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“I’m left alone with myself,

And I want to get away from myself.

I’m always wanting to get away from
myself.

That’s why I go to the movies,

That’s why I read mystery stories,

That’s why I go out,

Or anything that you do,

Or get drunk,

Or whatever.

I don’t wanna be with myself.

I feel… queer.

So, well, why do you want to run away from
yourself?

What’s so bad about it?

Why do you want to forget this?

Why do you want to become yourself?”

—Alan Watts

 



Nightmare Realm






“A demon tried to steal your
soul.”






I FELT a
slight stirring from the familiar sound, but caved back into
myself.

Myself?

I jetted up.

I felt my eyes widen.

I could not get a handle on what was taking
place.

Before my eyes were millions of pics. All
colorful. All different shapes and sizes. And every thin space that
managed to be available between the multitudes of pics was blacker
than a bottomless pit.

I? What is going on?

I tried to walk to the nearest pic, but there
was no floor beneath me.

Instead, the pic came to me.

It was then that I knew.

I’ve been here before. Many, many times.

There wasn’t much to the pic. It was a dull,
stone colored gray. The jagged, diagonal top half was bathed in a
bright light, the bottom in a darker shadow.

I knew this place too.

Aureole’s wall.

I stared at the pic, trying to make heads or
tails of it, and a leaf flew by inside the pic.

Huh?

Another leaf blew by and the shadow of it
zipped by on the top half of the wall.

Then I realized, Not a pic. A memory.

This was always how it started.

Before I knew it, I was flipped into the
memory and was no longer me.

I was another me.

From another time.

Another nightmare.






“Go Away! I DON’T want to have to tell you again,
Rubbish Picker!”

I took a fearful step towards Irwin.

I didn’t know what I did wrong.

Everyone was being so, so mean. First Omari. Then
Marco and his mean, mean Ma. And now Irwin. But Irwin couldn’t be
mean now. He was the only one ever nice to me. The only kid who
ever played nice games with me. My first and only friend ever.

He couldn’t be mean. I haven’t done anything
wrong.

I don’t think.

“I’m not a rubbish picker!” I argued back.

I stayed a safe distance away from him so he
wouldn’t hit me again. Irwin liked to hit because that’s what his
parents taught him. When he hit me before it never really hurt.
When he hit me last week, and again today, it really, really hurt.
But not as much as my head from when Omari threw my birth cup at
it. It shattered on the back of my head and still hurted today,
three days later.

Irwin turned his white hair around, revealing his
blue, blue eyes. Like the sky. His eyes that had no monster behind
them. His angry, mean eyes. He began walking back to me, but this
time, I stood my ground.

“You are too rubbish. My dad says so. You and your
trash kissing Mom and your trash picking Dad.”

“They are not! You’re being mean just like your
fat, ugly father!” Irwin’s face turned strawberry red.

He turned around, and before I could see what he
saw, he turned back around and pushed me in my stomach.

“I told you to go away! I don’t like freaks like
you!”

“I’m not a freak!” I yelled, though his words
hurt. I tried to get up but he pushed me back down.

“Yeah you are. You don’t look normal. You look
like a coon. A foul, stinky, rubbish picking beast. See this?” I
watched him gesture to his face, his hair, his eyes. Normal. All
normal. Not at all like a Devil’s or a coon’s. “This is what normal
people look like, and you look like a freak. A coon!”

I’ve had it!

I leaped up and tackled Irwin.

I wasn’t a coon. I wasn’t the Devil. I wasn’t a
murderer!

I hit Irwin over and over and he hit me back but I
was better. He was faster and stronger but I had way more will and
a pit full of anger.

Someone finally separated us.

A big fat man. Mr. Phlegym.

He plucked me off his son and threw me.

For a moment, I thought I had sprouted wings. Devil
wings. And up, up, up, I went. Then down like Omari’s Fallen
Angels.

I landed on my side and rolled over pained and
pained again. Then I stopped.

I couldn’t get up.

“Oh, my God!” I heard people shout from outside
the gate, but no one came to help.

“Take care of this,” a deep voice said from my
other side, “or I will.” It was dark even behind my closed
lids.

Irwin’s fat, mean Dad.

I heard footsteps and opened my eyes.

Blue eyes stared down at me from a dirty, scratched
up face.

They looked… sad.

“Are you okay?” Irwin whispered. Like my
friend.

I wanted to cry.

I pushed myself up, one side of me shaking way worse
than the other. I squeezed my eyes shut as splinters shot through
my arm and hip. Irwin bent over and gently grabbed me around my
waist and helped me up. Like my friend. Then he helped me to his
gate.

I couldn’t stand it anymore.

“What did I do wrong? Just tell me. I’ll be
better. I can be a better friend. I can, Irwin. I can. Just. Let’s
be friends again, okay. Okay? I like you. I’m sorry.”

Irwin looked at a lost. At times like this I wish he
had a monster so I’d have a clue what it was thinking.

He looked back at his house, and in the window stood
his father. Irwin’s face turned mean. He let go of me and walked
back to his property.

“You can’t be better because you’re trash. I’m
better. I can’t be friends with trash. A coon. I don’t want to be
friends with a disgusting coon like you. So go away!”

Tears finally sprang from my eyes.

Tears from his words. Tears from the fights. Tears
from the pain. Tears from so many losses.

I lost my brothers.

I lost Omari’s love.

Everyone was becoming meaner and meaner.

I couldn’t lose my only friend.

Ignoring all my ouches I ran up to Irwin. He was
still nice behind all the meanness. I saw it! I saw it!

“Irwin! Irwin! Ir—Agh! Hum!”

I fell backwards after he slammed his property gate
close as I ran right into it.

It hurt. It hurt terribly badly.

But mostly inside.

“You’re not welcome here anymore. We’re not
friends so if you come back or climb over this gate again I’ll have
you arrested for trespassing and ask that they chop off your
foot!”

I looked up at the intimidating height of the fence.
I’ve seen it so many times before but it was never like this.

Never scary.

Today, it gained something. Some type of weight. A
new meaning.

I shrank back from it.

I’m locked out.

It wasn’t just out of Irwin’s property. It was
him.

Irwin was no longer my friend.

Him and Omari.

Locked from her love.

And Marco. And ‘Ro. And their mom.

I looked around and got up slowly.

Gates began to appear everywhere where people and
kids stared at me.

I shrank into myself more.

I pulled in a shaky breath.

The tears that fell from my eyes now fell for a
different reason.

Terror.

I backed up from all the gates closing in on me
until I felt something hard. I turned back and saw a gate and Irwin
walking away, not looking back.

A locked gate.

“NO!” I wailed. And I ran.

You seem really scared, the Wind taunted me
quietly.

It didn’t have to be mean when I was fighting Irwin
because Irwin was mean enough, but that was over and it was
back.

Another thing that was mean and hated me.

“Shut up!” I screamed. “Shut up,” I screamed over
and over as I blew past more and more gates trying to close me in
with all this terror.

The “Shut ups” steadily turned into a “No! No! No!”
as I ran further and further in a blind and caged direction.

The Wind laughed, taunting and cruel. There’s no
running from life little one. It laughed some more.

Everything became a blur and I’d run and crash. Run
some more, then a lot, then crash. Pain hurting me, but not
stopping me. I ran, and, eventually, sound disappeared and some
small sense of peace appeared.

Even so, I still ran, now trying to escape the
Wind.

You trapped me here, so here I am to stay!
There is no escape.

The Wind always said that. Mean, mean, mean.

I don’t know what I did wrong? I didn’t do anything
wrong? Why am I always the one in trouble?

“Trouble!” I screamed.

Then I slammed so hard into something I bounced
back. I was so tired I couldn’t get up. I covered my marks, my
eyes, and cried and cried, knowing I couldn’t go home until Omari
left for work and that evil brat was asleep.

Just more mean people.

I wasn’t allowed at Pa’s shop anymore. Because of
mean people.

Now I cried because Pa was getting angry at me
too.

“I didn’t do anything!” I shouted in a shattered
voice.

Yes you did, the Wind whispered angrily.

I sobbed loudly at that.

I didn’t like the Wind, and neither did Omari and
Pa, but I couldn’t understand why them too. I was the only one who
could hear it.

“You’re doing something now,” a sweet voice echoed
around me. A voice young but much older than myself.

I jumped up.

Run away, the Wind warned me, and my blood became
ice.

I got up and looked around.

“Why?” I asked.

I didn’t see a soul through the teary blur, even as
I wiped it away.

“Are you asking why you’re doing what you are
doing or why you should run? Sorry, but I can’t answer. I can say
that it is impossible to not do anything. Even doing nothing is
something. It’s living.”

I looked around.

No one was anywhere.

Anywhere was surrounded by a lot of trees, bushes,
and grasses on one side and an old gigantic wall on the other.

I looked up at the wall, and along the two edges I
saw two sentry posts, the guards inside looking as bored as usual.
I had no idea where I was in Aureole, but that wasn’t what scared
me.

“Who… are you? Where are you?”

You shouldn’t do that. You shouldn’t know
that. Run! That person is dangerous.

I blinked at the Wind.

Pa told me not to listen to it. That it wasn’t real.
Besides. It always used mean tones when it whispered. Right now it
wasn’t.

I almost wanted to listen to it. It sounded… kind.
Even so, I didn’t listen. Though it sounded nice.

The new girl sounded friendly.

“I’m whoever I want to be. I am here. Who are you?
Where are you, and who is that with you?”

I blinked.

Then I looked around.

No one else was here. Just me.

And I guess she answered my question but not
really.

“Um, no. I meant your name and place where you
are.”

She was silent for a long moment and I thought she
left.

“Ah, ah, ah. In an inex it does not suit anyone to
have such beastly manners. I answered your questions as asked and
now you must answer mine before asking another. Get it?”

I shook my head. “What’s an inex?” I was so
confused.

I heard a loud sigh.

“Fine. An inex. An info exchange is where we share
much needed info about each other to get an idea or become
acquainted with one another or to start a relationship or
friendship. So now that you know you must answer my questions or
forfeit this conversation.”

The Wind told me to stop and run once more, but I
clapped my hands together.

Friends.

The only thing I really heard.

I didn’t know what forfeit was but I could
“exchange” or share.

