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      Sixteen Years Prior.

      Breathing hard, the woman ducked into a downtown alleyway. She had been expecting an attack once they got to the portal, or after they reached the other side of the Veil. But she had not been expecting their pursuers to anticipate their movements and isolate them from one another before even reaching the other side. 

      The Akhekhu mount - a reptilian creature that preferred desert regions, but could survive most anywhere, even in certain cold climates - was a terrifying beast to be on the wrong side of. Used by bounty hunters to track down their prey, it had the ability to taste a scent in the air and follow it anywhere. All it needed was something with the scent on it, and it could track anything across country. Even through water. Though it was nearly impossible to lose an Akhekhu once it picked up the trail, it was possible to confuse its sense of smell by masking the target’s with a much stronger one. There were few people that had access to these creatures, let alone the ability to train them. And she had one on her tail.

      The guardian made her way through the late night stragglers of the small city, not glancing up at any of them as she went. Scanning the alleys and streets ahead and behind, she watched for any sign of the creature and its rider. The farther she traveled the more frequent the buildings were - towers of glistening metal that seemed to reach for the very stars in the sky, however few there were. Though the night grew later, the stars refused to show their faces, for the lights of the city kept them at bay and kept this strange world aglow for them. It was vastly different from the living cities - some carved out of ancient trees, others formed from the earth, and others still that were a combination of the inhabitants’ work and the natural growth of the city. This place felt lifeless. Cold. 

      Unwelcoming. 

      Before long the woman stumbled across a patch of wooded area. There was a paved trail that wound around and through the trees with benches alongside it. She stopped and hid behind one of the benches in the shrubbery. Her breath came in short ragged bursts and hung thick in the cold night air.

      Snap-

      Her head shot around toward the noise. She held her breath as the sound of scuffling and a low hiss like an intake of breath reached her ears.

      The sounds were closer now. The woman reached inside her long coat and pulled out a serrated blade. Gripping the handle of the dagger tightly, ready for an attack, she clutched the child in her other arm to her chest.

      From behind the trees came a pale skinned stranger shuffling along the paved walkway drowsily. He stepped on a twig and stumbled, his feet scraping the pavement. He was mostly clean shaven, neatly dressed in a coat of thin material, and a white undershirt that had a long dark strip of cloth hanging loosely from his neck. His dark hair was short - barely a few inches long - and somewhat disheveled. The tension in the guardian’s shoulders ebbed slightly.

      Idiot, she silently scolded herself. Jumping at the slightest sound will get us both killed.

      She glanced down at the child asleep in her arms. There was a spell on each of the Dai-Nē to sleep until the next sunrise. By then each of them should be well out of the way of danger - it wouldn't do to have the child awakened while trying to hide and create a ruckus, crying.

      It also wouldn't do any good to have her heart leaping at every single twig snap either. She briefly closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She let it out slowly, the tension with it, though the grip on her knife stayed tight. The guardian eyed the stranger again as he sniffled to himself, unaware he was being watched. His face was wet from crying.

      The Akhekhu lunged from the underbrush behind the guardian, surprising her. With a grunt of exertion, she slashed at the creature as it came down on her, nearly going down with it. The feral hiss it let out as it snapped at her face sent a chill creeping into her gut. It had a good whiff of her now. There would be no escaping it if she didn’t think quickly.

      The worst thing about Akhekhu mounts were their ability to go for days without rest, tracking their prey until they gave up or passed out from exhaustion. Once it had a scent good and solidified in its senses there was nothing that could get between it and its prey. Except perhaps a damn good fighter. 

      The woman dug the knife deeper and twisted the handle, making the blade crunch against bone as it snapped a piece off. The Akhekhu shrieked, injured, and dove away, but not before scoring a slash on the guardian’s shoulder with one of its razor sharp talons, narrowly missing its target in her arms. She let out a growl of pain as she stumbled out of the bushes and into the open where the sniffling stranger caught sight of her, and yelped in surprise.

      The Dai-Nē’s guardian glanced briefly at the stranger, then back over her shoulder for the creature which was nowhere in sight. Swearing under her breath, she grabbed the confused stranger’s arm and ran. She couldn’t very well leave the man as bait, but he could also prove useful. Taking an uncertain step backward and giving a shout of surprise when approached, the stranger stumbled heavily, barely keeping up with the guardian who dragged him along by the wrist. 

      "I- I don't have any money!" he stammered, trying to free himself from this dark-skinned stranger in a trench coat and hooded cloak who smelled of sweat and pine.

      The guardian shushed him, ducking behind a tree and dragging him with her. She checked over the shrubs to see if the Akhekhu was following them, but ducked back down almost immediately when she saw the creature not far behind sniffing the air. The rider was gone. And that meant only one thing: ambush. The stranger disrupted her panicked thoughts, begging and pleading hoarsely to spare his life, going on and on about his terrible luck.

      "Please-" he whimpered. "My wife just died a few weeks ago, my car was stolen yesterday, and now I think I'm going to get laid off from my job because it made me late again....! I really don’t have any-"

      Wordlessly, the guardian pressed her hand over the stranger’s mouth, the knife still tucked in her grip. The sight of the blood covered blade made the stranger turn as pale as a ghost, eyes bulging in fear. The guardian shushed him again and the stranger nodded fervently. A growl sounded behind them and they both froze. The guardian shook her head at the stranger to not make a noise as she removed her hand. 

      What was that? the stranger mouthed when he realized they were hiding from something. He tried to crane his neck to see, but the guardian handed him the bundle in her arms and pushed him back against the tree.

      “Run,” the guardian breathed, barely audible. “I will find you again, but I may have a different face. You will know me by this stone,” she added, pulling out the two bands around her neck. Each held a stone; one glowing yellow, the other a bright pulsing blue. “I will explain then. For now, run.” 

      It was a risky move, leaving the child with a stranger, but with the rider gone, this was the only way she could buy some time: to confuse their trail. Without another word she disappeared into the shrubs. Silence fell over the area as the stranger sat in shock, barely daring to breathe as he listened for a sound. The bundle in his arms shifted and he nearly threw it. Cautiously, he pulled back the cloth to see what it was, and revealed a small child. Sleeping. 

      His mind reeled and tried to piece things together - why did she just hand him her child? Why did she have a huge knife covered in blood? Who or what was supposedly after them? - but his thoughts were interrupted by a noise. A reptilian shriek followed by a low growl and feral hiss came from the direction in which the woman in the trench coat had disappeared.

      He chanced a look over the bushes, and his eyes went wide, the very sight tearing a scream from his lips. A creature that looked like a mix between a six foot tall velociraptor with its jagged teeth and head shape, and a komodo dragon with its length and the broadness of its back and tail; reared up, striking at the dark skinned woman with vicious claws. There was a saddle on its back and a bridle around its face, but that didn’t hinder it from snapping at the woman. She thrust out her knife to parry the blow, cutting the creature across its limbs. When the stranger holding the child screamed, both the creature and the guardian turned their heads to look in unison, locking eyes on him. The creature took advantage of its opponent’s distraction and lunged for the bushes where the stranger knelt, the familiar scent it was hunting emanating from the bundle he held. 

      "No!” the guardian shouted, leaping after the creature. She jumped forward just as the creature reached the bushes and stabbed down on its shoulder, using her own weight to hold it down. She knew it wouldn't last long for something used to carrying a rider, but the knife in the creature’s shoulder was enough to send it crumbling to the ground, its tail lashing about and an uninjured arm scrabbling for a grip in the soil.

      "Run!” she yelled at the stranger in the bushes. "Protect the child!” she called, struggling to hold back the creature as it shrieked and flailed in anger. The stranger was already on his feet and running away with everything he had. 

      He stumbled but kept running, fear pumping his heart faster than he thought possible. Adrenaline rushed through his veins and pushed him onward. His mind was in too much turmoil and cold fear to think. He had to get away, and he had to protect the child from that thing. That's all he knew. Why? He didn't have the capacity to consider that. Run or die? That he understood. He tore out of the park and down the street, not slowing until he realized he could hear something behind him running on the pavement. 

      The sound of the footsteps behind him set a pounding rhythm that was a little quicker than his own against the cement, getting louder by the minute. He chanced a glance over his shoulder to find a huge figure following him and gaining quickly. A scream tore from his throat and he found his feet could go even faster when properly motivated. Under the streetlight he had seen the glint of steel in various places. This person was a walking armory and whoever they were, he didn’t want to meet them. He glanced back over his shoulder to see how close his pursuer was, and saw them draw a weapon. He could hear the shink of steel as it slid out of its holster. With another, more high pitched scream, the man’s head shot back forward, his eyes searching desperately for somewhere to go, his feet trying to run faster, but physically incapable of doing so.

      The police station! he thought. It was around the next corner! They may think he was a lunatic for running in there in the middle of the night, screeching like a madman, but he didn’t care. He tore around the corner and onto the next street, the figure behind him getting closer and closer. His blood ran cold when he realized he could hear them grunting with the effort to catch up with him. Having sighted the police station, he screamed for help as he bolted through the set of doors, slipping on the slick, freshly mopped floor up front that sent him sliding past the counter. Startled, the police dispatcher stood up abruptly, and a policeman behind the counter went for his gun.

