery could move so fast in heels while buzzed, I’d never know.

      Valery clicked a button on a small mic clipped to the low-cut collar of her dress, and the music swallowed them again. “Heeey girl!” she slurred, putting herself between me and Trevor. She swayed but managed to stay upright between the heels, booze, and overly sassy head bob.

      “Just look at you! I can’t believe you actually came, especially since you weren’t even invited. How wild!” Valery’s words were laced with venom. I looked around for any way to escape, but the crowd had swelled around them, as everyone wanted a piece of Valery’s attention.

      Valery’s long nails grazed my cheek before she pinched it between her knuckles. “You even dressed up! I didn’t know you could even look like…this.” Valery’s gaze raked over me like a predator eyeing its prey.

      Her hand slid down my shoulder, then my arm, until her fingers wrapped around my wrist in a way that was too tight to be friendly. She pulled me toward her and hissed in my face. “Really, I’m sooo shocked that you’re even here.”

      I flinched at her words, knowing their true meaning. I yanked my arm from her grip and tugged my sleeve back into place.

      Without missing a beat, Valery continued, “You even did your hair!” Her fingers brushed against the stiff updo Mom put in. Quickly, she hooked her nails in and ripped a chunk out of the bun, bobby pins bouncing off my shoulder as they fell.

      “Oops. I guess it wasn’t done very well.” Valery giggled and wiggled her fingers to loosen a few strands of hair she had actually pulled out of my head.

      “What the hell, Valery!” I snapped automatically, my anger winning over logic.

      Gasps sounded around us, and the crowd quieted at the first sign of drama.

      Valery simply shrugged her shoulders. “Maybe if you didn’t ruin your hair with so much shitty box dye, it would be better. You looked so much better with your natural hair color anyway. Dumb-as-shit bleach blonde.”

      Finally her facade fell. The crowd erupted into oohs at the burn. My face and hands started to burn, both from the embarrassment, and the anger.

      The music glitched and cut out, startling me. My embarrassment faded and the anger dimmed, but even with my head clear, I wanted to do something beyond stupid. Taking a half step back, I fought against her, just this once. “I thought you hated when people took your style, Val.”

      Her face twitched. She never expected me to stand up for myself. She backed me into the porch with only a few steps. She slung her arm around my shoulders, pulling me into a head lock just loose enough that I could still breathe. “Since you’re here, you might as well enjoy the party!” Before I could figure out her plan, she snatched a plastic cup from someone and shoved it to my lips. She squeezed my throat, forcing me to gasp, and beer raced down both pipes. Valery held me still until at least half the cup was either in my stomach or in my lungs.

      I doubled over, coughing booze from my system. Valery kept her grip on me, keeping me standing. “Whoops. Dirty drinker!” she hollered in a sing-song voice. The crowd laughed, raised their cups, then chugged. I wiped the spilled alcohol from my face, pissed that my favorite jacket was going to reek now.

      Valery swayed with me, then finished the cup she had forced on me. She threw it into the crowd and leaned in close enough that I feared I’d get a contact high from the smell of weed on her breath. “Don’t forget, you’re in my house. And I’ll feed you to the wolves myself.”

      Almost on cue, a holler came from atop the porch. Valery went rigid and stood abruptly. “Val, baby, where are you?” a voice yelled out above the music. I couldn’t tell if it was angry or sexy through the heavy slur.

      One of the jocks that had pushed their way into the house just a few minutes before came barreling out of the house and stumbled down the stairs. He caught himself on some poor soul, taking them both to the ground. A large circle opened up around them, large enough to encompass Valery, Trevor and me.

      Valery shoved me away and reached for Trevor, and he quickly moved to her side. She clung to his arm, half hidden behind Trevor. He put a hand over hers. A pit formed in my stomach at the obvious proof that his choice still stood, despite what I had been convincing myself after a brief conversation.

      He didn’t care that I was leaving, I had only imagined it.

      Maybe I had imagined everything, ever since we had been kids.

      “Don’t do this again, man,” Trevor called out threateningly.

      The jock finally pushed himself to his feet and immediately squared up against Trevor. Trevor took a step back, shoving Valery further behind him. His fists were clenched at his sides, and he looked tense.

      He never used to fight. What the hell is she doing to him?

      The jock stepped forward, but froze at the collective gasp that ran through the crowd. His eyes darted around at all the eyes watching him, swaying on the spot. Puffing up his chest, he charged awkwardly at Trevor.

      And missed.

      His foot slipped out from under him, probably on wet grass from a spilled beer. He tumbled over himself sideways, and the crowd parted quickly so he face-planted against the ground. With a groan, he rolled onto his back. He was covered in mud, and spat a chunk of it out to the side. The crowd erupted into laughter, surrounding him.