“Oh. Okay. My name is, uh, um, well I have two
names. The first one is Trouble. That’s what everyone calls me. The
other one is, hmm, oh, Storm! And I’m lost somewhere by the wall.”
Then I looked around again. “By myself. So um, what’s your name and
why can I hear you but not see you?”

If she was nice, I didn’t mind another wind.

“Very good, but I don’t think you are alone. I
heard another voice that talked to you. Until you answer
truthfully, I cannot reveal who I am. After all, you or your
companion may very well be dark creatures that would forever use my
own name against me. Besides, I’m starting to have my doubts about
you. A person can have two names, but ‘Storm’ and ‘Trouble’ aren’t
names. They are thing-words. Nouns that interchange as verbs.
That’s already two lies.”

I froze as panic and anger danced around my
mind.

Those were my names! It was not my fault that they
were nuns that exchanged burps. It was Omari’s and Lake’s. They
named me. And I was here by myself. And I played her stupid inex
game right, but she just changed the rules.

She didn’t answer my questions though I answered
hers.

“That’s not fair. I answered your questions but
you’re not answering mine. Trouble is my name and nobody else is
here.”

Why won’t you run, Little One?

I blinked at the Wind.

I’m not running. I’m tired!

“And who are you, and why should she run?” the
sweet voice asked.

I balked.

No one could hear the Wind but me? And now her?

“You can hear the Wind? But Pa lied? Pa said the
Wind wasn’t real.”

We needed to have a real talk when I got home.

Run, the Wind whispered again.

“Oh! I see. You must forgive my discourtesy. I
never imagined. Well, anyway, my name is Lima Bean, for now, and,
at the moment, I too am by the wall, not too unlike you. I imagine
we stand as two opposites though. You on one side and me on the
other.”

I felt my eyebrows scrunch together.

“The other side of the wall?” I wondered out loud.
“But this side is the safe side! Omari told me that if you go on
the other side of the wall you’d be acrossted by lots and lots of
monsters.”

“Ah. And have you ever been over here?” she
asked.

“No,” I answered.

“And have you ever seen any monsters?”

“Well, yes, but—” My cutoff but truthful
answer.

“Well, maybe you should come over here yourself. I
have accosted not one monster, nor lots and lots. You on the other
hand have seen a monster. Not only that, but have braced a demon
who seems to have attached itself to you unwillingly. And on the
‘safe’ side of the wall, no less. I’ve been over there, and there
is nothing safe about it. Nothing about humans is safe.”

“Demon?” I gasped.

Don’t listen, the Wind urged.

I looked all over me and saw no demon
attachment.

“What demon?” I asked. Did she mean like the
devil. Did she mean me? “What do you mean?”

I heard her sigh. A “poor thing” sigh. Then she was
quiet for a long moment.

“Your Wind,” she answered. “I’ll tell you in a way
you might understand.” Then she began to sing.






“A demon tried to steal your soul,

And wouldn’t let it go.

A dreadful sin, its body burned,

Or so the story’s told.

Corpseless now, the heedless voice,

Your closest form of kin,

It stole your soul and keeps it close,

A very dreadful sin.”






“Get it now?” she asked, but after she finished
her song I could barely hear her. It felt like I was in a storm
being drenched by cold water. Cold panic. “Your demon is tethered
to you, though probably invisible.

“And humans are just as bad. If you saw a strange
creature with spittle and blood dripping off its fangs you’d know
to run. But because we’re human, and look human, another human is
completely disarming. Monsters are beguiling when they look like
you. You’d never know to run from a backstabber, narcissist, or
murderer unless they showed you who they really were. Until they
hurt you. Even then…

“You think monsters are to be feared, and they
are, but the monsters that you should really fear are the ones that
can hide in plain sight. While you should turn your back to no
monster, you can’t even afford to show your back to the invisible
ones that charm you. That is the exact type of monster all humans
are, no offense.

“Though, I suppose there are a few exceptions, you
included. After all. You have no soul.”

I stared at the wall. It was still. I looked at the
diagonal border where light met shadow.

I was in the shadow.

“What should I do?”

“There is nothing you can do, Trouble. This
happened at the time of your birth if we can hear the Wind. When
you were given life. Your only escape from your demon is when your
life is forfeit. Your death. If it would’ve taken you at any other
time there’d be methods at your disposal, but if you cannot see it,
it committed a very dreadful sin; and therefore lost its body at
the cost of obtaining your soul. You are forever
intertwined.”

“Is that true?” I asked the Wind.

It was silent. It was always silent when I asked a
question, but not like this.

I narrowed my eyes.

It blamed me this entire time but…

I stared up at the wall. A leaf blew by with the
wind, and a bird called. A small and swift shadow flew by on the
bright half of the wall.

I was in the shadow but longed to be in the sun. I
was in the cold but wanted to be warm. I was locked out but wanted
the gate to be open. I was surrounded by monsters but wanted to be
free. I was behind the wall.

I was behind the wrong side of the wall.

“It’s true,” Lima Bean told me, “but I’ll tell you
what. You’re whoever you want to be regardless. Life has its
circumstances, but I say screw-y. Be whoever you want to be, even
if neither of your names are real names. Screw the demon and who
gives a crap about other humans. It’s all crap! crap! crap! I
promise I won’t kill you or stab you in the back, so what do you
say? Let’s be friends.”












Nightmare Realm






I BREATHED
in, and just like that, the memory was over.

A little warped around the edges, but over no
less.

But the after was wrong.

I looked around, still in the dark place
surrounded by all these memories.

This was the part where I was supposed to
wake up. Where I banged my head against the ceiling and cursed the
world. And just to look at my phoenix and admire how beautiful the
world could be. To admire the only thing I loved about living in
the Crowne, The Halo, and curse the reveille for reminding me that
things could get worse. Then I’d go to school.

This wasn’t right. Why was I still here?

“Bexley!” I heard myself call.

I looked up and there he was.

Becks.

I drifted up to the memory. He was the same
as I last remembered. Tall, cool, and lax. His twisty hair was in a
ponytail, a few of the twist loose and flopping in front of his
wide nose and glasses. His annoying dimples like wrinkles in his
smooth brown skin, taunting me.

The guilt in his eyes I had mistaken for
exhaustion.

“Can’t play with Trouble today. I’m busy.”

I got one last glimpse of him, then he ran
off.

“You’re always busy lately!” I had called after
him.

He waved goodbye. “Sorry,” he had said
silently.

I wasn’t supposed to hear it but I did
anyways. I thought it was for being busy. I was wrong.

I couldn’t stop myself.

I continued up that line of memories, my
heart breaking all over again.

The next day I couldn’t find Becks. He didn’t
come to school. He went missing. First a few days, then a few
weeks. Three and a half to be exact.

Me looking everywhere.

“You haven’t seen him at all?” I
begged his scared and tired sister.

She, like so many others, didn’t like me, but
she was looking for him too. Just how her and Becks both searched
for their older brother when he left.

“No!” she told me coldly for the twelfth time, but
this time she added something before she slammed the door in my
face. “He hasn’t been here or anywhere for that matter. He’s either
gone or dead!”

I winced for the second time and continued on
to the next memory. At the time I didn’t believe her for a second.
Becks was too something to die, though it wasn’t smart.

I winced again when I saw the ground coming
up to meet me in another memory. I hit it hard.

Enforcers. Looking for Becks.

Word was I was his only friend still left in
town. Becks and his other friend were gone and costing the
Syndicate a lot of money. I had better spill my guts or I’d be the
one to pay.

Get real.

I was poor.

I looked up. Ricky! “Don loogat mellike dat!”

I could smell the booze on his breath from that far.
He and his buddies beat the crap out of me for crap I had no
knowledge of. God, I hated stunrods, even set on low.

I was starting to hate winter.

I was going to kill Becks!

I moved onwards.

Then I saw him.

In a memory two days after Ricky. A hell of a
bitter day at night. It was warm in my shed, but if I left it, it’d
hurt like a mother. It was that cold.

Why Becks came at night was no surprise, but
the night was even bitterer than the day.






“Can I come in?”

I narrowed my eyes at the bouncing form in front of
me, now that the swelling went down. I should slam the door and let
him freeze to death.

“Come on?”

It was just that I was so happy he was okay. And
still here. Alive. I rolled my eyes and climbed the ladder.

“I’m going to bed. Warm up. Don’t bother
me.”

“Thanks,” he said, and bustled in. And though I
told him not to bother me, he followed me up. “Are you
okay?”

I grabbed my swath and blanket and wrapped myself
tight.

“What do you think?”

“You don’t look okay. I heard what happened. I’m
s—”

“I don’t want to hear it. You’re sorry? What about
me? I’m sorry! I’m sorry that my loser of a friend went missing for
almost a month and told no one where he was going! That I looked
everywhere for him in this dumb hole and couldn’t find him! Sorry
that I didn’t know if he was dead or, or, urgh! Screw you, Bexley!
Screw you and your apology! I got my arse kicked because of you so
am I supposed kiss your butt and forgive you too!”

When he didn’t answer, I answered, “I thought so.
Shut up and leave me alone. It’s what you’ve always been good for
when you don’t need anything from me.”

Then I realized how true that was.

He didn’t need anything from me anymore. He knew
everything he needed and had no more questions. He’d learn the rest
on his own. The only thing that kept him coming back was our
fragile friendship.

I sighed.

“Is it bad?” he asked, moving closer to me and
grabbing the blanket.

I considered the pain coming from the open gash
wrapped tightly under an old ripped shirt.

“I lost a baby tooth,” I downplayed it. I felt his
shivering form slide next to my warmer one. “Sheesh, you’re
cold!”

Before I could escape, he grabbed me, stealing my
warmth.

I honestly was too tired to fight him, but I
growled.

“Told ya,” he smiled. And I don’t know, my anger
just melted away as my warmth stole his shivers.

We lay like that just like old times, and my eyes
grew heavy. Before they closed for the night, I asked, “You’d never
leave me here, right? I mean, for good? You promised!”

He was quiet for a moment and I thought he was
asleep but he said, “Of course not.”






I breathed in, and slipped out of the
memory.

My face dried of tears.

He lied.

I continued through the memories.

The next morning he was gone.