      "He’s trying to kill me!” the man on the floor screamed in sheer terror, clutching the bundle to his chest. The policeman snapped his gaze back at the doors to see a shadowed figure standing outside, breathing heavily, but not entering. He ordered the dispatchers to get down behind the counter and watched carefully.

      “Any available unit, hostile in the lobby,” the dispatcher’s voice echoed over the radio, a vague description of the subject following. 

      “Police! Drop the weapon! Hands where I can see them!” demanded the cop. The man in the doorway turned and disappeared into the street. "Call 127," the policeman instructed the dispatcher, followed by a set of orders to give them. The  dispatcher was already a step ahead. Another officer came through a side door and followed the armed figure, hand on the gun at his hip. Three others were right behind him as the dispatcher’s voice gave out more information over the radio and the officers answered back. Once that was taken care of, the officer behind the counter looked at the man on the floor, shaking in the corner, clutching a bundle to his chest. "What’s that?" he demanded. The man held up one hand to show he meant no harm, then carefully pulled back the cloth and showed him the child. The officer relaxed slightly, and looked surprised.

      "Damn I wish I could sleep like that," he muttered. “Do either of you need medical attention?”

      The man shook his head, completely unsure of anything, and shifted the bundle in his arms. The child stirred slightly, but still slept.

      “Why don’t you come to the back where you can answer a few questions?” The officer took the man to the back, and set him down. For the longest, he couldn’t find his voice, trying to wrap his mind around everything he just saw, but after he caught his breath, the words seemed to come more easily. 

      "What's your name?" the cop asked again now that the subject could form words properly. 

      "Ja-James," he replied at last. “James Ephraim.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            ELEMENT

          

        

      

    

    
      Present Day

      The taillights of the vehicle dimmed as the driver pressed the gas, turning out of the gated enclosure and leaving Amara behind. Her throat had gone dry as reality settled on her. He was really leaving her here. He was really making her go to this boarding school, all because his new girlfriend didn’t get along with her.

      At least, that’s who Amara blamed. Liz had been the one whispering it when she didn’t think Amara could hear. Or maybe she just waited until Amara was within earshot to say it, hoping to instigate another fight to prove it was a good idea. That Amara needed more socializing than she’d received with homeschooling, although she was already socialized in some of the weekly programs she did.

      “That your social worker?”

      Amara blinked out of her thoughts to glance at the gatekeeper who had just finished printing off a piece of paper he was handing her. Thin, white hair barely covered his head, and he sported a thick, wild mustache that stuck out oddly from under his nose. She glanced at his name tag and saw the well-worn letters that spelled ‘Bill’.

      “No,” she replied softly, taking the paper and examining the map of the school grounds with all the ramp entrances and emergency exits highlighted and fire escapes marked. “My dad...”

      “Well,” Bill said, the subtle twitch of his eyebrow the only sign of his surprise. “The upside is you don’t have to deal with parents as much here.” His attempt to lighten the mood fell short. A lot short.

      She looked past the guard shack and into the grounds. The school was a good three stories high, and the dorms on either side were four stories high each. She hoped most of her classes were on the lower levels. Though, with her luck, they wouldn’t be. There was a wide grassy area on either side and behind it - from what she could tell, anyway. There was also a very large sandstone-colored wall surrounding it, topped with red clay shingles and the occasional wrought iron decoration that looked to double as perimeter lights, and neatly trimmed bushes out front and a set of woods behind it, but she couldn't tell if the trees were within school grounds or not. It felt almost like a tiny college campus, with three large, connected buildings containing the campus and dorms.

      Bill patted her on the shoulder. “You ready to go, Hot Wheels?”

      Amara resisted the urge to snap at him for the nickname. “I can find my way, thanks.”

      “Sure you don’t need help with the umbrella or the doors?” he asked.

      “I’ll manage,” she replied, pushing her chair forward. If one more person called her Hot Wheels today, she was going to strangle them. She didn’t want any company at the moment anyhow. She felt like someone had betrayed her, but also like she had been an idiot. They had already moved her things here to prepare for her departure, but there was still a part of her that believed she could talk her father out of it. But here she was - rolling up the side ramp to the school, her pants and shoes getting wet in the rain. No one ever seemed to think making covered ramps would be a good plan when you had to steer a wheelchair and hold an umbrella and a bag and a map at the same time.

      Then again, she had just been the one to turn down help. Too irritated to care and letting her anger fuel her refusal to ask for any help, she pried her way through the front doors. After getting buzzed through, she slowed to a stop on the doormat to fold away her umbrella and settle. Inside was just as nice - if not nicer - than the outside. It was clean and well-kept, not showing signs of age, as if it were a newer building. The halls were eerily quiet, empty of any signs of intelligent life anywhere, though that probably wouldn’t change when people started filing through.

      Things had felt pretty normal when Liz first came along and started dating her dad, but the more she’d interacted with Amara, the more Amara disliked her. Mistrusted her. Yet her dad just shrugged it off, asking for patience and understanding. And she had tried. Oh, how she had tried, but when the suggestion of boarding school had come up, Amara had given up the niceties and the claws had come out. The fights between her and Liz went from once or twice a week to several times a day.

      She never even considered she’d actually lose that battle.

      Her fire felt snuffed out as she looked at the map again, tracing her finger across the lines to find the path to the office. One thing at a time. Right now, she needed to procure her room key and unpack a bit. And by unpacking, she meant lay on the bed and morph into a blob with no defining shape, and pretend like she didn’t exist for a while.

      Did they even have Wi-Fi here? She groaned at the thought, pulling out her phone and glancing at it. It was just past eleven, but the lock screen image of her and her dad smiling together made her stop, a sharp pain running through her chest. Her hand shook, her vision blurring as she felt something tickle her cheek. Furiously wiping away the unwanted tear, she sniffed and stowed away her phone.

      Office, she reminded herself forcefully. Office, office! Focus on positive things, like finding that one familiar face you’re looking forward to seeing. Tursanay was Amara’s best friend since kindergarten and she’d been going to Blemwick for a few years now. When Amara found out it was the same school, it had been the only saving grace of the whole situation. She wouldn’t be completely alone.

      She took a breath and glanced down at the map to make sure she was headed in the right direction. As she turned the corner to enter the hallway, she passed a janitor pushing a cart with a trash can and various cleaning items resting on it, headed in her direction. He eyed her a moment, suspiciously, but they wordlessly passed each other. Something about his eyes made her feel uneasy, but she tried to shake it off. It was probably just her nerves anyhow.

      The door to the office swung open right as she reached for the handle and the janitor that she had just passed was staring her in the face. She jerked her hand back in surprise, sitting back in her chair. Glancing down the hallway to check and see if there was a place he could have taken a shortcut, she found only an empty stretch of hall and the entrance to the lobby on the left.

      “Well, howdy there, Hot Wheels!” the janitor said, beaming. She blinked up at him, too stunned to be pissed at the name. “Come on in, I’ll get out of your way,” he said in a rather friendly tone. His eyes were different, but his smile was a bit too large for his face and his teeth were a little too sinister to match the cheer in his voice.

      Silently and as quickly as she could, she moved past him in the doorway and into the office.

      The janitor nodded to the lady at the desk. “I’ll check on it and let you know, Ms. Weatherwax.” And with that, he ducked out the door.

      Ms. Weatherwax smiled at her from across the desk, the bright red lipstick against her dark skin a pleasant contrast. She had her hair done up in intricate braids on top of her head, with not a strand out of place. Her nails had dark pink polish with little cherry blossoms painted on them. She had broad shoulders and a welcoming energy that emanated from them.

      “You must be our new student,” she smiled. “I’ve got all your papers right here. Your schedule, room key, and some things you’ll need for class.” She handed a thick-looking tan folder to Amara, who flipped through it. “Your books should be here in a day or so. We had the first chapter in all of them scanned so you could follow along in class until then. Your uniforms should be in by Friday. You’ll start class tomorrow, and if you need anything at all, don’t hesitate to stop by. You've got a map of all your classes, the dorms, and we have marked all the wheelchair access points. Any questions?”

      Not that you can answer. Amara shook her head.

      “Remember to have your dorm key on you at all times. The door locks behind you automatically. You’ll have a roommate who has a key as well, but you don’t need to rely on that all the time in case they’re in class and you need something out of your room, okay?”

      Amara nodded.

      “Do you need any help unpacking?” she asked.

      Amara shook her head again.

      “Cat got your tongue?” she teased.

      Amara started to shake her head again, but caught herself. “I’m good,” she said at last, her throat feeling dry. “I’ll be fine.”

      Ms. Weatherwax smiled softly. “Welcome to Blemwick, honey. I’m sure you’ll settle in quickly.” She held the door open for Amara and pointed her in the right direction for good measure.

      In less than ten minutes, Amara was sitting in front of the dorm room, hesitating to knock. There was an accessible symbol on the door just below the number, and she wondered if it would live up to its promise. She also really hoped her roommate wasn’t in, and that said roommate was female. And that they didn’t have bunk beds. And that they had a shower she could go into without difficulty. But those were questions she hadn’t thought to ask when she was in the office.

