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This story contains topics related to abuse, mental illness, grief and trauma, unhealthy relationships, self-destructive behaviors, parental death, death of a sibling, suicide, sex, and violence. It also includes minor mentions of transphobia. If you are not in the right headspace, please be advised:  this book may not be a good fit.


      i. nova

      


      (stop hitting yourself

      stop hitting yourself

      STOP

      HITTING

      
YOURSELF)


      


      
(Dreaming? 


      
Not dreaming.)


      He lifts his hands, flexes them.  Ghosts and moons stretch between his knuckles; the lizard on one wrist—the whale shark on the other—rise over his tendons, their lines easy and certain in his skin.  His ragged nails chafe his palms, and his muscles twinge under the continued tension.  He still possesses physical makeup, but he is surrounded by nothing, which at one blink appears as an impenetrable black and in the next, a searing white.  He breathes in, hoping scent will aid where sight has failed, but he can’t even smell himself.  He tries using the magic Juno taught him, but the wolf runs from him, hiding behind femurs and in hip bones, continually out of reach.

      He considers. 

      His feet are steady atop whatever it is he’s standing on, and when he steps forward, he doesn’t plunge any further, so he deems it safe to explore.  There’s no direction that seems any better or worse than the next, so he walks forward, holding out his hands and searching for a landmark in the haze. 

      He walks for what seems like hours, and nothing materializes.  He stops to catch his breath, turning right and then left for good measure, and it’s just Nova and the unrelenting emptiness. 

      He is utterly and completely alone. 

      Is this Hell?  He created this place, he’s sure of it—working every attachment loose until all his anchors disappeared, and now he’s alone on this empty globe.  He wonders if he’s doomed to wander this not-place, never seeing anything or anyone again.  A scream wells in his throat, but he forces it to the depths of his stomach and starts to run.  The ground meets his feet at every step, but the void continues to supply him with nothing—denying him even the sound of his own feet. 

      A cry bubbles through his nose, coming out a high, garbled whimper, and at least that’s something.  He leans into the sound, opening his mouth to let the scream come as loud and ragged as his lungs will allow. 

      He runs until his sides are too tight to take another step, and then he crouches, constricted with exhaustion.  His chest feels torn, and it’s hard to recapture his breath.  He tries breathing more slowly, but it leaves him feeling suffocated, and his heart is hammering in his chest, loosening splinters of pain that shoot across his ribs.  He can’t have already died, because he’s dying now. 

      
(Heart failure before 30!  What are the odds?


      
Pretty high.  Knowing me, pretty high.)


      It makes him laugh, and his muscles loosen marginally.  He pushes himself upright and finds that he has enough strength to continue.  He starts out once more, moving slowly now.  His hands swing at his sides, and he hums to himself, a thin, off-key melody.  It stings his throat, but the sound makes the claustrophobia less asphyxiating. 

      There’s nothing ahead of him and nothing beside him.  He has tried running forward, and he’s tried segueing left and right, but it’s all the same in the end:  it’s all just running away. 

      So then, what lies behind him? 

      He shivers. 

      
The things waiting there could destroy him.  He’s always felt it so.  The house of his memory is filled with stacks of old traumas.  At any moment, like the unsuspecting hoarder, one of those columns could tilt and release an avalanche to crush him.  But still, intuition demands he turn and continue in that direction. 


      
(Even my intuition is self-destructive.)


      He laughs again, but the sharpness has seeped from his voice, and the sound is soft and shaky, just a worn-out chuckle. 

      
He spots something in the gloom, reflecting light in alien ripples.  The movement makes his skin crawl, but he makes himself press forward until he can see a standing mirror—a mirror, like a window, like a door, but with nowhere to go beyond it.  Still, hope flares within him—sparked by the child he once was, the boy who searched for doors in flower bushes and between palm trees—suggesting that a mirror could be an exit, and so he approaches it.


      He stares at himself in the glass.  Even in this black and white landscape, he is the same haggard little man he knows himself to be.  There’s no flush of joy in his face, or sparkle of curiosity in his eyes.  He’s been sucked dry, drained by his own bad decisions and fears.  The man who looks back at him is more husk than human. 

      He sighs, lowering his eyes. 

      
He did all of this to himself, so maybe this is his custom hell.  He threw himself into oblivion, wanting someone else to rescue him even as he screamed, Leave me alone!, in every well-meaning face. 


      This is what he deserves. 