Not at the lot, but at his home, he left a
note for his sister.






Dear Cev,

I’m leaving. Far away. I don’t know where yet. All
my savings are in the hollow leg of my bed. There should be 129K.
If Trouble asks, show her this note. I’m sorry I’m an ass. To both
of you. I promise to be a man when I come back. I’m sorry I broke
so many promises.

With Love, Becks






I continued through my pitiful memories.

Me giving up. Listless me. Pitiful me. For
months.

No Bexley. No enemies. No friends. No family.
No fun. No real memories.

Nothing, which was something, because I was
still alive.

Just alive.

Irwin, of all people, gave me a reason to
live. Turning me into a mouse again, I struggled not to be tortured
by the cat. Then Rico became my enemy, and Jena took interest in
insulting me again. Then Pa came back. Pa who set in motion the
events that led me here.

First he disappeared, reigniting the fear and
hate, and people threw rocks at me. Then Irwin, who worked for the
Sublime, tried to drag me away. But before that I met Rey and
Brandon, and when I finally got away from Irwin and everything
else, their dragons attacked me.

When I got away from them, every Enforcer in
Aureole came after me for not fitting in, because Rey waited too
long to let me go and I waited too long to escape from him.

I thought he was somehow different.

I got away from the Enforcers and the Cheese
fount exploded. I got away from the cheese and Rey and his brother
found me. Found me and hurt me. Hurt me and somehow, I found my way
back into Irwin’s hands. In a whole nother city.

Irwin dragged me to Corona and Brick set his
crazy monster ladies on me. Then Brick told me I had to marry his
son and he and Irwin locked me in that room. But Truly, Becks’ old
friend, conspired to escape with me. Only I kinda broke out and
almost got eaten by a spyder but Charlie ate the spyder first and I
realized I had to go back, but that went all wrong, especially when
Brick’s son, my fiancé, Brain, ran away.

Brick flipped, threw me in jail, then his
henchmen, Kremlin and Etten, tried to kill me because their father,
Island—the head of Aureole’s police force—wanted me hushed for
reasons I still couldn’t fathom, but Irwin saved me from them and I
had to save him from the spyders that completely overtook Brick’s
castle.

I watched as the old me looked between
spyders and Brick. I saw Brick’s speckling face smiling maniacally
at me as he most likely choked me. There was a yellow burst from
the blowtorch that saved me from Brick and burnt off most of his
face.

Next, me jumping from my room with Truly and
Irwin.

The rest of the memories were just
fragments.

I floated up and past them.

I caught glimpses of Rey and his brother.
Jewel. Scared people. I saw Brick terrified. I saw Rey and his
brother terrified. Then angry. Then I heard lots of shouts.

Then I saw Charlie.

Who ran away.

Who left me in a strange place.

Alone.

Then I saw a giant tree. A nice tree. Who let
me have some of its magic water that healed me.

Only a giant owl swooped me up and stole
Omari’s locket. Then left me on a bridge where I had to hide in an
old transport from hellhounds.

I shook my head at what happened next.

The world falling apart.

Earthquakes. Explosions. Titans.

Titans fighting over the world like kids
fighting over a ball on the playground, only they were knocking the
world over in the process.

One of them saw and tried to grab me but the
other one woke up and I don’t even know what happened after
that.

Oh. Yeah I do.

I got chased by freakin’ hellhounds.

I ran and ran and the leader, Grippe, he got
sucked under by a bunch of Radiance trees. And I was right there.
At phoenix crater.

That’s where the memories ended.

I thought that was the end of it. I did. But
I’m sure it wasn’t.

Oh, well.

Maybe I was dead. Maybe whatever happened
next ended me. Maybe that’s why I was stuck.

I looked around as I continued to drift.

Only I wasn’t floating up anymore, but
everywhere. Around all my memories. The bad and the good and
stupidly irrelevant.

Is this my life flashing before my eyes?

“Yes and No,” an intimate voice hinted.

I flailed my arms to grasp my bearings and
saw that I was floating sideways as opposed to the little girl in
front of me.

Me.

Wait. Me?

The little girl smiled. “Mm-hm. I am
you.”

I looked at her silver eyes and silver hair
that literally grew past her knees before my eyes, and vaguely
remembered once looking like that and that, and that. Eyebrows and
eyelashes and all. All before the vat incident.

A memory floated before us and the little
girl frowned as she visibly aged in front of me. She grew slightly
taller, and in an instant her silver hair pulled shorter to her
shoulders. First it was silver, then it was all black. Then it was
black with silver roots. The marks around her eyes stretched.

Okay. I’m lost?

The girl gave me a sympathetic look.

I heard screaming from the memory. My
screaming, and I saw complete darkness. The sound of water
splashing. And I knew all too well that it wasn’t water that I
splashed around that very small, very dark vat. Water didn’t burn
like fire.

Leavening Jelly.

I covered my ears and watched the darkness in
terror, the only light being the smallest hole reminding me just
how dark it was in the vat.

I ignored my screams that eventually turned
to begging. I ignored the quiet and hopelessness I eventually
succumbed to. I ignored the memory of my burning eyes and skin, and
hair slipping through my fingers, coming out of my scalp easier
than shed fur. I ignored the laughs of the townspeople who did this
to me and the pity on Becks’ face.

His cowardice.

I ignored the horrified face of Irwin, my
worst enemy, who was the only one brave enough to free me. I
couldn’t be allowed to believe he’d feel anything for me.

“I still don’t like him,” the girl, the
current me, said.

I watched her stretch out some more until she
was me. Dingy hair that shined gray in any light, gray eyes, battle
wounds everywhere, but unlike me, she seemed to have some peace of
mind.

Pieces of my own mind.

I had neither.

Then the reverse happened.

Very quickly she de-aged. Her hair grew into
her scalp and then out, and went from gray to silver to silver with
black to all black to silver again, only really long. But what
really interested me were her bandit marks.

They shrunk from a full mask to a mask broken
in half, to three separate parts of a mask, to blots around my,
her, eyes. I watched the marks shrink and grow, the girl shrink and
grow into different me’s several times before I grasped my
bearings.

She smiled cockily at me the entire time.

When she was a girl again I waded up to
her.

“Who are you? What’s going on?” I gestured to
all the memories.

Then I realized that she was me and I was
probably going through some freaky initiation into another
life.

She pointed at me as if her hand was a gun,
taking a step forward, and closing one of her eyes. “Bulls-eye!”
she smiled at me.

I used to do that before I got my
slingshot.

“Exactamundo! We have a tendency to ask
questions we can probably answer ourselves with time. The question
you should be asking is who’re you now? We can’t move forward until
you do?”

“What are you talking about? I know who I am.
I’m you! I’m…” I was at a lost. I tried again. I knew the answer to
this. I did. It was at the tip of my tongue. “I’m…”

I didn’t know what to say.

Who the heck was I? I looked at the girl in
front of me.

I was definitely her at some point but not
anymore. She was just a part of me.

Not who I was now.

She gave me yet another sympathetic look.

“See. You just didn’t want to be Trouble
anymore. But Trouble is who we created to protect us from monsters.
The ones we could see and the ones we couldn’t. She’s who we were
because Storm’s too fragile and couldn’t take it anymore. But can
you take it now? Are you Storm? Are we to become someone else? I
personally want to become a Super Hurricane Deluxe.”

Little Storm gestured and a thousand options
appeared before me. A thousand me’s, all different colors.

I looked up, and they all followed my eyes to
the memories. Then “Poof.” “Poof,” “Poof,” “Poof,” “Poof,” “Poof,”
they began to disappear.

“Looks like you already have an idea,” Little
Storm smiled at me. Then she giggled. “You’re so dumb,” she told
me.

And I sighed.

I forgot how much of a big mouth I am.

“Poof,” most of the me’s went until there
were only two left. One gold. One bluish.

Neither looked like the old me. I wanted to
stay the same.

Little Storm shook her head.

“Things don’t stay the same, Storm. You’re
not me anymore. I’m a part of you. Wounds heal, the world spins,
blah-di-blah, blah. You know this. You have to be a different you
tomorrow. From millisecond to millisecond, things never change and
stay the same on time. The rest of the world would collapse if they
did.”

I groaned.

“I hate making choices.” I looked at the two
me’s. “What if I choose the wrong one?”

I glanced around and could slap myself in the
head.

“Yeah. That’s always been our problem. But
this is important. Neither choice is bad. And it’s impossible for
us to be wrong. But the choices we make makes us whole. Once again.
You know that even if no one’s ever told you.”

Behind the girl in big red letters was the
word EXIT.

I rolled my eyes and so did the other
me’s.

What is wrong with me and my whacked up
mind.

I started towards it but Little Me grabbed me
as confusing as that was.

She shook her head wide-eyed and fearful.

“You can’t do that. Choosing is your exit.
That’s running away. It’s cheating. You can’t run away from
yourself even if we are really, really weird.”

“Uh, yeah I can,” I said, brushing past
her.

The other me’s faded away, but the little
girl me flicked her wrist and all those memories flitted in front
of me, blocking the exit.

“You can’t! You don’t get it. If you leave
like that then all this will implode on the other worlds.
Especially your reality.”

I looked at a gruesome memory where a small,
hard ball was thrown at the back of my head on purpose.

I shook my head and gave her a backwards
look.

“And that’s a bad thing because…”

“Because something really bad will happen.
Because I’ll disappear. We’ll disappear. Things that aren’t whole
disappear and become something else,” she said gravely, looking at
the exit. “We’re more afraid of what’ll happen then than anything.
Just make a choice. Please. I know you’re scared but this is
better. We need to stop being in denial. You need to face yourself
and your decisions. Or you’ll disappear!”

I looked at her and turned to make a break
for the exit.

I didn’t like it. What she just said. Even if
she was right.

Even if I knew she was right.

No more! I’m done!

I dodged memories left and right, and ran
into one where Pa ran right past a broken, scared me to a wet
Omari.

I stuck my hand out and it blasted into
glitter. I did this for every other memory that blocked my way, and
the ones I missed behind me shattered to dust.

This world began to shake and darkness
collapsed over darkness, caving in and falling apart.

I ran and ran even though she called behind
me.

I finally made it to the exit and a door
appeared.

I grabbed the handle and looked back. I saw
Little Storm, her eyes pleading.