      Naturally.

      Then again, if it was accessible, then maybe - just maybe - things wouldn’t be so bad. Taking a deep breath, she knocked, but no answer came. Testing out the key, she let herself in. On the right side of the room - the bare side - were her boxes and things next to her bed, which was thankfully a single level. On the left side of the room, there was an explosion of personality, from rows of books overloading the poor bookshelf at the foot of the bed to posters and art supplies. Hair products and other personal hygiene items dotted the small dresser, as well as various trinkets and jewelry. The bathroom was on the same wall that her bed rested flush against, and directly in the center of the back wall, across the room from the door, was a single window. Setting her things on the bed, she dug through the boxes until she found a dry pair of clothes to change into. Slipping into the bathroom, she was delighted to find the shower area did not differ from the rest, and the only thing separating it from the rest of the room was a curtain. In the corner was a shower chair. It would be easy to get in and out and still have room to maneuver her chair. She stripped down, dried off, and dressed in a pair of blue jeans and a long sleeve shirt to help her warm up.

      Since when were schools this accommodating? Too tired to think about it, she rubbed her face, trying to banish her loud thoughts. Coming back out of the shower and into the room, she sidled over to the bed and crawled into it. It wasn’t as soft as her mattress back at home. It was thin and, in a way, it was proof in her mind that this place wasn’t as great as it was cracked up to be. She lay face down on the mattress, willing the blankets to smother her, but her face grew too hot and she rolled over in frustration. Too many thoughts going through her head. Circular patterns of thinking. All wanting to blame Liz. Wanting to yell at her dad, knowing it wouldn’t get her anywhere. She wanted to scream at everything, but more than anything, she just wanted to not be stuck in her own head.

      Getting back up with a sigh and grabbing the map out of her folder, she made her way towards the door and set out, stopping every so often to study the map. There was no point in sulking, she supposed. She paused in a hallway lined with lockers and classroom doors, and she could hear the faint murmur of a teacher saying something from behind one of them. She checked the map again and blinked. Which hall was she in again?

      A cold feeling settled in the pit of her stomach. She didn't enjoy being alone like this in a new place. The silence made her skin crawl, and every horror movie she'd ever watched flash through her mind. Things that would seem peaceful and innocent would often have some kind of dark history behind them that often ended up torturing the poor souls that wandered into their paths unknowingly. Things like paranormal beings, creatures of myth and legend, man-made or disease-inspired monsters that were once ordinary people or animals turned into gruesome figures. The ideas made this place unnecessarily scary.

      Stop thinking about horror movies, she mentally scolded herself, trying to stay rational. It was probably because of that creepy janitor scaring her earlier...

      A bell rang directly above her, and Amara’s heart nearly leapt out of her throat. In moments, the classroom doors opened and people began pouring out. Not wanting to be caught in the middle of everything, she struggled to park next to a row of lockers, hoping for all the world not to attract too much attention, but even as she forcibly made her eyes focus on the map, she could feel the stares as people passed. The noise of the crowd and the bustling of students caused her heart rate to pulse in her ears. Now, more than ever, her throat felt like it was sticking together, but she couldn’t even swallow, too afraid to move.

      The thoughts of horror movies still plagued her mind and part of her—the scared, childish part of her brain that common sense couldn't reason with—was afraid to look at the surrounding people. She was afraid there would be something about their demeanor that she would see, that would give a clue to a darker side that their human facades were trying so desperately to hide behind. Some dark evil secret that she didn't want to stir up. And if she dared make eye contact, they'd be able to sense a weakness in her which they could exploit later.

      When the crowd thinned, the locker door beside her slammed shut, startling her back into reality with a yelp.

      The boy beside her hopped back and lurched away, apparently not having noticed her before. He had Asian features, medium tan skin, and his hair was short and messy, sticking out everywhere. Putting his hand over his chest and patting it as if that would help it calm down, he held up a finger, motioning for Amara to hold on for just a moment. He reached up and put something around his ear and tapped it slightly, then nodded.

      “Sorry,” he apologized. “I didn’t hear you come up. I took this out in class so I wouldn’t have to listen to the video,” he explained.

      “Sorry,” Amara apologized, realizing they were hearing aids. Maybe that’s why some areas in this school were so nice. There were more disabled people here than just her. At least she wouldn’t feel like the odd person out. “I was just-” her throat caught, and she had to cough to speak properly again.

      “Do you need some water?” he asked. “I can show you to the cafeteria?” He pointed over his shoulder. “I mean, it’s lunchtime anyway.”

      “Oh, um,” Amara managed. “Sure?”

      He smiled and nodded, motioning for her to follow.

      “Thanks...”

      “No problem,” he replied, falling in stride beside her. “First day?”

      Amara nodded.

      “A little overwhelming?”

      Amara took a slow, deep breath and nodded again. “Yeah,” she breathed. “Little bit.”

      “I get that,” he half smiled as if remembering first coming to this school, too. “What grade are you?” he asked.

      “I’m in my junior year,” she replied.

      “Oh, cool - me too,” he noted. “We should have some classes in common if you need some help finding them.” Then a thought occurred to him. “Oh! I’m Rodney, by the way.”

      “Amara,” she replied with a polite smile. She wasn’t exactly good at conversing with strangers. Thankfully, he was doing most of the talking.

      “I’m going to ask you that like twenty more times because I suck at remembering names,” he said, earning a small smile from Amara.

      It was honestly the first time she’d smiled in probably a month. He rambled as he took a turn, pointing out little things that helped him remember where to turn and go. Landmarks. Landmarks she could remember. It made her feel relieved to have them, making the halls less confusing and endless.

      When they reached the cafeteria, Rodney got her a tray, and they went through the line, getting some food, and found a table off to the side to sit at and talk. Amara had grabbed two water bottles and downed the first one in just a few minutes.

      “I haven’t seen someone that thirsty since I tried begging for extra credit in history class, so I’d pass,” Rodney commented.

      Amara nearly choked on her second bottle of water.

      “I mean, it worked, but I had to grovel.”

      “Just to get extra credit?” Amara asked.

      “I’d maxed out and needed one more good grade to scrape by,” he replied with an exaggerated shrug and a raise of his eyebrows. “He took pity on me.”

      “Ooh,” Amara said.

      “Yeah, unfortunately I have two more years to scrape by with, and for someone who is really fantastically bad with names and dates,” he added with a grimace. “Let’s just say I don’t think my calling is going to be a historian.”

      “I don’t know what I want to be,” Amara replied. “I’m just worried about surviving high school.”

      “Where’d you go before here?” Rodney asked.

      “I was homeschooled for the most part. I mean, I went to kindergarten, but after that, my dad homeschooled me since he worked from home anyhow.”

      “Oh cool,” he nodded. “I was sort of bounced around from place to place until my social worker landed me here. Let me tell you, it’s got its issues, but it’s not so bad. I kind of like it. I’m just hoping I can graduate and get a job before someone tries to adopt me.”

      “They can do that here?” she asked. She looked around wildly, and asked in a hushed voice, “Is this like an... orphanage? Or...?”

      “No,” he began, then amended. "Well, I mean there are some kids here with no parents and they have the chance to be adopted through foster care, but there are some who still have parents who simply want them to go through boarding school for whatever reason," he began, then amended. “I mean, it’s a wonderful school. There are a lot of different programs here that help with learning disabilities and whatnot. Sometimes, students who have been separated from their families come here so they can live a normal life until a better home can be found for them. You get some messed up kids sometimes. But overall, they just try to help.”

      Amara let that sink in as she nibbled at her lunch.

      “Granted, there are some teachers that you just get so tired of. Mr. Higgins? In my next class? Don’t sit near the front if you can help it. Man spits worse than a llama with a mouth full of chewing tobacco.”

      “Oh, I did not need that mental image,” Amara grimaced.

      They talked amicably for a while, about things they were interested in, interesting stories that came to mind, and Rodney told jokes that had Amara laughing for the first time in forever. The bell rang, signaling for Rodney to head back to class, and Amara bid him goodbye before throwing away her trash and heading back toward the dorm rooms. Now that Rodney had showed her around a bit, she had a better vision of the map in her head.

      Amara made her way back to the dorms, slowly counting down the room numbers until she reached hers. But when she tried to open the door, she found it locked and wanted to panic again. She’d left her key on the bed with her other things. How was she going to get back in the room? Wait until her roommate got back? How many hours would that be? Would she have to just sit here until then? She sighed.

      “Idiot,” she grumbled.

      The door swung open to reveal a brown-skinned girl with a lot of hair that fell to the middle of her shoulders with pencil-sized curls. Patches of freckles framed her earth-colored eyes across the bridge of her nose, and when they fell on Amara, they lit up in surprise.

      “Tursanay?” Amara blinked. Tursanay and Amara had lived in the same neighborhood for about eight years growing up, and had been inseparable until Tursanay had to move away to live with her grandmother, when her dad went MIA overseas, assumed dead. They had stayed in contact via messaging and social media..

      “HEY!” Tursanay exclaimed, leaning over and hugging her with her only arm. She’d been born without the other one. “What are you doing here? That’s a cute print!” She reached out and touched the coarse fabric covering Amara’s hair.