      But it’s a pathetic way to go, and his stomach clenches, angry at the Nova who brought him to this place. 

      He looks up, looks into his eyes, and strikes the mirror.  It crumples under the force of his fist, bending inward and morphing into tiny geometric lines around his knuckles. A deep cracking sound follows, and the fine lines become rents that run to the edges of the glass.  The entire face ripples and fractures.  His reflections grow smaller and smaller and turn to dust, erupting outwards in the great bellow of the mirror’s last breath.  He closes his eyes only just in time, mirror dust showering and scoring his cheeks and brow. 

      At least he won’t have to look at himself anymore, won’t have to meet his own—

      He hits the ground, knocked back with oxygen-stealing force.  His reflection straddles him, pinning him down.  Its hands, tattoo ink blurring into a muddy cloud, seize around his throat.  Its thumbs push deep into his windpipe. 

      The monster stalking him since that afternoon at the rest stop, the shadow hounding him from every corner—

      
(Well fuck me.)


      He shrinks under its unforgiving hands, his nails scraping over wrist bones and elbows, but he finds no purchase.  His own arms have grown shorter, skinnier.  Ink spills from his skin, drips into the glittering dust, and pools around him, forming a garish outline.  His arms look so small compared to the creature above him.  He is the same helpless child he’s always been, and this monster is too big, too insistent, to overcome.

      Yet still, after all this, he knows it to be true:  it is terrifying to die.

      He shakes his head, sound burbling from his gaping mouth—a wordless plea.  It doesn’t soften the thing’s arms.  The reflection leans deeper, and black dots rise in his vision, bursting like bubbles, darkening the world with every failed inhalation.  He kicks, bare feet needled with glass.  He beats at the hard muscle below each strained elbow and searches for its eyes.  It stares down at him, grim and unflinching. 

      There is no pity there.  No mercy for himself or anything else. 

      His vision swims, and a third Nova appears beside them.  It peers down at him with crackling eyes:  a black wolf, its edges bleeding smoke, wafting into a fine ash that dots the shoulders of his attacker and settles on his own cracked lips, muddying the saliva rolling towards his ear. 

      “Only you can pull the glass from your skin,” the wolf says, breathing starlight onto his wet cheek.

      He blinks away tears.  He will pass out soon, and then he’ll be dead, and—

      And then what?

      “Do you want to die?” the wolf asks.

      “No,” he wheezes.

      “Do you want to die?” it repeats.

      “I don’t want to die!”

      He grabs the wrists burrowing into his throat.  Anger, like bellows, feeds air to the embers.  His fingers burn red, and his attacker hisses, his hold loosening enough for Nova to take a breath.

      “Do you want to die?” the wolf asks once more.

      
“I said I don’t want to fucking die!”


      
“This won’t kill you,” the wolf chuckles.  It looms over him, blocking out the twisted mouth of mirror Nova.  “But part of you will die.  Inside.  You’ll lose this you, likely forever.”


      He shakes his head, slapping knuckles and forearms.  “I don’t want that.”

      
“It’d be easy to let yourself be him.  We’re all addicted to patterns, after all, and he is also a pattern.  You’ve kept him out until now, but if you let him in, things will be easier.  We want things to be easy, to make sense, even if it hurts—hurts ourselves, hurts the ones around us.  Patterns like this happen when too much hurt accumulates in a single person.  There’s a danger of becoming someone who hurts in return.”


      “I don’t...want that.”

      “Then stop hating yourself.”

      He hesitates, and the reflection’s hands grow hard again, tighter than before.  He can feel the top layer of his skin rubbing away, the vessels breaking and bruising under the crush of those furious fingers.  He squeezes his eyes shut, stretching up, trying to squeeze out of the monster’s hold.

      “Help me.”

      “Love yourself.”

      He gulps back a crumpled, bloody sound.  “I can’t—I don’t love myself.”

      The wolf grins, teeth gleaming like tiny satellites in the wavering shadow of its maw. 

      “You do, though.  You’re just afraid of being a hypocrite.  Loving yourself while hating yourself, hating yourself while loving yourself.  You don’t think the two things can coexist.  But that’s part of being human.  Contradictions.  Paradoxes.  Oxymorons.  Little hypocrisies.”

      
“Are you saying I should die?”


      “Do you want to?”

      “No!”

      “You won’t be able to succeed until you master the paradox.  You don’t want to die.  Maybe you only want to survive, because you are an animal, and animals live to be alive.  But maybe you want to live, because you love yourself, too.  Let it be that.  Push him away with your own hands.”