“Time stops for no one but us, Storm. By the
time you realize this, it’ll be too late to move forward. Come
back! Please!”

I shook my head as darkness engulfed her.

All but her silver eyes that stared bitterly
after me. Eyes that were no longer mine. After all: my eyes were
gray.

I opened the door and passed through.

I almost wished I hadn’t.
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Two weeks earlier






I STARED at the scene before me, the dire need to leave
vibrating on my nerves.

However I stayed put.

If my screwed up face held any indication,
this was far from what I was accustomed to.

Hell. Who was I kidding? This was way
beyond anything that could be considered even the least bit
normal. But then again, there was nothing normal about
that girl.

“Alright, Grie! Start the pump! Let’s see
what this fella’s been up to!” the large man yelled to his
assistant! He claimed to be an animal specialist. If that was the
case, then he wasn’t needed here. That thing was no animal.
I knew a monster when I saw one, and I’ve seen a lot of them
lately.

Especially that girl!

The assistant pushed a button, and I could
hear liquid pumping into a thin hose that stretched from a portable
tap to a cage, where it was stuffed down the throat of the monster
that lied unconscious on the floor. I quaked in the cool morning
air.

This creature was unlike any beast I had ever
seen before. For one thing it was big. Big with brown, discolored,
flaky skin. Its paws were huge with long toes and claws longer than
even Shard’s. Its ears were long and torn, probably from vicious
battles. But the worst feature it had were its eyes behind its
closed eyelids. Like blood in hollowed out crystals. It had
terrifying eyes.

Like hers.

This creature. It had probably come from the
same Hell that girl had dragged herself out from. Where all that
shit had come from. I wanted nothing more than to grab a ride and
get the hell out of here. Or at the very least, away from that
thing. Unfortunately, that wasn’t an option.

I ripped my eyes away and looked at my
brother.

He had his hands clenched in tight
fists with his lips pressed in a white line, his eyes narrowed to
sharp daggers at the monster that lied before us. He wasn’t
horrified. He was pissed. But what pissed me off was that he was
pissed off for all the wrong reasons, which was why we were
still here.

If we were going to leave, now was the
time. A calamity of this scale, the city should already be in
lockdown. We’re lucky it’s not, but that would change in minutes.
Minutes we should be using to leave and forget all this… Hell!

Not trying to find the cause of it.

All of it.

“I can’t believe I listened to you.”

“Shut up,” Rey growled in a voice that shook
that scared part of me.

Normally it would’ve shut me up long ago, but
everything was on a level beyond normal. All of me was already
shook up. All of me was already scared.

Hell.

The beast in the cage made a grotesque
gagging noise that turned my stomach. Yeah. Normally, I would’ve
shut up but today there was hell to pay.

“Why? Because I don’t blow up whole towns at
a time, or is it because I’m not a complete psychopath?”

“Shut up!” he growled again. The beast in the
cage jerked violently and gagged several more times.

Ugh!

“I told you! I told you we should’ve left
well enough alone,” I began.

Liquid began to seep from the side of the
monster’s mouth.

“Shut up,” he said again.

“Everyone did!” I added hotly.

A gut-wrenching gurgling started from the
cage.

The only response I got was “Shut up.”

That didn’t hinder me. “But did that stop
you. Nooo.” This time I didn’t even get a response, so I carried
on. “First you let her manipulate you with her pathetic sob story.
Then you let yourself get pulled into all her lies. And
then, without even thinking, you invite her to come
with us. O-ho-ho! I can’t even begin to imagine what you
were thinking.”

Still no response.

Well.

“Did it not occur to you that she tried to
kill our dragons? Or what about the fact that
everyone hated her. I mean, come on.” I slapped my hand to
my face and left it there, hoping the sting would burn some sense
back into me. Back into the world. “She blew up a goddamn cheese
fountain for God’s sake! And let’s not forget that explosion from
the palace she was just in.”

Reynard’s jaw clenched, but not much else. I
decided I wanted a better response than that.

“You couldn’t leave it alone when she died in
the woods, and because of that, she came back to haunt us here. You
couldn’t just let her go when she ran away from us in town and you
got your ass kicked. You couldn’t accept it when she dumped you and
went back to her boyfriend, and you invited the scary little
stalker home with us when she came running back like the
lunatic she is with the craziest story. Why would you invite the
damn maniac to come with us, knowing that there was no way Mom
would let another one of your crazy girlfriends come stay
with us. And before we can even leave she hijacks our
control over Shard and Jewel while we’re getting our asses kicked
by that blood-thirsty troll, Geoff.”

I stopped to take a deep breath. God. I
couldn’t be telling this story right, but I knew that I was. I
sounded just as crazy as that girl!

“He didn’t even try to kill us. Was I the
only one who noticed that? We ruined his life! Our father
destroyed the ‘Iron Bull’ and when he saw her we didn’t even
matter anymore. He just flicked us away and went after
her!

“A sensible person would’ve just cut his
losses and called it luck that she was gone. He would’ve saw
that a monster deemed invincible was crushed and driven mad by an
even worse monster and ran with his life. But you’re not
sane! No. You go after her!

“And what happens when we find her?
There’s no Geoff nowhere in sight. Instead, she’s being
eaten by a ten foot behemoth right out of our nightmares! God! I
should’ve just turned her in when I had the chance. All
those chances. Now I won’t ever be able to sleep
again.”

I jumped when the beast bucked up and jerked
violently. “Man, this fella is stubborn! Crank it up Grie. It
should be alright!” The large man ordered his assistant. The young
man flipped a switch. The monster jerked violently again causing me
and every other guy in the area to jump. Everyone except Rey.

“I should’ve listened that very first time
when that guy told us her name. Warned us! I mean,
what person in their right mind plays in the woods like it’s their
backyard. All the signs were there, but I stupidly listened
to my brother. ‘She’s so cute, what harm could she possibly
do?’ ‘Don’t be such a prick.’

“Urgh!”

“Alright everyone! He’s just about to blow!”
the big man addressed all the spectators in the crowd. I heard a
sound like I’ve never heard before and never wanted to hear again,
but I didn’t turn toward the monster in the cage.

“I should’ve listened when those kids told us
her story. Or even when all those people ran away from us
when you were carrying her half-dead through the streets
last night. You should’ve just left her at that hospital. Or
maybe I should’ve left you? The only person too stupid to
listen to reason.”

Water exploded out of the creature’s mouth,
but I didn’t stop.

“But who am I to talk. I was too stupid to do
even that. But everything they said about her was
true. These people wronged her and she brought a
plague down on them.”

I grabbed a numb, swollen knot on my arm
where a spyder bit me. The painkillers were doing their job, but I
could just imagine the throbbing green and purple pustule.

“Spyders!”

More water came out of the creature’s mouth.
Reynard’s eyes narrowed to slits.

“I bet everybody’s learned their lesson now!
Everybody but you and her! You, because you’re still looking
for her, and her because she’s crazy. God!
She was petting that thing like it was a cat! And if we’re
lucky, it ate her whole. If we’re lucky, she’s
dead right now. Cause if we’re not, then God help us because
that girl was nothing but—”

“Shut up!” Reynard yelled.

He turned and yanked me to him just as the
beast regurgitated a large, fleshy entity. Reynard stared at me for
only a moment longer before he threw me to the ground.

There was no way to tell what was going
through his mind. There was only anger as it radiated out of every
step he took towards the beast’s cage.

The large man grabbed the entity with his
gloved hand. His wife would be jealous at the way he shamefully
felt it up. But I seriously couldn’t watch anymore. I already lost
my lunch twice, and was about to lose my stomach.

I turned away as he grabbed at the other
large chunks that fell out of the monster’s mouth. I swallowed a
heave as my stomach tossed to hell and back.

God! How the hell… Why the hell is he smiling while
doing that?

“Well?” Rey asked. I turned towards his voice
and saw that he was at the foot of the cage, holding the bars.

“Hmm?” The large man answered. He took
another moment, probably inspecting another piece (I wouldn’t look
to see) and then answered. “Our buddy here had a lot to eat, but
girl wasn’t part of his diet! Either you caught the wrong perp
(which I doubt), or our buddy here didn’t eat your girl! Had a fine
Langlang, though! What do you suppose we should do with him?”

Reynard’s head practically fell through the
bars. Even from this distance I could see his muscles loosen. But
it was the exact opposite for me. My muscles tightened so painfully
that I just about retched. Even the notion of that girl
being out there somewhere ruined me.

A girl with curly brown hair let out a sob
and turned to a guy with blond hair and…

“Dammit!”

It was that boy. The boyfriend.

What… How did he even get outside of
the gates? Why would he come outside of the city? It was dangerous
out here, even if we were still within the barrier. Besides, no one
was safe right now with my brother like this.

“I don’t care,” Reynard replied, “I just
don’t want to see it ever again!” Reynard pushed away from the cage
and walked in the direction opposite me.

For a moment, I considered letting him go.
These last few months, there has been nothing but hell and scorn
between us. Actually, before we ran into that girl, for the
first time since I screwed up so badly, Reynard and I were actually
getting along. Sparring, making jokes, and laughing together; and
then that girl came along, and we went back to disagreeing about
everything again.

God, I hated her.

I reluctantly went after my brother. He was
headed back into the forest and neither Jewel nor Shard were up for
fending off hellhounds a second time. We just barely got away from
them and the crazy swarm of spyders the first time.

Right before he reached the barriers
threshold I grabbed him. “What are you doing?” I already knew what
he was doing, and thought him a fool for doing so.

“Get offa me!” he snarled.

Fat chance!

“You’re going after that girl again,
but even you’re not so stupid to go out there alone! You’ll
be killed in a second, and all for that evil—d”

“I’ve had it with you!” Reynard swung his
fist towards my face, and I ducked. Before I could retaliate, a
foot snapped against my ribs, and I felt myself hit the ground.

Fast!

He turned and walked away.

Bad move.

I got up and rammed him in the back. I hit
him once before he jabbed his elbow into my chest. He turned
around, but before he could do any more damage I grabbed his wrist.
We struggled and rolled around like that for a moment until he
hollered, “Let go!”

“Why! So you can kill yourself!” I yelled
back.