      “Thanks!” she stammered, not sure where to begin. “I told you I was changing schools to here, remember? You said you hoped I was in some of your classes.”

      “Oh, I meant what are you doing at my room,” Tursanay said before things clicked. “Shut up,” Tursanay gasped. “You’re my new roommate?”

      Amara’s grin broadened into a smile. “That extended sleepover we always wanted to do can happen now.” She nodded.

      Tursanay squealed with a giggle of excitement. “My day just got a lot better.” She stepped aside to let Amara in.

      “Mine too because I’m about to throw some salt,” she replied, referring to her displeasure about being sent here in the first place despite the perks she was finding. Heading into the room, Tursanay let the door swing shut behind them.

      “Well, you have come to the right place.” Tursanay grinned. “I am all about some salt.”

      The girls talked for an hour, catching up, sharing news, and rambling like they hadn't been able to in a long time. Tursanay asked if Amara had met anyone at the school besides the staff, and she mentioned Rodney. Tursanay nodded, saying she was vaguely aware of who Amara was talking about. She had him in a few classes, but knew little about him since they never really hung out and he kept to himself.

      At last, Tursanay had to go back to class, explaining it was her study period. Since she didn't have any homework to do, she had come up to the room to read. Much to Amara’s good fortune.

      “Make yourself a necklace out of your key. Makes it so much easier to keep up with,” Tursanay advised, showing her own.

      As they made plans to meet up at supper in the cafeteria, the girls said goodbye, leaving Amara alone once more with her thoughts. With all that had happened today, she felt she could brave trying to unpack a bit. After getting a good portion of the things unpacked, put away, and some boxes consolidated, then stored under her bed, Amara laid on her bare mattress and stared up at the ceiling. The move, the shock, and the stress of all that had occurred in just the last few days, along with the excitement of meeting good friends, wore her out. The food in her stomach was lulling her into an extremely sleepy state. Deciding just to close her eyes for a minute before getting back up, Amara relaxed her muscles and in moments had drifted off to sleep.

      

      The scent of the forest was rich, earthy, and smelled strongly of pine and oak. The air was pleasantly warm, as she floated through the air as if swimming through water. Even her hair moved as if underwater, but the air felt light and not restrictive, like water. The bramble was thick and difficult to move through, and it was impossible to go two feet at a time without having to push a branch or thicket of leaves from a bush out of the way.

      As Amara looked around curiously, she came across a small clearing in the trees. Inside, there was a boy about her age, with brownish-red hair that fell to his chin. He couldn't see her, it seemed, even though he searched the woods frantically for something. His eyes were the purest green she'd ever seen. Beautiful. Striking. And wide with worry.

      Feeling compelled to come forward, Amara broke into the clearing and the boy's eyes fell on her, causing her to pause with a gasp. Suddenly, meeting him face to face made her nervous. She was never good at socializing. What on earth had possessed her to go to him? But even though she was nervous, the feeling that compelled her to swim forward again lingered.

      First, his brows pulled together as he stared at her, confused. Then recognition crossed the boy's face, and words tumbled out of his mouth in a rapid fire, the look on his face serious. Except... there was no sound. Everything suddenly became muted, as if someone had turned off the sound. The forest, the smells, the sounds of wildlife. It felt like the world acknowledged the absurdity of swimming in the air and tried to fill the void with water, but she couldn't even hear the rushing in her ears as she felt like she was dunked in a stream. Confusion crossed her face and Amara pantomimed she couldn't hear him, but he mirrored the look of confusion. She spoke out loud, but even as she gestured again, she couldn’t hear her own voice. Slowly, the world seemed like it was tilting, a pressure behind her eyes making her dizzy.

      Understanding dawned on the boy's face, and he looked around for something. He fled from the clearing, winking out of existence. The second he disappeared, everything turned into a spinning chaos of color and blurred shapes. A shockwave pulsed through the air, causing Amara's stomach to flip as everything in her field of vision lurched. She doubled over, wrapping her arms around her stomach, and shook her head, trying and failing to clear it. There was a hazy feel to the air, as if everything was just a little out of focus. The world seemed to spin on its heel, a whirlwind sweeping her up into its vortex and tossing her about like food in a blender. She struggled to take a breath as the wind ripped it from her lungs, transforming the misty air into water instead. Though she fought to move and free herself from this prison of torment and hell, she couldn’t move. It was hard to tell what was going on around her.

      A faint, distant sound reached her ears. It was just as garbled as everything else, but the closer it got, the more clear it became.

      “Ee-dee mwah!”

      The foreign sounds reached her ears and made no sense. She tried to look up, and in doing so, caught a brief glimpse of the boy's face. He was back in the clearing, which seemed to get farther and farther away, as if it were being pulled away through a tunnel. She couldn't quite focus on his face, but he was running toward her frantically, screaming the same words repeatedly as he reached out to her.

      The world suddenly lurched again and Amara awoke to laying on the floor beside her bed, partially across some of her boxes that she had yet to unpack. There was a throbbing pain in her elbow that had bounced off her wheelchair, and she rolled over, hissing in pain and rubbing the spot. Everything hurt. She glanced around when she had blinked through the tears and caught sight of Tursanay's alarm clock. It was three minutes before the bell would ring, signaling time for supper.

      “Ah!” she sat up and scrambled to climb herself out of the floor and back in her chair. It took a good bit of maneuvering, but she sat righted again as the dinner hour struck. Grabbing her key, she headed out the door and tried to note landmarks that would help her memorize this route without carrying the map with her everywhere. When class let out the first time, the halls were crowded, but they had become less desolate compared to when she first arrived. It looked less like a ghost town and felt much more welcoming.

      Rodney found her first as she was stuck at a hallway intersection, unsure which hall to take.

      “When in doubt,” he said, coming up beside her and pointing to the bulletin board with a green background in the hall to their left. “Food is green sometimes if you like that sort of thing, but if it smells funny,” he said, pointing down the opposite way. “It’s probably the gym class’s feet.”

      “I take it the gym is that way?” Amara laughed.

      “Yee,” Rodney agreed with an awkward grin.

      “Amara!” came a familiar voice. Looking over her shoulder, she saw Tursanay headed her way. A shoulder bag hung diagonally across her torso for easy access.

      “Oh, hey!” Amara called. “This is my roommate, Tursanay,” she introduced.

      “Oh cool,” Rodney smiled, though it seemed a little strained, as if he felt uncomfortable suddenly.

      “Tursanay, this is who I was telling you about - Rodney,” she added. Tursanay greeted him with a smile and a wave.

      “Well,” Rodney began awkwardly. “I guess I’ll leave you to it.” He smiled and nodded as if to dismiss himself, but Amara objected.

      “No, come sit with us!” she said, and Tursanay agreed.

      “Yeah, it’ll be fun!” she piped up.

      “O-oh,” he said, looking surprised. “Okay, sure.” A small smile was tugging at his lips, making him look almost relieved. As they got their trays and sat down, Tursanay noticed the bruise on Amara’s elbow and asked her about it. She recounted the weird dream and how she fell.

      “Oh, I hate it when that happens,” Rodney said. “I did that on the top of a bunk bed once and brought the whole thing down on me when I woke up mid- roll and tried to claw my way back up.”

      The girls laughed.

      “Yeah, my bunkmate didn’t think it was too funny,” he added.

      The conversation moved toward what classes they had—Amara shared every class with at least one or both of them, and was excited that she wouldn't be completely alone. Rodney had history class without either of them and groaned. The one class he would have liked to have help in and he didn't have anyone to help him study. Tursanay, however, volunteered because history was one of her favorite subjects, and the class he was taking she'd already passed.

      “If you help me with chemistry,” she said. “I will gladly help you with history.”

      “Freaking deal, man!” agreed Rodney. “I love Chem.”

      “It makes me want to rip my hair out,” Tursanay groaned.

      “Careful,” Amara warned him. “That’s a lot of hair. She could end up strangling someone with it.”

      “As long as it ain’t me, I’m cool,” he said, holding up his hands.

      The topic turned to how long Rodney and Tursanay had been there and what classes they'd taken—Rodney having been here for three years, and Tursanay only two—and trickled down to things they shared in common like interests, hobbies, and what they each wanted to do when they graduated. Amara was even asking if they had a swim team because she loved the water, but a very unwelcome voice interrupted them before they could answer.

      “Apparently, Asians are as good at math as they say.”

      A blond boy with a cleft chin and an out-of-state sports team jacket over his uniform sidled up to the table and patted Rodney on the back rather forcefully.

      “How’d you get twice the amount of girls to hang out with you in less than a day? How’d you get actual people to hang out with you, for that matter?” Then he looked at the girls and made a face. “What, were there slim pickings at the petting zoo or something?”

      Amara scowled. This guy had been speaking for less than a breath and she already hated him. He must have been one of those students that were passed off here by their wealthy parents and just didn’t give a crap. Just because he had family issues didn’t mean he had to pick on them.

      “Go away, Trenton,” Tursanay dismissed. “The glint of fluorescent light off your pale skin is blinding me.” She shaded her eyes. “It’s almost as blinding as your stupidity.”