      It was so odd to see them turn on one of their own so easily, like an alligator ripping off the leg of its fellow standing right beside it, just because it was in the way of food. The masses were so busy ridiculing the jock, still lying on the ground and looking like he was struggling to stay unconscious, to notice Valery pull Trevor away from the chaos and into the house. One of her perfectly manicured hands gripped his waistband, and the other ran over his chest. Her gaze absolutely screamed sex, and it made me sick to my stomach.

      But there was nothing I could do. Trevor wasn’t mine, and even if he was— in any sense of the word— he made his own choices. The only thing left for me to do was to follow their lead and sneak away from everyone else. I glided my hand along the wood paneling of the porch until it turned into siding, and kept going until the house gave away from my touch entirely. I followed the emptiness and quiet further along the side of the house. The strobe lights didn’t reach this side, deterring most of the people away from this area. Music could still be heard blasting from open windows above, and the house thumped against my back with the beat. Despite my headache, I was thankful for the empty windows, as dim light cascaded from them, dotting the empty yard with specks of clarity and safety.

      At the far corner, closer to the half of the party that was enjoying Valery’s pool in the backyard, was a writhing mass in the darkness. If it hadn’t been for the pair of them moaning loud enough to be heard over the music, I’m not sure what I would have thought of the squirming shadows.

      The light around me flickered, and I twitched in the second of blackness that absorbed me. I heard squeals and laughter from me above me. Someone must have turned out the lights in that room to scare people.

      It worked.

      I closed my eyes, hoping to shut it all out. I wanted nothing more than to rest my head against the house, but the thumping music reverberated in my head if I dared touch the wall.

      A breeze blew in from the trees that lined Valery’s property, and I vowed that I would never take anything for granted again. With the smell of alcohol and poor choices free of my senses, I felt my breathing deepen. My mind started to settle, and I could finally tune out all the chaotic noises around me— even the graphic-sounding makeout session going on no more than ten feet away.

      It wasn’t enough. No matter how deeply I breathed, it still felt like I was suffocating. My chest was tight and my temples throbbed with every pound of my headache.

      “Five things,” I forced myself to say. My voice came out as a tiny squeak. “Five things I can see.”

      I prepared myself for the flood to my senses and opened my eyes. Was it darker than before? Or did I just need time to adjust? I moved my head, but it felt heavy and slow. Turning to the left, the strobe lights looked so far away.

      How far down did I go?

      Even my own thoughts came sluggishly. I turned to the right to find empty darkness. I had never heard the couple stop smashing their lips together. Hadn’t heard them stumbling away, either, but they were gone.

      I looked up. The stream of light I had parked myself in looked like it no longer reached me. It simply floated above me in a pool.

      “What the hell?” I muttered, my words sounding muffled.

      It was only then I realized that I couldn’t hear anything. The music was nothing more than a toneless droning from somewhere unreachable. I placed my hand against the house, and felt nothing but coldness. A wet chill that covered my palm and separated me from the vibrating wood panels only inches away. It felt like a soap bubble.

      Panic took over. I tried to stand, but my legs wouldn’t do as they were told. They weighed hundreds of pounds and buzzed like they were asleep, but I hadn’t been sitting on them.

      They should be fine. Why won’t they move?!

      My breath caught in my throat as a sound reached my ears. A gurgling, throaty sound that sent chills down my back.

      That couple! Are they back?

      I whipped my head around toward the back of the house as fast as I could, my mouth open to call for help, and stopped. Though my eyes should’ve adjusted to the low light, I still couldn’t see anything. The corner of the house came into focus thanks to the light pooling beyond it, but I was still alone.

      The gurgling sounded again, dissolving into a hiss. A chill ran down my spine again, spreading to my limbs and chilling me to my bones.

      Does Valery’s house have plumbing issues?

      The thought brought me no reprieve from my panic, despite how logical it sounded. Someone had just busted a pipe in the bathroom. It wouldn’t be the first time. Any minute, water would start dripping on my head, or swarms of people would rush out from the house.

      Neither of those things happened.

      “What’s going on?” I asked aloud. I forced my lungs full of air to settle myself. The air was cold and thick, chilling me until I felt goosebumps rub against the sleeves of my jacket.

      A gurgle came almost in response to my question. This time, I could place it. As the sound shifted into a hiss again, I grazed my eyes over the treeline in front of me. They were maybe fifteen feet away, yet they seemed too close and infinitely far away at the same time. Like I could never reach them, and also never escape if they bore down on me.

      There, nestled in the unknowable darkness, were two large pinpoints of a fiercely yellow light. I sucked in a sharp breath and held it as my mind repeated one word over and over.

      Eyes.

      They didn’t move, didn’t bob or shift with the breeze that ruffled the shadows around them.

      Were there always lights in there? I tried to talk myself down, but I couldn’t bear to breathe. What kind of animal would get this close to such a loud party? A raccoon, looking for trash? It hissed— is it a snake? They look too big to be eyes. They must be lights, marking the property, or something.