      Nova’s arms grow longer.  The ink pooled around him seeps back into his skin, twining its way over ribs and shoulders and arms and hands.  He is long enough now, long enough to punch his assailant in the belly, to use that moment of breathless surprise to shove its chest and skitter out from under it. 

      He sits, wiping drool and tears from his face, the fingerprints in his throat scalding, too tender to prod.

      “That’s a start,” the wolf says, and it fades into the nothing, and the deep black and the burning white stop flashing around him.  They bleed together and become a foggy gray. 

      The other Nova rubs his mouth, staring down at him without blinking, and then, silently, he recedes into the shards of glass. 

      Nova takes a deep breath.  His face hurts.  His neck hurts.  The particles of mirror, still in his skin, prick and bleed.  But he looks down at his hands, warm and alive, and he tightens his fingers, assuring himself of their strength. He will claw his way out if he must. 

      But he thinks that perhaps he is not so alone as he thought, and so perhaps there is, after all, a door.  He just has to find it.

      “What is this place?” he mutters.  “Did that really happen?”

      “In a fashion.”

      He looks around, too tired to be startled.  There’s something in the grey, something human-like, unseen except for the flicker of its edges as it circles him.  Mirror Nova is not wholly gone.  He can’t make out its new form, but he is certain he won’t enjoy its next manifestation.  He drags himself to his feet, one hand on the ground to force unwilling legs beneath him. 

      He knows that this reflection is some shape of him.  But it’s something else, too.  A future Nova?  A record of his past?  The manifestation of his unhappiness? 

      “Who are you?” Nova demands.

      “You should already know.”

      “Am I dreaming?”

      “No.”

      “So this is real.”

      “It’s as real as anything else.”

      “Helpful.”  Nova worries his lip, squinting into the gloom.  “Are you supposed to be me?”

      “Part of us is you, and part of us is not.  Part of you is us, and the rest of you is not,” it hums.

      “Did I create you?”

      “No.  We were here long before you.”

      “Before Juno?”

      “Yes, before Juno, too.  We’re what connects you to him.  You let us in when you let him in, and now we are all tied together.”

      Nova rubs his forehead.  “Chaos?  Are you Chaos?  You feel like Chaos.  You feel like all the shit inside me that I could never get sorted.”

      “You can call us ‘Chaos’ if you please.  One human word is as good as any other.”

      
“No, that isn’t—what are you, then?  The you part of you?”


      “We are a human creation, like your Chaos. We were born from paradox.  We are love and resentment.  We are pain and hope.  We are everything that doesn’t make sense and everything that doesn’t need to.”

      Nova lowers his hand.  “Look, I’ve completed your trial.  I want to leave.”

      It laughs.

      
“Seriously.  I want out.  Send me back to my reality.”


      “You came here on your own, Nova.  You wanted to be here.  You wanted us.  You’ve been reaching for us for years.  Perhaps you would have found us even without Juno.  We have always lived inside of you, but we haven’t always been awake.  You didn’t wake us without a reason, did you?  Besides, if you go back there, you’ll only be lonely again.  You’ll make mistakes, just like you always do.  Here, you can be a part of something transcendental.  You can be safe.  You can have meaning.”

      Nova turns uneasily, following the twitching outline.  “I don’t want to be here.  I don’t want this.”

      “But this is what you’ve been courting.  We are the magic that you and Juno used to break the world.”

      He shakes his head.  “I didn’t break the world.”

      “Oh, Nova...even if you could go back, there won’t be much to return to.”

      He lunges at the voice, grabbing at its shimmering edge.  “It’s not true.  It can’t be true.”

      “We are awake now.  We don’t sleep easily.”

      
Again, Nova charges the figure, snatching at thin air.  Small, animal sounds break from between his teeth.  There’s a feeling inside him, cold and electric.  It buries him, surrounds him in a bubble of denial—or hope:  hope that if he can just catch this thing, if he can get his hands on it, he might be able to do something.  Banish this horrible truth.  Tear it from this thing’s tongue and make it impossible. 


      Because what it’s saying can’t be true.  They can’t have ruined everything.  They can’t have destroyed the world...

      Do you want it all to burn?

      
He clutches his head.  “No, no...”


      If that’s what you want, I will bring the world to ash.

      
“I didn’t mean it...!  I didn’t mean it!”


      “Of course you didn’t, baby.”