      Amara glanced at Rodney, who had paled as his eyes got the size of dinner plates. He shoveled three heaps of mashed potatoes in his mouth and kept his head down.

      “No see,” Trenton continued, putting his arm around Rodney’s shoulders. Rodney froze, swallowing hard, the look on his face saying the potatoes were trying to stick in his throat. “Roberts here owes me. If it weren’t for him yesterday, I wouldn’t have gotten a demerit. And if I hadn’t gotten a demerit, I wouldn’t have gotten a detention.”

      “School’s only been in for two weeks. How do you already have ten demerits?” Tursanay snorted in disbelief. “That’s a demerit a day, excluding weekends. Even the strictest teachers aren’t that relentless.”

      Amara’s brows shot up in surprise, but she stayed quiet. If this guy got a demerit a day - which from Tursanay’s reaction sounded like an extreme occurrence - this was definitely not good. Her gut was screaming he was going to start something, but she wasn’t sure how to avoid it.

      “I’ve got issues with people bossing me around and thinking they can tell me what to do,” Trenton replied. His eyes widened as he smiled, giving his features a very sinister appearance. “Besides,” he said, turning his attention back to Rodney. “I don’t think it’s fair that I’m the only one that got a detention.”

      “Rodney hasn’t gotten ten demerits in two weeks,” Tursanay replied. Amara glanced at her nervously, but Tursanay seemed relaxed still. “I don’t think anyone in this school has gotten ten demerits in two weeks, so congrats for being a trendsetter. Downside to being a trendsetter, though, is going at it alone.”

      “See, I disagree. I think it’d be a lot more fair if he joined me,” Trenton replied. “I mean, if Roberts here doesn’t join me, how am I gonna clean the toilets? He has the perfect head of hair for that. You won’t even be able to tell it has crap in it.”

      Again Amara glanced at Tursanay: there was still no change in her demeanor, but Amara was grinding her teeth.

      “How do you hide yours?” Tursanay asked.

      “My what?” Trenton asked, almost daring her to give him a reason to start something.

      Amara glanced back at Trenton. Her anxiety was skyrocketing between the two of them. Please don’t fight. Please don’t fight. I don’t need to see violence on my first day here. I’ve already got enough going on, she mentally pleaded.

      “You’re so full of it, I’m legitimately shocked your eyes haven’t turned brown,” Tursanay replied.

      Amara remembered Tursanay’s dad using that line once. Except he put it in a much less nice way. At least she was holding back a bit, Amara thought. She seemed to have a better grip on her temper than the last time they’d been together. She never got angry over simple stuff. Just people that didn’t know how to treat others with respect. One reason her gut screamed that something was about to happen was that Tursanay was always the one geared up and ready to fight. Here, though, her posture was still relaxed, and she rarely looked at Trenton directly, not really seeming to care what he had to say. She was lazily eating a French fry.

      “If I didn’t know any better, Valterri,” Trenton scoffed. “I’d say you were trying to start something.”

      “Honestly, I could beat you with one arm tied behind my back,” Tursanay smiled.

      Trenton straightened, the humor gone from his face. He sized her up, and Tursanay’s gaze suddenly fixated on his face, her hand casually resting on her drink. Amara felt ice churn in her stomach as she mentally willed Tursanay not to start a fight, but she felt like it was a losing battle. Hand on the cup meant she was getting ready to sling it at him if he came towards her. She’d seen her do that once in the mall when a guy wouldn’t take no for an answer and leave her alone. Except then it was scalding hot coffee.

      “What? You and rolling squatty potty over here gonna stand up for Ching Cheong?” Trenton asked, pushing Rodney’s face into his mashed potatoes. “Hold up, Roberts. Looks like my math was off earlier,” he added. “There’s like one and a half people at your table now.”

      “Funny,” Tursanay faked a laugh, though the humor was gone from her face now too.

      Amara could see the tension in her shoulders.

      “I’d say the same about your balls, but they haven’t dropped yet.”

      “You thinkin’ about my balls, Valtteri?” Trenton countered.

      “Does castration count?” Tursanay fired back.

      Amara glanced at Rodney, who looked like he either wanted to crawl under the table or throw up. Perhaps both. Honestly, same, Amara thought. But after seeing him shove Rodney’s face into his food, she almost wanted Tursanay to go off on him. She wanted to say something now, anything, but her voice wouldn’t work. When Tursanay’s grip on her drink tightened, Amara steeled herself for the blow.

      “Trenton!”

      The blond boy straightened abruptly, and all eyes turned to an imposing figure. He stood easily over six feet and had dark skin, a neatly trimmed goatee, and a shiny bald head. His shoulders were broad and commanding, and his very presence made one sit up taller without realizing it. He seemed stern. Unyielding. And the temperature seemed to drop as he came nearer. But his most striking features were his pale blue eyes. They pierced right through whomever they gazed upon.

      “What have I told you about that kind of language? It’s inappropriate. That’s a demerit.”

      “What!” Trenton argued. “Mr. Asher, that's not fair! She started it!”

      “I will deal with Ms. Valtteri. You don’t need to worry about her. Worry about yourself. Next time someone tries to instigate, walk away. Do you understand?” he commanded.

      “Yes, sir,” Trenton grumbled to himself. Amara exchanged glances with Rodney, who looked just as wide eyed as she did, though he looked less surprised and more terrified.

      “Good.” Mr. Asher nodded once. “Now walk away.” He motioned Trenton away with one finger.

      And without even hesitating, Trenton cast one last glare at the trio, then shuffled away. Whoever this man was - obviously a staff member - he was good at commanding respect. And a bit of fear. He cleared his throat.

      “Ms. Valtteri.”

      Tursanay sighed, throwing her head back with the effort. “I know.”

      “You seemed to have a little trouble following through with the concept,” Asher replied. “I’d like to reduce conflict in this school, not cultivate it.”

      “I’m not just going to let someone disrespect me and my friends like that. He is ableist and racist,” Tursanay complained.

      “Allowing him to get a rise out of you only makes matters worse,” Asher said.

      “Taking the high road and not letting him get a rise out of me is the same as giving him permission to say those things and worse, without the fear of repercussions,” Tursanay countered.

      “I see you’ve been learning some things from the debate team. Good,” Asher approved with a nod. “I recommended them to you for a reason. You don’t have to let Trenton get away with what he’s saying and doing. You can use the knowledge and skills you have in you to turn the argument back on him without resorting to violence or name calling. Challenge him. Challenge yourself.”

      Tursanay grumbled, not looking at him. “It shouldn’t be my job to educate him.”

      “No, it shouldn’t,” Asher agreed. “That’s not your burden to bear. What you need to worry about is using your mind to the best of its abilities. Understand?”

      “No,” she snapped. She glared for a second, then rolled her eyes. “I’m getting a demerit too, aren’t I?”

      “I can’t give him a demerit and not you, when you both said things you shouldn’t have,” Asher replied. When Tursanay grumbled, he added, “I don’t play favorites.” He turned his attention to Amara, who felt like her toes were curling in on themselves. “I take it you’re settling in alright, Ms. Ephraim?”

      Amara nodded, unsure of how to speak at the moment.

      “Oh yeah, she’s rooming with me,” Tursanay chimed in. “We straight.” She grinned to herself, as if enjoying a joke.

      “Good.” He nodded. “Then I’ll leave you to continue eating. If you need anything at all, please feel free to ask.” And with that, he left, leaving the trio in an awkward silence.

      “How do you talk to him like it’s no big deal?” Rodney whispered at last, breaking said silence. His face still had mashed potatoes on it, and Amara handed him a napkin. “He’s terrifying.”

      “What, Trenton?” Tursanay scoffed. She was obviously unimpressed by the bully.

      “No- well yes, him too,” Rodney amended. “But Mr. Asher - he is like the scariest person I’ve ever seen.”

      “Oh - that? Is that because of the rumors that go around about him?” Tursanay laughed. Then she added, “You know he doesn’t actually keep an eyeball in a jar on his desk, right?”

      “Oh thank God, that used to give me nightmares,” Rodney shuddered.

      “A what?” Amara asked, eyebrows raised, blinking in disbelief.

      “Mr. Asher is completely normal,” Tursanay explained. “He’s just got that military vibe. I think he was a Lieutenant Colonel or something?”

      “Oh, now that makes sense,” Amara realized, looking at Rodney. “Her dad was in the military, so she’s used to it.”

      “Reasons I found you terrifying to begin with,” Rodney concluded, looking at the other girl as he wiped the potatoes off his face. “I was sure I was about to witness a murder and I was trying to eat my potatoes as fast as I could because they don’t get this kind of good quality starch in prison.”

      Tursanay laughed and made jokes as she flexed her arm to show off her muscles. The other two relaxed a bit, Amara feeling her anxiety ebb, though it still buzzed in her chest a bit. The trio finished their supper and when the evening bell rang; they trickled off to their separate dorms and turned in for the night.