He growled at me, and I returned it with
interest. “She isn’t worth it!”

“How would you know!” he said struggling
against my hold, “You never even gave her a chance!”

“Damn straight! That girl was out of her
mind! She was trying to kill us! All of us! You’re the—Oof!”

Reynard freed one of his hands from my grasp
and hit me.

“No she wasn’t!”

I dodged his second blow and landed a kick in
his gut. When he hit the ground I quickly subdued him. He struggled
like an eel beneath me, but I forced myself solid.

I was not going to lose another sibling if I
could help it.

Never again.

“Let go!” he shouted!

I was fed up with his stupidity. He even let
me one-up him.

“Say I let you go,” I yelled, “What will you
do! Get yourself killed! Then what do I tell Mom and Dad! That I
let you run off to your death!”

“Screw you!” was his reply.

I jammed my elbow into his back.

“Think about it! That girl is
dead! She has to be. You know how it is out there! One hour!
That’s the most that anyone ever gets! One hour before they’re
killed, and she’s been out there an entire day! She’s dead! Move
on!”

Reynard growled again, this time more
defeated, but it still had fight to it. But where was there any
room for stubbornness and disbelief when it came to the forest.

“You don’t know that.”

“Yeah I do! I’m not wrong. You and I both
know it! And even if I were, are you willing to sacrifice us all on
a whim?”

“I’m not asking anyone for anything! So get
the hell offa me!” I let my elbow dig in deeper.

“I can’t believe how big of an idiot
you are! Do you really think that any of us would let you go out
there by yourself! We care about you! She didn’t! And even
if I let you go, do you think that Jewel would just sit here and
wait for you to come back!” Reynard froze. “She loves you too much!
She’d be right at your side, and she’d die right in front of you
because you’re too big of an idiot to see that she’d fight to the
death for you, and because of that girl she’s too hurt to do
even that! None of us have the strength to fend off anything right
now! And whether you want to believe it or not, it’s that
girl’s fault! All… Most of it is! Should we all die for her
corpse?”

That knocked the rest of the fight out of
him! He let out a deep breath, and his face filled with some sort
of realization.

Good, I mused to myself. It was
relieving to see that whatever thrall that girl used to
manipulate my brother was dissolving.

I let up and Reynard knocked me off of him.
He got up and looked into the forest.

For a moment I thought he’d make a break for
it. For her. But then he turned and walked past me to town.

I got up and followed behind him, rubbing my
jaw.

The painkillers were already working on it,
and any bruises would be gone by evening.

Now all we have to do is get the hell out of
here!

When we got back to the other side of the
gate it was utter chaos!

For one, little spyders still crawled
everywhere. They were a lesser threat, but they were still
poisonous, flesh eating monsters. I was just glad there weren’t as
many as before.

In the distance I saw a flash of red.

Jewel.

She was resting, the spyders not even daring
to go near her. She was still really sick, but when she saw us she
jumped up to meet us.

Reynard was quiet.

She searched around looking for something she
wouldn’t find, and gave Reynard a desperate whine. We both already
knew she was looking for her new master.

Reynard patted her nose, his face
deadpan.

“We couldn’t find her,” was all that he
said.

Shard bumped me in the back. I knew it was
him because when I turned I saw nothing.

“Let’s go,” I said to them all. “Before we
get stuck here.”

We turned and headed towards the South Gate
where our transport was waiting. I didn’t even care that everyone
saw our dragons.

I told Reynard and Al that we should park
east, but did anyone ever listen to me. Nooo. They wanted to be
lazy and park where it was convenient.

I bet at least Reynard was regretting it
now.

A steady chime came from Jewel’s saddle.

Reynard’s port.

It was probably Mom calling to check up on us
again. It made me mad that he turned the volume all the way down so
that I wouldn’t hear it and he could ignore it. It made it all the
more worse considering that my cheese soaked port was crudely
snatched out of my hands by him and thrown off the Snake when I
attempted to tell our mother what he had been up to.

Angry, I snuck to Jewel’s side, who growled
at me, and reached into Reynard’s bag until I had his port.

I let myself fall behind a little, then I
dialed Mom’s code. She didn’t answer. “Dammit!”

That was when I heard it. Sobbing.

My head flew up so fast and I looked for
her. What, or rather, who I saw instead was the curly haired
brunette from earlier. I couldn’t help but notice how attractive
she was even though she was crying. A pretty face and a nice figure
to go with it, but her voice reminded me of that girl’s.

Especially the way she talked.

“Oh, Irwin! It’s all our fault! Why couldn’t
we just listen to her!” she wailed.

“I know,” the boy said in a quiet voice. “I
should’ve listened to her.”

“She’s dead now, isn’t she? I can’t… How
could we leave…? I just left her alone like that! I can’t believe I
did that to her. How could we do it? We just left her behind with
that monster to fend for herself. What kind of friends are we
Irwin? She’d never have done that to us. She didn’t,” her voice
broke.

The boy was at a lost for a moment. He opened
his mouth and then shut it tight without bothering to look at the
girl. The girl stopped and so did he. She hit him hard.

“You’re not saying anything because it’s
true! We’re horrible people! We let our friend die alone, and in
such a horrible w—”

“You’re right! We’re horrible! We’re cowards
who didn’t deserve to know her, but you’re wrong about her! She
isn’t dead!” the boy yelled.

The way he said it: So sure. It made my
stomach go in knots!

“You say that like you’re so sure, but face
it Irwin, no one could survive out there! Not even he—”

“Yeah, nobody else could, but this is Storm
we’re talking about! She’s not dead!” he argued.

“Quit fooling yourself, Irwin! I know you
loved her, but even you have to admit when you’re wrong and let go!
Just like me,” she told him barely above a whisper!

“She’s not dead!” he said again, just as
sure.

“Oh, yeah! Well, how do you know anyway? What
makes you so sure?” she asked with scorn. And hope.

He thought about it for a moment.

“That girl is too dumb to die. You saw,
right?” He let a small smile creep across his face. “That idiot.
Always trying to be brave. But it’s always worked out for her. It’s
always suited her. Kept her alive.

“Look. I’m willing to bet that if she isn’t
somewhere beating up some creeps for talking too loud, then she
probably has every damn monster in that forest at her mercy by now.
She’s terrible like that, you know? Trouble. And besides, she made
a promise! To meet us. That idiot would break her neck slipping on
ice rather than break her promises!”

“You really think?” the girl asked with a
sob.

“It’s Storm we’re talking about. Of
cour—”

Reynard yanked the boy off his feet until
they were face-to-face. The girl, shocked at first, immediately ran
to her friend’s defense, hitting and shoving my brother who was the
least bit disturbed.

“Damn!” How could I let myself get so
distracted that I lost sight of my brother? He could’ve just as
easily have ran back towards the forest, and I’d have never
known.

That guy, whatever his story may be, could be
just as big a victim of that girl as us all. I clearly
remembered him warning us about her manipulation. Now that I think
about it, so did that Morph girl, Rico.

Well, victim or not, either way, my brother
had him in his grasp, and, with our strength, a flick could break a
neck. I was willing to bet that Reynard wasn’t the one for control
right now, which meant that I had to stop him.

“This is entirely your fault! How
could you bring her here! What did she ever do to you that
you would let her suffer like that!” Reynard said in a low,
threatening voice.

The boy tried to answer, but it came out a
choked quack.

Can he breathe?

“Get off of him!” The girl screamed in a
hectic fit. “You’re killing him!”

Shit!

“Reynard! Get off of him,” I yelled as I was
within arm’s reach. The only choice I had was to slam him to the
ground. I was right there when he just let go.

The boy fell to the ground, but quickly got
up, grabbed the girl by her arm, and darted away.

What?

Well, with that settled I turned to lecture
my brother.

“What—” I started to say, but someone was
mumbling loud and incessantly behind me. I looked at Rey and saw
him staring at the reflective glass windows. I followed his eyes,
fed up with everything this idiot was putting me through.

Hot-blooded youths ran through the streets
chasing small spyders with fashioned weapons, but that wasn’t what
Reynard was staring at.

I saw a giant piece of granite moving behind
us?

Wait.

I turned and saw that it wasn’t a giant
stone, but in fact a giant man.

Geoff.

He watched as that boy and that girl ran off
into the distance, and looked as if he was about to give chase, but
decided against it.

God! He looks worse than he did the other night! The
other night?

What hell.

Geoff had been pitch black with half his face
burned off, which surprised all of us because he was impervious to
heat and, well, everything else. The only way to defeat him was
suffocation, which was a bold move on anyone’s part.

Now, not only was his face burned off, but he
was torn up all over his nude body. Deep, bloody gashes in his
invincible hide.

My breathing was all messed up. “What the
hell did she do to him?”

Reynard didn’t turn around. He stood there
mortified and shook his head.

Geoff made his way closer to us mumbling
incessantly, and I didn’t dare move.

Maybe he’d ignore us like he did those other
kids.

Just then, he looked our way.

Damn!

I stared at him frozen and he stared at us.
After a long moment of this he finally spoke up.

“Where is she?”

“Huh?” Reynard turned away from the glass and
stared up at Geoff.

Geoff sped up in our direction.

“Wait!” I tried. “We don’t know! She’s
de—”

“WHERE IS SHE!” he roared.

His eyes completely filled with black and he
sped full speed towards us like a freight line.

Reynard yanked my collar and dragged me with
him.

It took me a moment to realize that Geoff was
chasing us. Chasing us because my brother just had to invite the
girl who effed up Geoff’s life to come with us. Chasing us
because he was already really mad at us. Chasing us because he
wanted to kill us.

“Hey, Reynard! Got anymore bright ideas!
Maybe you should invite him to dine with us, and maybe he’ll just
kill us instead of ripping us from limb to limb!”

“Will you just shut up and run!” Rey
yelled.

“What? You want to go now? But we’re
having such a great time now aren’t we! What’s wrong? I
thought you liked sociopaths trying to kill us! I thought you lived
for danger! Didn’t you tell me to live on the wild a little? Don’t
tell me this is too wild for y—”

Fed up with our arguing, Shard jumped over my
head in front of us, the tip of his tail swiping me. It tripped me
up and sent me careening into Reynard, who fell forward. It was all
Geoff needed to catch up.