      He smells old paper and vanilla and looks up into his mother’s eyes.  Her hands are soft, cupping his face and stroking his brow with fingers black as ink, sparkling with distant nebulas and quasars, bejeweled with stars.

      “It’s going to be okay.  I’m here now.  Nothing can hurt you.”

      She seems partially translucent, but his hand folds around hers, and he can feel the bones buried in all that starstuff.  She wraps around him, like the coziest blanket from the back of the couch, and she is enormous, but he knows she is smaller than he is.  In his memory, his mother is a bird:  skinny little wrists, a gaunt neck that seems long for her short frame, weightless and free.  It feels weird to be wrapped up in her like this.  He wonders if this is how he always wanted her to be:  impenetrable, infinite.  Maybe she could have protected him if she’d been more like that.  She would have been strong enough to love both him and Saturno fairly. 

      He pulls away.

      
“Safe until Saturno is around,” he says, surprising himself with the audacity, and yet once he’s said it, it’s unexpectedly easy to continue.  “You know, he was a way bigger threat to my health and happiness than strangers in white vans, or neighbors who stash needles in Halloween candy.”  He cranes his head to a sky that isn’t waiting above them.  “He was the monster in my closet, under my bed, and behind my door.  When you told us stories about el Cuco, I saw him.  When Val teased us with Jenny Greenteeth, Saturno.”


      “Really?  Even Jenny Greenteeth?”

      “Every escaped convict with a hook for a hand, every bloodthirsty vampire, or man-eating demon—I closed my eyes, and they all had his face, because I couldn’t imagine anyone or anything worse than him.”

      
“But what did he do?”


      He turns to her, stunned.

      “I don’t remember him ever really hurting you, Nova.  He picked on you, but he didn’t hurt you.”  She shakes her head.  Curls tumble over her shoulders, continue to fall and fall in unending spirals.  Planets tangle in their coils, red Mars and bister Saturn.  It’s like watching an infinity fountain.  He wants to reach out and touch it, see what it’s made of. 

      He shakes his head.  It’s hard to pay attention.  He needs to pay attention.

      “What would it have taken for you to admit that he was hurting me?  Would he need to push me down the stairs?”  His fingers brush the angry braids on his throat.  “Strangle me at the kitchen table?  You don’t have to be committing a felony to hurt someone.  You know that.  Why do you pretend like you don’t?”

      “I’m not pretending, mijo.  I honestly don’t know what you mean.  Can’t you explain it to me?”

      His mouth parts, and his thoughts float up, layers of dust and atomic debris, ballooning into the atmosphere, out of his reach. 

      “I’ll believe you.  I promise, baby.  But just give me an example.”

      He’s standing in the living room, and she’s holding his arm, twisting it around to cluck at the red patch torn from his elbow.

      Who did this to you?

      He stares at his brother across the room. 

      
Saturno.


      Saturno, did you do this?

      No!  It was some other kids.  I couldn’t stop them.

      
She sighs.  You should help your little brother if you see older kids messing with him.  That’s what a good hermano does.


      
I’m sorry, Nova. 


      He says it so flatly.  There’s nothing in his eyes, no color in his cheeks, no life.  There’s no meaning to the apology, in any of the nice words he exchanges to keep the status quo.

      
Nova looks away, grinding his teeth, and pulls his arm free.  I can clean it myself.  I’m fine.


      
If Saturno didn’t hurt you, you shouldn’t say he did.


      Yeah.  Sure.  Sorry, ‘hermano.’

      He blinks, and the memory is gone.  It waits in a glass room, deep inside his head, refracted and reflected into hundreds of situations just like it.  It’s a maze, a house of mirrors.  Every surface shows the same thing, only a little different.  He wishes she could see, that he could just point to his memories, and she would understand. 

      
“What do you think he meant all those times he sat there criticizing me?  Pointing out how I sucked at school?  How I was too short for sports?  Reminding you of all the mistakes I’d made?  Did you—did you really think he was concerned about me?”


      “Why wouldn’t he be?  You had a tough time in school.  We all wanted the best for you.”

      “No.  No, that’s not—that’s not it at all!  Being worried about someone having trouble in school is offering to help them with their algebra homework, not relentlessly pointing out every failure and fault.  Intention matters, and you know it does, and I don’t understand why you’re still making excuses for him.  Why?  Why can’t you just trust me when I tell you that he hurt me?  I don’t have to have a broken arm to prove it.  I know what I lived.”
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