      Unfortunately, that was the most peace she had for a while.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            ALCHEMY

          

        

      

    

    
      Amara’s father had yet to call since she had started Blemwick. And when one month turned into four, Rodney was worried for her. When Amara discovered her cell phone had been disconnected, she wondered if he was trying to cut her out of his life completely. Rodney suggested using the office phone, but she discovered her father’s phone had also disconnected. She tried Liz’s and found the same issue. No matter how the other two would try to cheer her up, it didn’t seem to work. Winter break came and went, and nothing changed. She stayed at the school with Rodney and Tursanay over the break since she couldn’t contact her father. Mr. Asher’s face fell when she brought it up to him, but he planned for her to stay, taking the hassle out of it for her.

      Rodney glanced back at the table where Amara sat, trying to finish her homework for her next class. Tursanay was standing in line with him to grab their food. “She’s not been sleeping too well. And when she does, she wakes up screaming from nightmares,” she said, following his gaze.

      “Nightmares?” Rodney winced. “Yeesh. She can’t catch a break.”

      “The last few have all been about the same thing, but different things happen. Same red-haired, green-eyed guy. Same urgency to the dream, like he’s trying to figure out how to tell her something,” Tursanay replied with a sigh. “She won’t tell me what has her so afraid and I’m wearing out. We’ve had a few complaints filed from our neighbors, but no one’s doing anything but lecturing us about being rowdy and telling us we have a curfew for a reason.”

      “We definitely have to talk to someone. I just feel like if something doesn’t change soon, it’ll get worse,” Rodney murmured, pointing to the dishes he wanted and thanking the lunch lady.

      Tursanay toyed with her necklace for a moment, lost in thought. “I have an idea, but if it doesn’t help, I’ll go to Mr. Asher or someone and demand they drag her dad down here so I can kick his ass,” she grumbled. “Or at least get her to the counselor.”

      “Counselor first, ass kicking later,” Rodney replied. “It doesn’t really make sense to me, though. I mean, from what I’ve heard of him from you, he seemed like a nice guy. They seemed really close. Why would he just up and dump her here without a second glance and drop all contact?”

      “They were close. Very close. Maybe he was just an asshole all along and was fantastic at hiding it,” she shrugged.

      Rodney watched the muscle in her jaw work and knew she was much more disgusted with Amara’s dad than she was letting on. But he also knew she wasn’t saying anything, for Amara’s sake. Taking their trays, they walked over to the table to join Amara, and Rodney set a plate of food down on top of her textbook.

      “Eat,” he instructed her. “It’ll make you feel better.”

      Amara sighed, sitting back. She covered her notebook and under her homework, Rodney caught sight of a doodle of a person with chin length hair and intense eyes.

      “I’m not that hungry,” she replied.

      “You skipped breakfast, lady,” Tursanay scolded. “You don’t get to skip lunch.”

      Picking up the fork, Amara picked at her food a bit, lost in thought.

      “So what’d you dream about last night?” Rodney prompted, and Tursanay kicked him up under the table.

      Amara glanced up at him, then over at Tursanay, who was trying to look innocent.

      “You get like this when you have bad dreams,” he added.

      Amara looked back down at her plate, considering. “The creatures came back,” she said at last, and Tursanay looked up, surprised. She glanced at Rodney.

      “Creatures?” Rodney prompted.

      Amara took an unsteady breath. “It’s like...” she hesitated, chewing her lip. “It’s like they know when the dream starts and they hone in and I have minutes before they find me. And it’s always happening in this clearing in the woods, and it gets... smaller and smaller each time. And when they find us...”

      “Us?” Tursanay asked.

      “The boy,” Amara replied, glancing at her homework, a small corner of her sketch poking out. “It’s like he remembers the previous dreams, but something always goes wrong. He’s... speaking in a language I don’t recognize. It sounded similar to French at first? But it’s not quite the same.” She fell silent a moment, staring at her plate, but not really seeing it. “He keeps trying to communicate with me, but it’s hard... It’s like we’re trapped in that clearing. Any time we try to leave, everything just goes haywire. The world turns into a blurry swirl of color and I get sick and...” Her voice caught, her hand shaking slightly.

      “What happens?” Rodney asked softly.

      This was obviously difficult for her to talk about, but he felt like if she could voice it, maybe she could figure out how to not be so afraid of them. He wasn’t sure how... but maybe he could make her smile about it? Amara took a moment to try to eat, but her hand was shaking so badly she could barely manage to take more than a few bites.

      Finally, she spoke again. “There are these creatures that keep showing up. They have bright yellow and black eyes and...” She shuddered and spoke again, describing the creatures with leathery-looking skin that seemed to be stretched over bones. “They have a dog-like face sometimes. Other times they-” she paused, taking a breath and folding her arms around her midsection. “They look like this thing that has a huge, gaping mouth with... needle-like teeth.”

      She looked up and blinked as if trying to will herself not to cry, and Rodney felt his heart sink into his stomach. He wasn’t good at dealing with people when they cried.

      “And the noise they make when they’re getting closer, when they’re hunting you-” She stopped when her voice broke.

      “Hey,” Tursanay said softly. She wrapped her arm around Amara and hugged her. “It’s okay. They’re not here. You’re okay.”

      Amara suppressed a sob and struggled to recompose herself.

      “I’ve got something for you, okay?” Tursanay said, rubbing her back. “It’s a necklace my dad gave me when I was little. It would help me when I was having bad dreams. Maybe it’ll help you too.”

      Rodney wanted to comfort her, but honestly did not know what he could do or say. Before he could deliberate for too long, Amara took a few deep breaths to calm herself, and furiously wiped her eyes with a napkin.

      “I’m sorry,” she muttered. “It’s just I can still hear it when I wake up sometimes.”

      “Don’t be sorry,” Rodney replied. “I just feel bad you have to deal with that...”

      “I just kind of wish he would stop showing up in my dreams and bringing those things with him,” she muttered.

      “You should tell him that,” Tursanay replied, trying to joke with her.

      “I tried,” Amara grumbled. “I don’t think he understood me.”

      “Have you tried looking up French phrases to say to him?” Rodney asked.

      “I don’t remember them usually,” Amara replied, picking at her food again and taking a bite.

      Rodney gave a small smile. At least she was trying - both to do something and to eat. It meant she was fighting, and that was better than doing nothing.

      Even if it wore her out.

      “Maybe this will help,” Tursanay said, taking off the necklace from around her neck. The small black cord she held out had an amethyst pendant hanging from it - just a small, jagged cylinder no bigger than her pinky finger. “It’s worth a shot anyhow,” she smiled.

      Amara took it, running her thumb across the stone.

      “I’m willing to try anything at this point,” she sighed, thanking Tursanay.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      There were two weeks of school left to go before they were out for the summer. To end the school year, the school brought in a guest speaker to give the students some advice on their futures. Rodney, Amara, and Tursanay were late getting there, and were stuck in the second row behind the faculty members. Everyone else tried to sit as far away from the faculty as possible to get away with talking during the event, filling up every other place there was. Tursanay and Amara had been up late the previous night studying together because the finals were just around the corner, and Rodney sat between the girls, keeping them awake through the speech. After the fifth or sixth time being prodded awake by Rodney, Amara and Tursanay forced themselves to sit up straight and at least try to pay attention.

      Rodney kept glancing between the two of them as he listened to the speaker to make sure they were staying awake. They seemed to do better, but a sudden motion from Amara made him do a double take. She was staring wide eyed and intently up at the stage near the side door. He glanced in that direction to look at what she was staring at, but saw nothing. Glancing back at her, confused, he noticed she looked terrified as she tracked something across the stage with her eyes. Abruptly, she tensed with a sharp intake of breath.

      “LOOK OUT!” she yelled. Suddenly, everything blurred for a moment in Rodney’s vision, and his stomach flipped, threatening to revolt. A piercing pain shot through his temples, and he doubled over. He covered his mouth, praying he wasn’t about to vomit, when a loud crash from on stage made him shout in surprise. He looked back up with a wince, blinking to clear his vision. On stage, a heavy light fixture had landed on the podium the speaker had been using. The speaker himself had ducked to one side, barely escaping the crash.

      The room was in an uproar.

      It was a good ten minutes before the faculty got the students settled and sent out of the room to enjoy the rest of their free hour while they made sure everything was secure on the stage. The trio made their way down the hall and back towards the cafeteria, where some students were gathering for an early lunch. Endless chatter about what had just happened was everywhere.

      “What was that?” Rodney asked as they sat down. None of them had gone to get food just yet, and Rodney was glad. His stomach still hadn’t quite recovered, though the piercing pain in his temples was finally ebbing.

      “That’s what I wanna know,” Tursanay agreed. “Why’d that just fall out of nowhere?”

      “No, I mean,” Rodney corrected. “How’d you know to tell him to look out? You weren’t even looking at the light fixture. You were watching something on st...” His voice trailed off as Amara turned white as a sheet.

      “Amara?” Tursanay asked, looking at her.

      Amara swallowed hard.

      “I-I thought I drifted back to sleep,” she whispered.

      “No, you were wide awake,” Rodney replied. “Why? What were you looking at?”

      Amara was silent for a moment. “I saw him again. And the creatures were chasing him. They went for the speaker like they could see him, too.” She got that faraway look in her eye. “I thought I fell back asleep...”