He glowered over us, foam forming at the
sides of his mouth. “Where is she!” he bellowed, spittle flying
everywhere! “TELL ME! WHERE SHE IS!”

He raised his fist over his head and we were
goners for sure. But then his eyes rolled to the back of his head
and he fell forward over us.

I quickly got up and jumped out of the way,
while Rey did the same!

Geoff fell forward with a loud “THUNK” and
Jewel growled at him.

All I did was stare at him.

“Nice going, Rey. But before our little
vacation is over, you might want to share any other ways you might
try to get us killed. If not, can we please just get the Hell out
of here?”

I looked at Reynard, but he wasn’t paying any
attention to me or anything else. He was staring at air. At things
he couldn’t possibly see beyond the wall. I felt my temple pulse
hard enough to explode.

“SHE’S DEAD!” I hollered. “GET OVER IT!”

He looked down and turned away.

I saw his shoulders rise and fall. “Let’s
go,” he said.

“Thank you!” I said bitterly. “Come on,
Shard. Let’s get the hell out of here.”

Neither one of us said anything as we walked
back to the transport.

My knees nearly buckled when I saw the big,
green Python Ryder. Our ticket out of here. Jewel whined again, and
started to turn the other way. She didn’t like transports, but I
didn’t think that was why she was acting up.

Reynard was quiet for a moment, but then
stroked her mane. “Come on, Girl. Let’s go home,” he sighed.

“Hey guys, what’s up? Did something happen?”
Al, our “guardian,” yawned. Figures. Only Al would sleep through
the freaking apocalypse!

“Nothing!” Rey answered without looking at
him. “Open the latch, we’re loading up and going home.”

“What? Already? But I met this real cute
skiff, and we’re supp—”

“Al!” I said. “The latch!”

“Oh. Okay.” He climbed the Python and
disappeared for a moment. A series of clicks and clacks and one pop
told us that the doors and stay house were open. Al’s head popped
over the top of the Python. “Hey! Uh? Did I… miss something?”

Reynard disappeared behind the transport with
Jewel and I sighed.

“Shard, get in back.”

The dragon, as if the last few days never
happened, obediently did as he was told and followed Rey. I stared
up at an expectant Al and saw that he was relaxed as ever.

I realized that ever since we arrived in
Nimbus that he constantly offered me and Rey the opportunity to
stay in the transport. And that not only Rey, but I as well,
constantly refused.

If we had stayed in the transport and
committed ourselves to the mission instead of playing, we wouldn’t
have ever met that girl.

But we didn’t, and carefree Al had missed a
lot.

He was still clueless about Aureole.

I shrugged and repeated the same line I
rehearsed a million times before.

“You’re joking, right?” I stuffed my hands in
my pockets, ignoring the slight aches and pains of the last three
weeks. I walked to the other side of the Python and climbed into
the open door.

Reynard must be in the back with the
dragons.

Good! I couldn’t even stand to look at
him!

Before sliding the door close, I looked out
and was grateful I saw no grey. I pulled out the yellow eye flip
that fell out of that girl’s pocket.

I thought to throw it. To get rid of any
trace or chance of that girl ever coming back to haunt me. But
looking at the stone, I stuffed it back in my pocket.

“That monster is gone,” I said to myself.

I slid the door close and collapsed on the
rise.

I closed my eyes grateful that I’d never see
grey that bled into white no longer. That I could forget that grey
hair and black mask. That I would never catch sight of that scarred
devil on her back. I was grateful that I’d never have to suffer
her ever again.

I pulled a cushiony pillow under my swollen
cheek and smiled. But when darkness overtook me, there was only
Trouble smiling at me.
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MY eyes were
too heavy to open, I couldn’t tell if my arms were still attached
to my body, and I wasn’t sure if my legs were bent lead or heavy
poles.

All I could do was sit here.

Numb.

That was how I felt right now.

Dead to the world.

It didn’t matter.

Nothing mattered anymore.

Leave! I’ll be better off when you’re not here. Just
like I always am.

I jumped up from off the floor and stared
around the room. A blast of hot air whooshed past my neck, and I
turned to see the ever agitated Ricochet biting his eyes into
me.

He puffed again and I walked away from him.
How did I end up in his pin, anyway?

“Rooon,” Jewel whined at me.

I frowned at how tired and beaten down she
still looked. I sat down at her side and absently began stroking
her. She whined again, and I went numb again.

“This is all my fault,” I told her.

She made a sound at my comment, but I was too
wrapped up in whatever this was. This lukewarm, oppressive presence
in my chest.

“What’s wrong with me, Girl? Bran’s right.
Why am I getting all hung up over one girl? I barely even knew
her!” I told Jewel.

I could barely get her out of my mind.

That’s how it’s been ever since I first saw
her.

Those eyes.

I see why she told me her name was Storm—if
that really was her name. Her gray eyes, they were so deep. So
endless. They held such tremendous presence. Like clouds on a
stormy day. Or the ocean. Beautiful.

The rest of her was just as unexpected, just
as extraordinary. Her thin, fragile frame, her feathery gray hair,
even her face morph was cute. I hated morphreaks.

Cute wasn’t a word I associated with
morphreaks. I absolutely hated morphreaks, and yet, she was one,
and I thought she was cute.

Unexpectedly cute. And absolutely
dangerous.

Damn!

I remembered that. There was no denying it.
Especially not now. After all that’s happened.

She hurt people.

I don’t think she did it on purpose. She
didn’t. But the fact was that she hurt people. She tried to hurt
us. She hurt Jewel. But worst of all, she hurt herself.

I should’ve left her alone, but it wasn’t
hard to see that she was already in that boat. Alone and scared.
Scarred. Hurt. She needed help. I had to help her. It was
already clear that no one else would.

She was scared and alone, and I had to help
her.

I tried to help her.

Jewel curled up around me and laid her head
in my lap. I leaned back into her and covered my face.

“I told her I’d protect her,” I said.

Jewel lifted her head out of my lap and laid
it back down. She made a sound in the back of her throat, and I
rubbed her head. I had no idea what Storm did to Jewel—or Shard for
that matter—but was it really so awful?

Jewel and Shard were both okay, even though
Shard had nearly killed Storm. Whatever she had done to him, to
both of them, she seemed completely unaware of it.

Rey. I didn’t do anything. I don’t know what
happened, but—

I groaned. How long was her voice going to
haunt me? But still…

“I shouldn’t have snapped at her. I should’ve
listened to her. If I would’ve she wouldn’t have ran off, Girl. I
don’t know.”

And Geoff. That proved she wasn’t normal.
That she was dangerous. That she had needed help. Who knows what
happened between the two of them. What she did to him. All I knew
is that she drove an already mad man insane.

It’s not like he didn’t deserve it.

He accepted bribes to let numerous illegal
smuggling rings off the hook. He let criminals into the Royal
Guard. He had a secret plot to assassinate the president, and all
because he wasn’t chosen to be this country’s leader.

Dad had uncovered the worst of what he’d done
and exposed him. Who knows how he got off? A dirty deal with a
former flunky no doubt. All I knew was that when he got let off the
hook he came after us.

When people say that he’s invincible they
sure as hell aren’t kidding. But what no one knows is that Dad is
as equally invincible if not more.

Unfortunately, the rest of us aren’t.

After a confrontation, that ended poorly for
Geoff—and was quite humiliating on his part—our family went into
hiding. We’ve been on the quick & quiet since.

But the point was that he was
invincible. That nothing anyone had ever done to him before
had ever hurt him. That what she had done to him, twice, without
any witnesses (unfortunately), twisted the ‘Iron Bull’ into an
irate pretzel.

When this got out it would be hell in a hand
basket. Geoff’s name would get tossed through the mud, and the
‘demon’ that did it, the little girl, she’d reign on a
thrown of infamy. And I could’ve prevented it all.

I buried my face in my hands.

All the things I could’ve done
differently.

I could’ve pushed her harder to stay with me.
I could’ve just left her alone. I could’ve listened to her—but I
didn’t listen to anybody, so that was out. I could’ve… There’s
always something I could’ve, would’ve, should’ve done. But this is
the first time I failed so miserably.

If you had me with you, the earth would probably
crack open and swallow you whole.

“Swallow me whole, huh? You’re not even here
and that’s happening.”

Jewel looked at me and I apologized to
her.

I shouldn’t be here whining to her. I should
be doing something. Anything. Not wallowing in self-pity. It
wouldn’t help anyone. Jewel would still be sick. Bran would still
be an ass. And Storm…

She wasn’t coming back.

I growled and slammed my fist against the
wall, giving Jewel, Ricochet, and Shard a start. It didn’t sting as
much as I wanted, and when Al saw the dent I had made Dad would
disinherit me for hurting his “other” baby.

“Dammit!”

I got up, and Jewel gave a concerned coo.

I headed straight for the closet and took the
E-medcare bag out. There was clanging from the ceiling of the empty
space next to the closet, and Shard made himself visible to me.

I turned away from him and went straight back
to Jewel. “You can turn back invisible. I can’t even stand to look
at you right now.”

Whatever Storm had done to them, Shard had
gotten the worst of it, often stiff with pain. He probably wanted
treatment but I wasn’t going to give him that pleasure. Bran
brought him so Bran could deal with him.

I can’t believe Dad o.k’d him coming. Shard
was more unstable than Lyra, and Lyra was feral.

Shard whimpered in either shame (yeah, right)
or pain. He ran to a corner in his space and, once again, I could
pretend that it was empty.

I’m glad that Jewel made it clear to him that
we were both mad at him and wanted nothing to do with him. His
behavior—even before we met Storm—was inexcusable.

“I can’t believe we had to bring you with
us,” I shot at him.

I took the lathe and a packet of Calyx
solution out of the bag and returned to Jewel’s side. She sighed in
relief and rolled to her side to give me better access to her. When
I just stood there staring at her majesty she chirped an
impatient sound.

I rolled my eyes at her and stuffed the
packet in the bottom of the lathe. Then I crossed my arms.

“Now how could anyone ever think that you
were spoiled?”

Jewel whapped me with her tail and I laughed,
proud that I could.

“Smart-ass,” I told her, bending over.

Jewel chirped again while she laid her head
down and got comfortable. Jewel loved to be lathed.