      The thought was chased from me just as quickly as it flitted into my mind as the lights grew bigger. Whatever it was had moved closer. I wouldn’t have noticed if my own breathing had been moving my body, but those lights were approaching.

      The breeze rustled the shadows again, except… I didn’t feel it. The darkness kept moving, but the grass remained still. Braving the fear of losing sight of the eyes, I darted my gaze around me. None of the other trees were moving, their outlines still in the moonlight.

      My eyes snapped back to the lights. They were bigger again, closer. My lungs felt on fire and the air whooshed from my chest. I heaved to catch my breath, the air thicker and colder than before. I was being smothered by it, my eyes watering. I blinked the tears away.

      The shadows moved again, clearer this time, though I couldn’t understand what I was seeing. I tried to follow the movements, find limbs or a tail, but there was nothing. Whatever was staring me down had no shape, no form. Just a blob, indistinguishable from the darkness it hid in.

      No.

      The word rushed into my head, in a voice that wasn’t my own. It was too confident, and not at all scared by the thing writhing in front of me.

      It is the darkness.

      The realization stunned me. Could I outrun the dark? I was prepared for the fattest raccoon in the world, not the literal embodiment of my deepest fear.

      I gripped the side of the house as best as I could, my nails digging into the gelatinous whatever keeping me from actually touching it. My joints groaned as I forced myself to my feet, and my bones ached with the cold. They felt like they were made out of ice.

      The lights grew closer and the blob throbbed again. A piece broke away, something between an arm and a tentacle. It was long and thick, moving like it had no bones, but small pieces like hooks or fingers spread from the end of it. First two, then three fingers, back and forth, melting into each other then splitting apart again. The limb slithered closer.

      Behind it, a jagged string of lights lit up beneath the eyes.

      Teeth.

      With all my strength, I twisted and bolted from the thing, waving my arms in front of me to clear the air. It felt more like swimming, and I knew I wasn’t moving as fast as that thing. I clenched every muscle in my body, squeezed my eyes shut and screamed. A heat burst in my palms like I’d crushed hot coals in them. The fire spread through my body, chasing away the ice in my veins and bones.

      There was a second of silence, then my own scream filled my ears, twisted and desperate. Music and thudding filled the spaces where my voice cracked. The weight on my body was gone, and I stumbled forward.

      Straight into Trevor’s chest. Again.

      He grabbed my shoulders and straightened me. “Kierra, what’s wrong? Where did you go? Why are you over here?” His questions came too fast for my spinning head to comprehend.

      All I could do was throw a hand out behind me, toward the treeline, and blubber, “That— that thing. It’s there. It tried to get me!”

      Trevor pulled me closer, and I reveled in his warmth. I even liked the smell of alcohol, because it was proof I wasn’t still stuck in that bubble that had caught me.

      “What thing?” he asked, his voice taking on a darker tone, not unlike the one he’d had when defending Valery from the jock.

      I pulled my head from his chest and hesitantly turned around.

      There was nothing there. It was all too easy to see now. Every window had been thrown on without me noticing, and every light inside was illuminating the side yard. I could make out every single tree that separated Valery’s property and the next. Even the fence along the neighbor’s sidewalk was distinguishable.

      The only thing I couldn’t see were the lights, the eyes.

      The last thing I wanted was to sound crazy in front of Trevor, or even to myself.

      “Nothing. I’m fine, just a migraine,” I forced out, willing away the image of the shadow thing reaching for me.

      “Come on.” Trevor’s voice was gentle as he wrapped an arm around my shoulder and pulled me toward the front of the house.

      I couldn’t hold my head up any longer. Shock and exhaustion came over me. I watched the strobe lights glide over the grass, counting the discarded bottles and cans as we walked slowly.

      We stopped when the lights bathed us in red and blue. The path had been surprisingly clear of people. They must’ve all gone inside, or out back, I told myself numbly.

      A whoop split the air, then everything went eerily silent. I lifted my head to find the front yard blockaded by police cars.

      A lot of teens had been gathered on the porch, looking like an army facing off against the police with Valery at their lead. She was giving the squad a sickly sweet smile, flipping her hair this way and that. Trying to appear innocent.

      It wouldn’t matter how hard she flirted. The whole block had to smell of booze at this point.

      A police officer broke from the crowd corralling the partygoers and approached Trevor and me. Trevor squeezed me tighter.

      He nodded to Trevor, then turned to me. “You’re Kierra Blake, right?”

      His tone was surprisingly gentle. I expected to be snatched up and thrown into the throng of miscreants. After the night I’d had, nothing could be worse than having to share a jail cell with Valery.

      I nodded numbly.

      The officer sighed and removed the cap from his head. “We found your mother’s car up the road. She was involved in a bad crash. It looks like she might’ve hit some kind of animal. I’m sorry, Kierra. She didn’t make it.”
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