      Rodney and Tursanay exchanged glances.

      “I got...” Rodney hesitated. “This terrible headache right after you yelled for him to look out...”

      Amara looked up at him.

      “And everything got really blurry, and I felt like I was going to puke.”

      “Hey yeah,” Tursanay said, giving him a surprised look. “Me too...” They looked in between each other. “I thought it was because of the light fixture falling and the panic?”

      “You don’t have to say that to make me feel better,” Amara said, her hands shaking.

      “I’m not,” Tursanay shook her head. “My stomach is still messed up.”

      “Mine too,” Rodney agreed. “That’s why I didn’t want anything to eat.”

      “Me too,” Amara whispered softly. “It’s like that... when I have those dreams and he runs out of the clearing or I do... or when those creatures break into it.” She looked between the two of them. “It’s why when I was having them so much, I couldn’t eat a lot.”

      “Why didn’t you say anything?” Tursanay asked. “We could have tried to do something about it sooner...”

      “I just thought it was me being afraid of something stupid,” she replied softly, looking down at her lap.

      “It’s not stupid if it upsets you,” Tursanay replied.

      Rodney played with the ring on his right hand absentmindedly. “What if you’re not actually having dreams?” he said, slowly.

      “What do you mean?” Amara asked.

      “What if someone’s actually trying to get in touch with you?” Rodney asked.

      “I think she should tell the counselor about it, to be honest,” Tursanay said, the skepticism showing on her face.

      “For sure,” Rodney shrugged. “But still, what if?”

      “What would we even do with that information?” Tursanay asked. “There’s literally nothing we can do for him.”

      “He’s been consistently trying to tell her something since he first showed up since the beginning of the year,” Rodney argued. “I mean... maybe we can try to hear him out?”

      “I’ve tried, I don’t understand him,” Amara replied. “Well, back when I was having the weird dreams. It’s been a few months... but if they’re coming back...” She paled at the thought.

      “Maybe I could give it a crack,” Rodney offered.

      “How are you going to do that?” Tursanay rolled her eyes. “Wait for her to take a nap between classes so you can yell in her ear for him to visit you next when she dreams and hope it works? Wait - why are we even talking like he’s a real person?”

      “She could tell him to come see me or she can try to write down some words he’s saying and see if we can’t translate them?” Rodney countered.

      Amara leaned her cheek on her hand, exhaustedly, and gestured at Rodney with the other.

      “Or you can take them and have them yourself and I won’t have to deal with them anymore,” she offered dryly and sighed.

      Rodney grinned, grabbing her hand as if to shake it - a spur-of-the-moment idea, something to make her laugh.

      “Deal,” he agreed, but the shock that ran through their hands had them both pulling back with a yelp.

      “Ow! What the hell!” Amara complained.

      “I was trying to make a joke,” Rodney grimaced, laying his face on the table as he gripped his injured hand, trying to make it stop stinging by applying pressure to it. “Man, that really hurt!”

      “Yeesh, that shock was so bad it glinted off your ring,” Tursanay commented. “Did you wear fuzzy socks or something?”

      “No,” Rodney replied with a grunt of pain. “Sorry about that. My joke sort of backfired.”

      “I thought it was shocking,” Tursanay replied, seeing an opportunity.

      “You come to my table and use my pain and my own joke against me,” Rodney complained, pretending to be offended. Okay, he felt a slight offense that he had missed that punchline.

      Tursanay laughed.

      Because no one really wanted to return to class after such a long free period, the atmosphere around the end of the lunch hour was fairly lax. When the bell rang, the students shuffled off reluctantly, and the trio parted ways, heading to their next period. Amara and Tursanay to English, and Rodney to History.

      Making it into his seat just as the bell rang, Rodney breathed a sigh of relief. He caught his breath as the teacher called roll, having sprinted the last little way to class. Settling in, Rodney flipped open the history book and leaned against his hand, preparing for a long, boring history lesson on... the molecular structure of glucose? He gave his book an odd look and realized he’d grabbed the wrong one. He mentally kicked himself and hoped the teacher wouldn’t notice.

      I’ll just have to take good notes, Rodney sighed. Not like he was going to retain it very well anyhow.

      Twenty minutes into the lecture, the door to the classroom opened, and Rodney glanced up. The person coming in now, Rodney thought, may have been a new student checking in to get things ready for starting school after summer break. He certainly didn't adhere to the school dress code. The boy in the doorway had on a green shirt that came to mid thigh with some brown baggy pants. His shoes looked different from anything Rodney had ever seen and wondered where on earth he had gotten them.

      Weird, Rodney thought to himself. In fact, the kid’s entire getup was weird. He glanced up at the boy's face and noted the bewildered look in his eyes. He noted his rust-colored hair that hung past his ears and stuck out at odd angles at the ends, like it needed a trim. Definitely a new student. His hair cut was against school rules. He looked lost... The office is on the other side of the school, my dude.

      Rodney understood his plight, though. It had taken him forever to memorize the halls around Blemwick. The boy's eyes roamed the room as Rodney watched him, wondering how long it'd take before Mr. Heinrick noticed him. The boy's eyes fell on Rodney, who gave him a welcoming grin and a nod. His expression turned from uncertainty to utter shock.

      He demanded something in a language that was extremely foreign sounding to Rodney’s ears, as if the red-haired boy were expecting someone else. The boy had stumbled backward, dramatically. Rodney blinked, surprised at his sudden outburst. He glanced at the teacher, who still droned on at the chalkboard about the history lesson, completely ignoring the commotion. Actually… No one was reacting to the commotion, he noticed, glancing around the classroom. Still half turned in his seat, Rodney's eyes flickered back to the boy. He pointed to himself silently and raised his eyebrows as if to ask, What me?

      The boy fixed his bright green eyes on Rodney, flaring them with suspicion. He spat a rapid fire sentence so accusingly, Rodney stared at him for a good five seconds before he could react. His face dropped into a look of stupidity that could have, in Rodney's mind, rivaled that of Trenton's.

      "Wha?" he managed.

      The boy accused again; the language sounding like a mix of French, like Amara had mentioned, and Russian. A sudden panic came over him and he flickered like a ghost. He looked back at the door as if he expected someone to follow him - someone he wasn't looking forward to running into, and Rodney’s mind flickered back to the creatures Amara had mentioned. His attention turned back to Rodney and spoke urgently.

      "D-… Ele-… -nt," his voice was breaking up like someone with poor reception on their cell phone. He stood over Rodney, trying to make him understand, but the sound grew worse and worse. His whole figure started wavering like static on an old TV. Rodney stared up at him as if he really were seeing a ghost, wondering if he'd just officially lost his mind as he watched this flickering boy yell something inaudible at him. Suddenly something overlapped his image before it winked out of existence, followed by a whomp that Rodney felt more than he heard rush past him, causing his stomach to flip. He suddenly felt very dizzy, much like he had that morning.

      “…oberts, answer me - are you paying attention? Obviously not, if I have to repeat myself. I said, What could possibly be on the ceiling that could be more interesting than this review for your final?” Rodney looked up at the teacher like he hadn't realized he was there. He was vaguely aware of a few snickers behind him. He blinked a few times to come to his senses, and a fresh wave of nausea hit him.

      "Um, actually, sir," he groaned. "I'm not feelin' so great. Can I go to the infirmary?"

      "You do look a little pale," admitted the teacher reluctantly. "Alright - just try not to puke before you get there…" he added, pointing to the pad of hall passes hanging by the door. "Would you like someone to go with you?" he asked.

      Yeah, but neither of them are in your class, thought Rodney. "Er, no, sir," he replied out loud, and left shakily. However, halfway to the infirmary, he immediately started feeling better, as if a switch had flipped and turned off the nausea. It hadn’t been nearly as bad as this morning. He debated ongoing back to class or not. Checking his watch, he noted that class was almost over, and the three of them had study hall together next. He'd have to tell the girls about the crazy incident in history class when he caught up with them. Deciding to skip the rest of the molecular intricacies of glucose, as told by a history teacher, Rodney gathered his things from his locker and headed for the library.

      It was ten minutes until the end of class and that was the longest ten minutes of Rodney's life. The ‘dream’ had given him a really weird feeling. The more he thought about the weird incident, the more questions he kept drawing. Was the guy from this incident the same one Amara had talked about from the other incident this morning? He looked a lot like her description, but how was that possible? Maybe he'd fallen asleep in class and just had a dream about it. Maybe his imagination had just painted the picture for him.

      Then again, maybe he was over thinking things. Had he really dozed off in class and had a dream? No… the teacher had gotten on to him for staring up at the ceiling rather than listening to the lesson. That meant his eyes had been open, for sure. Otherwise, he would have gotten into trouble for sleeping in class. Rodney thought about the look that had come across Amara's face when she said she had had the dream. Her eyes had been open. But that was just a coincidence...

      Right?

      If he hadn't been asleep, why had no one else noticed the guy? If he was certain it wasn't a dream, then what was it? A hallucination? Was stress getting to him too?

      He thought about the boy's appearance again. Grabbing a piece of paper, he jotted down everything he could remember and wracked his brains for any of the words he could pick out. Something about ‘e-day’ or ‘die knee’ or ‘key toe tea’ were words he kept repeating, but none of that really made any sense. At least to him.