I turned the lathe on, and blunt spikes on
the top spun in a blurring motion. As a test, I pushed the button
in and clear fluid squirted everywhere.

Jewel growled at me. She hated it when I
wasted her leisure drug.

I smiled at her and pressed the lathe into
her neck, massaging the area. When the scales were filed down
enough I pushed the button again, injecting the solution into her
blood.

Jewel sighed in pleasure and let the solution
take away any pain or anxiety she might be feeling. The next time
she sighed, she was in a deep slumber.

I continued to massage the lathe over the
rest of her body. Nothing else I’ve done seemed to do much to help
her.

“Storm, what the hell did you do to my
dragon?” I asked her ghost.

I got no answer. Big surprise.

I had a lot of questions about Storm and
absolutely no answers. Like why, if she wasn’t human, was she in a…
a place like that? Aureole? I still couldn’t believe the people in
that town. Her being there was definitely a mistake.

And what the hell was she? No human could
survive what she had. I grabbed my head. Losing all that blood.

I had a shirt covered in her blood. I had her
blood-soaked hat. All because of Bran and Shard.

What was it about her that made them lose
their minds?

I knew Bran was off his heel. He succumbed to
outrageous fits of rage in which he knocked holes in poor inanimate
objects, but I never thought he’d be capable of hurting people.

Of murder.

That’s what he had been trying to do to
Storm. He was trying to kill her, plain and simple. The image, the
sound of him slamming her to the ground, they caused heat and anger
to explode inside of me.

“Rrryoo!” Jewel yelped.

She jumped up, which broke through my anger
like glass.

I saw that I had left the lathe in the same
spot for too long and it stripped off a few scales, leaving a
small, irritated bald spot.

“Dammit! I’m so sorry, Jewel!” I told her,
pulling out the ointment.

She huffed at me impatiently, and a tail
thudded against my back. Then she lay back down while I treated her
bald spot. When I was done, she got up and jumped in the stable
with Ricochet, who gave her the slightest of glances.

She laid down next to him and huffed at
me.

“I said I was sorry,” I grumbled at her.

Shard was visible in his corner staring at
me.

“Duh!” I commanded him.

He immediately looked away.

The minute we got back I was going to order
him to chew off his feet.

What he did to Storm, I definitely believed
he was capable of. He not only attacked other dragons on occasion,
but he had a history of taking chunks out of people.

That’s why Dad gave Shard to Bran after Shard
was cleared. He figured two loose cannons facing each other
cancelled the other out. Right?

Wrong; if neither had any aim.

But… I guess it wasn’t completely untrue.

When Bran got Shard they both calmed
down. Our home had significantly fewer holes being filled in, and
Shard’s fight wounds actually managed to completely heal for once.
They managed to calm each other down, but they were still
vicious.

“This is all Maiden’s fault!” That maniac.
She screwed up our family. She almost screwed up Jewel. She
definitely screwed up Shard. And she screwed Bran over ten ways to
hell. “I’m glad she’s gone!” I said, and all three dragons made
different sounds of agreement.

Just then the door opened, and who should
walk in but the mule stepping off of his pedestal. I got up and
stuffed the ointment and lathe back in the bag and threw it in the
empty stall. Then I walked past him to the door.

“Still being an ass, I see!” he said, moving
to get the bag.

I clenched my fist as if I could hold back
the dire need to hit him. “Go to hell,” I told him. “You and that
beast.” Then I walked out before I could hear his retort.

I walked down the hall and decided against
the kitchen. I didn’t think that I’d be able to keep anything down
for a while. Instead, I went to the pilot room. I wasn’t surprised
to see Al sleeping at the wheel. He was just as carefree as Dad
was. Besides, he’d been patient with us this whole trip, barely
daring to ask those annoying questions adults usually hounded
youths with. We were more than a month off schedule, but Al let us
get away with hell. I don’t even think that he knows that a Cheese
Fount exploded in Aureole. And if he knew about the spyders in
Corona then he just didn’t care. That was our Al: oblivious and
complacent.

I checked to make sure that the autopilot was
driving and not Al. It’d suck if Al’s hand knocked against the
wheel, causing us to crash. I’m sad to say that it wouldn’t be the
first time. If I was stuck here with Bran longer than need be then
I might actually kill him this time.

Al wasn’t driving so I walked behind him to
the ladder and quietly unsealed the hatch. Hot evening air blasted
in my face and suffocated me until I turned away from it. After
flipping on the barrier, I pulled myself completely out of the
hatch and climbed onto the roof. I sat down near the handrail and
gripped it tightly. I stared out into the forest.

From what I could tell, nothing was following
us. We were probably moving too fast. Python’s were designed to be
too fast for most forest beast to give chase.

The heat felt good. It reminded me of how
cold it was in the Python. How cold I’d been for the last few
weeks.

It would’ve been easier if I never met her.

“Storm?” I wondered.

Everyone lost in the forest got one hour, if
that.

There were just too many things out here that
wanted to kill us. Monsters, beast, plants, and who knows what
else.

No one deserved to die such a horrible
death.

“I should’ve just grabbed her when I had a
chance.”

I remembered everything so clearly.

I had her. I had her!

Then that thing came along and took
her away.

Charlie, she called it.

I had no idea what that thing was, but she
called it “Charlie” like it was her best friend or pet or
something. Not like it was a gigantic ferocious beast. I couldn’t
tell if she was serious, or if it was the drugs, but she bossed
that thing, and Jewel, around like she was their master. Any idiot
could see that she wasn’t controlling the spyders because
they very clearly were trying to kill her. But that beast—she
called it an agra bunny—she had it eating out of her hands.

I should’ve grabbed her then. I should’ve and
I wanted to. But…

I was too scared.

I hesitated and that beast grabbed her
instead.

It grabbed her and it was fast.

Jewel and Shard at their best, which they
weren’t, couldn’t hold a dream of that speed in any of our wildest
imaginations, but that didn’t stop Jewel, and it didn’t stop me. We
chased it until the hounds came out and chased us back. And just
like that, she was gone. Gone in the forest with that beast.

I squeezed the bar tightly until it hurt.
This metal was designed for beast. Even with my strength I’d never
be able to best it.

I don’t even know why I stuck around long
enough for the beast to get caught crawling back over the wall
without Storm. I don’t know why I was so desperate to see
its insides turned out. I guess I just needed to know for sure. If
the beast had eaten her, then seeing a body would end it.

There would be no doubt.

Her hour would be over and I’d be able to
move on.

Only there was no body. There was no blood
trail. There were no agonizing screams. There were no signs or
meaningful winds or trees falling. Nothing spoke of Storm’s demise.
There was no body; therefore, her hour continued to stretch on and
on. And so did the questions my agonized mind thought up.

Is her body out there somewhere? Is it alone?
Is it lying alone on the ground? Or cold in a pit? Is she suffering
still? Will she always suffer? Is she still alive? Did she die?
Would I ever find out? Find her?

“I should’ve just grabbed her,” I said,
banging my head against the bars.

“Good thing you didn’t,” a scornful voice
said behind me.

Bran!

I gritted my teeth and squeezed the bars
again.

If he wasn’t my brother I’d have killed him by now.
If my coming home without him didn’t mean my certain doom I’d bury
him somewhere and leave the shovel.

“Get out of here, Bran. I’m not in the mood,”
I barely managed to grit out.

“I’d like nothing more than to be far away
from you, trust me, but we need to talk,” he said. “So I’ll get
right to the point. What are we telling Mom?”

Mom. I nearly forgot all about her. You could
tell Dad anything and he’d give you a thumbs up and pat on the
back, but Mom was the exact opposite. I didn’t want to deal
with this right now.

“Screw off.”

He was quiet for a moment as if that’s what
he’d rather do.

“We were gone too long. Before you threw
my port away she called me a hundred times. And you have just
as many missed calls as I have,” he said, showing me my portable.
“And if you think that two towns getting destroyed within weeks of
each other is going to stay under wraps then you’re nuts! She
probably already knows and is worrying her head off. Too much is
going on right now. We need a plan.”

“You want a plan?” I asked him. “Then how
about I tell Mom about how we came to this crap region planning to
screw around. Then we met a doom-laden girl from nowhere who blew
up a town in cheese! And even though she didn’t want anything to do
with us, or anybody for that matter, you tried to kill her anyway.
When that didn’t work you decided to sic your crazy dragon on her,
and she felt she had no choice but to drag her half-dead carcass
away from us.

“Fast-forward a few weeks in a whole nother
city and it turns out that she’s not dead and that every bad guy in
the city is after her. Let’s tell Mom how she blew up a castle and
turned the ‘Iron Bull’ into a weak cow. How she controls
monsters and somehow made a swarm of giant spiders pull a coup on
the city. How she got carried off into the forest and left all of
us reeling. I’m sure that’ll go over well. Especially the part
where you lost your mind. So now that that’s settled
get out of my sight!”

I heard him take a deep breath, then nothing.
Then I heard footsteps. They stopped when they were right behind
me.

“Alright. I get it. I screwed up. Bad.
You’ll never let me forget it. And I’ll never forgive myself for
losing control like I did. I was wrong. I’m willing to admit that,
and I’m willing to come up here and make peace with you, despite
our opposing views. But in order for me to do that I need your
cooperation or at least for you to meet me halfway.”

I just wanted him to leave me alone. I didn’t
doubt that he was trying, but it was always like this. We’d find
common grounds, and he’d look until he found something wrong. Next
he’d pick and pick at it until it fell apart at the seams. That was
when he did it. Struck the final blow.

It was always something. Months’ worth
of planning ruined by his hands. Someone important hurt by him.

Stabbed in the back.

Killed.

It was just his way to hurt people first and
feel bad about it when he realized that it’d hurt him as well.

His way and Maiden’s.

I’d learned from her a long time ago that if
I gave either one of them a foot that they’d stomp all over me and
take the whole mile while they were at it.

I didn’t answer him.

“Look, I—” he started, but there was a roar
of great ferocity that knocked over our pathetic forms.

Above the trees emerged a large green head
overly ridden with large, sharp horns and barbs. Its huge, blind
eyes stared blankly into air, and its thin slits for nostrils
opened and closed as it took in the smell of us.

It was the feral dragon.

Ragrat!