      Maybe if she saw these things, she’d say the guy looked nothing like that. Maybe he was just making this up. There was really no way he was actually having those dreams, was there?

      The stress from these upcoming exams is getting to me, Rodney thought to himself, leg bouncing with anticipation as he chewed on his pen.

      If it was a dream or a hallucination or whatever and he was just getting himself worked up over nothing, then everything would be fine and he could go back to normal and laugh about it with the others. But if the sinking feeling in his gut had something more to it, he wasn’t sure what he’d do. Ugh, why couldn’t he make sense of this? Sighing, he finally made himself sit down, only to stand back up almost immediately when the girls entered the library laughing and talking. Rodney waved them over frantically, shifting from foot to foot, waiting for them to reach their table.

      "What's up?" asked Amara, concerned. "Something happen?"

      "Did it ever," said Rodney, immediately launching into the story as he handed Amara the piece of paper with all that he’d written.

      The bell rang as he finished his tale, and all the noise in the school library died down. You could hear a pin drop. The girls stared at him, Tursanay's face transforming into surprise and disbelief, Amara's uncomprehending at first, then complete fear.

      “You... actually saw him?” she said, voice barely above a whisper.

      She looked like she was going to pass out. He motioned for them to gather at the table. They put all their things down and got settled and leaned in toward the center of the table as he spoke in a low voice so that no one would overhear. He told them what had happened, then of his speculations about not being asleep, and wondered aloud if he was going crazy or if it was just his imagination.

      “When he came into the room and looked at me like ‘Who are you?!’ I was thinking ‘Dude, same,’” joked Rodney, trying to lighten his nerves. It wasn't helping.

      "Of course he’d look at you like that," Tursanay said sarcastically. "If he really is the same guy from Amara's dreams, he'd have no idea who you were."

      "Well, that's true," muttered Rodney. He hadn't thought about that. The idea made his stomach hurt. "No wonder he looked upset at seeing me," muttered Rodney aloud. "I wasn't who he was expecting at all... You realize that means it is someone trying to get in touch with her, right?" he hissed. His brow furrowed as he thought about what he'd just said. “You know, I didn’t actually expect my theory to be true, but it’s gaining a lot of support at the moment.”

      “Maybe he is more than just a figment of your imagination,” Tursanay teased, elbowing Amara.

      “Okay but one, that deal we made with the dreams was just a joke,” Amara balked, shaking her head like she didn’t want to accept any of this. She must have felt like she was going out of her mind, Rodney realized.

      He was right there with her.

      “Two, what if we’re having a group hallucination and we need serious help?”

      "Can't be," argued Tursanay. "I haven't seen him at all."

      "You watch," warned Rodney, pointing at her. "You're gonna be next and something big's gonna happen since you said that."

      “I’m sorry but it’s going to take me seeing him to believe this guy is something other than a nightmare Amara’s having that influenced you to have one too, because of the stress you’re both under,” Tursanay admitted finally.

      Rodney made a face, but it cleared almost instantly, replaced with an evil grin.

      "All right," he said. "You wanna have a dream too? I'll make a deal with you." He stuck out his hand, and she eyed it suspiciously. "If you dream about him, you have to interrogate him. Find out who he is, what he wants, and why he keeps popping up. You get to be the one to look crazy talking to an invisible person who speaks in another language in the middle of class."

      "Psht," scoffed Tursanay, rolling her eyes. “Yeah okay.” The sarcasm dripped from her very body language as she grabbed his hand. “Deal.” Immediately, they felt the shock run through their hands. They yelped and let go, ignoring the scowls from the people in the surrounding library area, who shushed them.

      “Pain,” Rodney grunted, putting his face against the table. “I’m in pain.”

      “Rodney, I swear if you did that just to shock the hell out of my hand-” Tursanay threatened as she tried to make her hand stop throbbing.

      “Why would I shock myself, too?” Rodney hissed back, suppressing a grunt. “I’m never wearing socks again.”
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      16 Years Prior.

      Sendew bustled with merchant tents and vendors bartering and calling out to potential customers that wandered alongside the tall reflective buildings. The mirrored surfaces had panels in various places, situated so they bounced the setting sunlight through the streets, making it glimmer with a warm ambience as the lanterns flickered to life and glow. Centaurs were making their rounds, collecting garbage from the various businesses and loading it onto a cart that they pulled behind them. The last of the diurnal creatures were trickling back out to their homes as the nocturnal crowd was waking up and moving into the streets to go about their night. Those of dusk and dawn moved indoors, preferring mirror travel to avoid the worst of the sun and starlight.

      The smells from the witches’ breweries—the baked goods, the strong-scented teas and coffees and other concoctions that were brewing—filled the air. A fresh batch for a fresh group. Plus, most of the nocturnal crowd needed their blood teas to help them wake up enough to function.

      In the back of a merchant tent at the center of the street, a small wood nymph child played idly with her soft, plush toy, not particularly wanting to stay here with her mother while she finished selling enchanted fruits, nuts, berries, and other health products and overpriced spell ingredients before closing up for the night. This one to give you a boost of confidence for your job interview, that one to boost your memory for a test. These to accentuate your best features once you bit into them. Touristy things.

      Stretching her legs and sneaking out the back of the tent, the nymph cast one last glance back at her mother haggling with a customer before slipping off to chase her reflection on the buildings. She giggled as she splashed through the recent rain puddles, alternating between racing her reflection and dancing with it behind the safety of the tents where no one could see.

      As she passed by a florist tent, she paused, enjoying the scent of the sleepy lilies that were closing up for the night, and the rich scent of pine and basil coming from inside. It almost made her mouth water. Poking her head into a back corner of the tent, she looked around at the nearby pottery, snatching off a leaf before darting back out unseen and skittering further down the street. When she had gone far enough not to be caught, she paused and admired the leaf. It was the basil she had smelled before. Grinning, she held it up for her hair to tangle it into a braid, then admired her reflection in the building, wishing it was an actual playmate and not just a mirror image.

      A chorus of giggles sounded nearby and she twisted to see where they came from, but found she was alone. The laughter had seemed like many people and one person all at once, and echoing as if in an enormous cavern but close at the same time. She frowned. Who was watching her? She pulled back a few tent flaps to check, but found no one paying her any attention. The laughter sounded again behind her this time, but when she turned, she only found her reflection. The nymph’s reflection blinked as she did, a smile creeping across its face as it waved shyly.

      Only she hadn’t waved or smiled.

      Curiosity lit a smile across her face to rival that of the reflection as she took a step forward. If she could actually play with her reflection, the fun was just beginning. How did that work? What magic was this? Had it been the basil? Food that was enchanted to grant you a wish? That would be a booth she’d be visiting again soon if so.

      “Hello,” she beamed at her reflection.

      The reflection didn’t answer, but she could hear its laughter again.

      “How are you doing that?” she asked, tilting her head curiously.

      Come on, the same voice said, though the reflection's lips hadn’t moved. I can show you. It motioned for her to follow, and she grinned, obliging. Chasing after her reflection and skipping along, she turned the corner into one of the alleyways and slowed. The street lights didn’t reach down the alley and her reflection moved into the darkness. She was more comfortable in the light than the dark despite being adaptable to both, but the darkness ahead made her hair wriggle in protest. She smoothed her hand over the leaves and vines to calm them.

      “It’s dark down there,” she called after her reflection, who she could just make out in the building’s shadows.

      The eyes seemed different now. A glint of red from some unseen light source seemed to shine in them.

      There’s light on the other side, it whispered with its unmoving lips. The voice seemed just as close as it had before, despite her reflection being so far away. Come on, I’ll show you. Just touch the glass. Her reflection put its hand against the glass and beckoned her closer.

      Curiously, she moved forward and, as she did, it seemed to move in rhythm with her once again.

      Just touch the glass, it repeated when she stopped before her reflection, inches away. The sounds of the market had died away, the lovely scents of baked goods, fruits, and flowers with it. All she could smell here was the decay of fall leaves, an alluringly sweet scent. If there were beds of fallen leaves on the other side, she would wriggle her toes into the earth there and lay down for a nap. Suddenly, exhaustion overwhelmed her. It had been a long day, after all...

      She moved her hand in unison with her reflection and gently touched the glass. She was expecting the cold, solid surface to meet her hand, but the reflection’s hand had grabbed her own. And now it was pulling. She reflexively tried to pull back, but found it was like trying to move a wall.

      A shock of fear coursed through her, erasing all sense of weariness from her and filling her ears with her own cries as she tried and failed to pull away. She dropped her toy and tried to dig her heels into the cobbled stone and use her free hand to grasp onto anything that could save her.

      She shrieked for someone to help her, but her cries seemed lost in the night's bustle market. Tears streamed down her face and her throat grew raw from the effort to get anyone's attention, but to no avail. She looked back as she felt her ankle being grabbed and realized her foot had slipped through the glass’s surface. Two more sets of solid red eyes appeared above and below her own reflection's eyes, and the smile revealed jagged teeth. She clawed at the ground, begging for the city or anyone to help her.
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