His head slowly turned in our direction, and
he roared again, probably catching the scent of his only heir,
Shard. He sliced the air with two jagged wings, causing mini
whirlwinds and a huge gust that nearly knocked over the Python. I
held onto the bars while Bran fell ungracefully into the handrail.
The Python righted itself and I looked up at Ragrat miles away from
where he just was.

Bran moaned as he recovered from that chance
blow, and I smiled and gave thanks to Ragrat for saving me. I had
no idea where he was going, but if things were like this then
everything was back to normal.

I quickly went through the hatch and made my
way back to Jewel. I went over and grabbed one of the heavy sacks
while Jewel watched me with a curious eye.

I turned to her.

“Pack up, Girl! We’re finally home!”
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I NEVER
thought I could be so full of regret.

I could barely walk in the suffocating heat
of the sun as it mingled with my overwhelming feelings of shame and
guilt.

I couldn’t steady my hands that shook with
anger.

I couldn’t stop blaming Rey, even though I
knew that none of my actions were his fault.

Was he going to tell Mom and Dad?

God! All I wanted to do was talk with him?

Or beg him not to squeal.

Now he was nowhere to be found.

He didn’t drop Jewel off at the outhouse. He
wasn’t in the meeting room. He could be at home already, but I
wasn’t going back until I knew that for a fact.

What if he’s already telling them everything that
happened? My stomach turned at the thought. No, I can’t go back
until I either find Rey or have a plan.

I just wanted to talk to him, the thought making my
head fall. To explain that I had no idea why I went off the
deep-end like I did. That there was just something about that girl
that made me, no, not just me, but everybody lose it. That when she
hurt Jewel and I couldn’t find Shard that I just assumed the worst
and lost it. Why else would I go so far? To try to kill… her.

I swallowed hard.

I wasn’t crazy. I wasn’t angry. I got angry
sometimes. I did things that I couldn’t explain sometimes, but no
more than anyone else. But hurting people, no matter how much they
deserved it was off my radar. The word “kill,” I didn’t even think
it could possibly be in my vocabulary.

It wasn’t.

What am I going to do? Mom could forgive a lot of
things, but not this.

I needed to find Rey.

A forceful push in my back knocked me forward
to my knees. I turned to my pusher and Shard head-butted me in my
face, his horn colliding with my cheek.

“Ow!”

Shard relinquished, only mildly sorry.

He wasn’t trying to hurt me. That’s what a
lot of people misunderstood. He was trying to help the best way he
knew how. That’s what buddies did for each other. Buddies didn’t
yell at each other, but that’s what I did anyway because I was
mad.

“Knock it off!”

Shard growled, and I put up a wall of power
that crumbled like dust. Shard came up to me again and butted my
chin with his snout, no doubt feeling sorry for how pathetic I
was.

I knew that was why Dad gave him to me.
Before he was mine he was Maiden’s for a long time. My sister’s.
And she was powerful. The most powerful key our clan has seen for
generations.

Shard was weak she said, and so was Jewel,
who briefly belonged to Maiden as well. After she gave Shard up he
went senseless with fear. He’d attack dragons, or other beasts,
that were way stronger than him. And keys.

It wasn’t that he was wild. It was just that
power scared him. Maiden scared him. (She scared everybody.) So any
reminder of her had to go. Get them before they got him. I
understood that better than anybody.

I wasn’t powerful.

I had no power; therefore I wasn’t
intimidating.

Rey was right: I had no self control so I had
no control over Shard.

Normally I could shrug it off, but this time
it wasn’t no harm no foul. I lost myself and tried to kill someone,
which already had dire consequences, but I really lost control of
Shard and he hurt and tried to kill that same person.

I, as a human minor, would get sent away to
some institution for juvenile offenders, but Shard wouldn’t get off
as easily as he’d done before.

Even if that girl, Trouble, had
done something to Shard, she was still a civilian who was attacked.
No one would let that stand. And there was no proof that she had
done anything to provoke Shard.

Because of her Shard would be
terminated if I couldn’t stop Rey.

I didn’t care if he told on me, but Shard
couldn’t die because of her.

Devastated by the fear of my friend’s fate, I
grabbed Shard and squeezed. Shame and anger crushed my organs
together inside me.

“This is all her fault! Why couldn’t
she just do what she said she would and stay away. If she had, none
of us would be here right now. I’m glad she’s dead!”

Shard considered me for a moment and shook me
off. He growled impatiently.

I scowled at him.

“Knock it off!” I told him. “This is your
fault too. If you hadn’t lost your mind and went after that girl we
wouldn’t be here right now!”

I got up and walked to the building. I
slammed both my fist to it and stayed like that, letting the sting
overcome me.

Shard stayed where he was, laying himself
down. He didn’t care that he could possibly die. That was only
me.

That left everything up to me.

“Fine! Lay there! I’ll figure this all out
myself!”

No brother necessary.

“Wait. You wouldn’t happen to know where your
sister is, would you? I assume she’s with my brother.”

Shard actually surprised me by getting up. He
walked over a few feet, at the same time Rey’s port pinged. Mom
again. I decided against answering it, considering I’d see her in a
few hours.

“Dammit.”

Shard walked over to the huge stable and
disappeared around the corner. I could hear the fearful sounds the
horses inside were making, and quickly followed.

Shard didn’t eat horse but he loved the smell
of fear. How he could smell it over horse stank, I’d never
know.

I made it around the corner, but there was no
Shard. There were fearful horses, a bored dog, and a cloud of
gnats, but no Shard. I sensed movement behind me and started
evasive actions but was too slow.

Too suddenly, a hand grabbed me around my
collar, temporarily cutting off my air. I was slammed against the
wall, and an ugly purple face got so close to mine it could’ve
kissed me.

Pessand?!

I tried to struggle against the farmer who I
never figured was a deranged stalker, but he was a big skyrim with
strength greater than mine. He slammed me against the wall again,
giving me a taste of my own medicine.

“I’m a patient man, Leez,” he said quietly.
“I’m patient and I work hard. When your pops asked me if I minded
him running that freak show next door, I frankly told him I didn’t.
I put up with the trespassing, the fear, the stalking, and the
danger for years, without so much as a complaint.”

I didn’t know where he was going with
this.

He was going to push his luck.

I lifted my leg to kick him, but as quick as
a whip, he pulled me forward and slammed me back into the wall. I
definitely preferred it more when I was the one doing the
slamming.

I heard a growl and feared that Shard would
attack Pessand.

I tried the wall of power again, and though
it was weak, it was enough to hold the dragon back.

Now back to Pessand.

“Enough of that Leez. I’ve had enough of all
of your little games. Since your pops won’t do anything about it I
will.”

“What are you talking about?”

He was out of it. Just way out of line.

“Don’t play stupid with me you little punk.
For the last year, you and that brother of yours have been sneaking
in my stables anytime you feel like it and feeding my horses to
those damn monsters you call pets. I’m not having any more of
it!”

What?

That was a very serious accusation.

There was no way either Rey or me would
casually stroll up here and let our dragons feed on any of his
animals. That’s what Ripe ’n’ Whole was for, which the clan poured
thousands into a year for substandard feed. Most of the dragons in
the outbuilding wouldn’t poke a horse with a thirty foot tail.

His accusation was wrong without a doubt.

“Look. I don’t—”

“Don’t Lie! That might work with those
parents of yours but you gotta nother thing coming to you if you
think that you’re foolin’ me to my face and gettin away
scot-free!”

“It’s not us!” I hurried up and got out.

He shook his head and squeezed my shirt
tighter.

“Oh, yeah? Then what are you and that
beast doin’ over here then? Came to smell the roses,” he said
gesturing to an imaginary bush of roses. “You can’t even own up to
your crime like a man. Lucky for you that beast caught my scent and
ran. Because if I ever caught it in the act I’d kill first and ask
questions later. The same goes for the rest of you freaks over
there. This is my last warning!”

Pessand slammed me to the wall one last time
before letting me go. He blustered off.

My breath came out fast, short, and hot.

I clenched and unclenched my fist, then
anchored my feet to the ground where I stood to keep myself from
going after him.

It was then that I smelled it.

A rotting corpse.

The stench pulled my watering eyes away from
Pessand to a blood stain a little ways in front of me that
stretched from one of the stalls to a shovel. Beside the shovel was
what I was sure was the source of the smell. But what it was was
half eaten and all flesh.

I’m guessing it was one of his horses, but I
was sure that none of the dragons had done it.

I actually felt bad for Pessand. He lived for
his horses, and to lose one, well, I’d be angry and lash out at the
first person I could get my hands on too.

A bump on my back pushed me forward a
little.

Shard.

“Don’t do that!” I yelled at him.

He didn’t care.

I sighed and looked at him for a moment.

Nothing fazed him as usual. He looked at the
horse and sneezed.

Shard didn’t like horses. He’d never do that,
and besides, that horse smelled a whole day dead.

We all just got back. The only dragons in the
outbuilding that would’ve done that were Haze and Lyra. The rest
ate feed meat.

It was a choice of poor timing that he caught
Shard and me over here.

“You didn’t bring me over here so you could
eat Pessand’s horses did you?”

He made a low sound in his throat and brushed
past me.

“Didn’t think so,” I said, following him.
“Where are you taking me?” I asked exasperated.

If today was my last day of life, I wouldn’t
spend it playing Shard’s games.

He tiredly trotted along the dirt path to…
Dad.

“Dammit!” I said low enough for Dad not to
hear me.

I debated turning around before he saw me,
but it was too late.

Shard ran past Dad to Dad’s dragon. Shard’s
mother. Shriva, who I hadn’t noticed until then. She greeted her
son as a mother dragon does with a butt under the chin and turned
to me.

Dad looked at first Shard, then me. Whatever
he was doing over here had him frowning, but when he saw me his
face lit up, then turned to a frown again.

Oh, God!

“Bran!” Dad bkawled.

He dropped whatever he had and ran to me.
Then he threw his arms around me and cried, as no adult should, man
or woman, in this kind of situation. I just stood there waiting for
it all to be over.

Shriva did the dragon equivalent of rolling
her eyes before tending to her spur. I guess she could sense that
Shard was sick.

“Oh, Bran! I was so worried about you! Do you
know how many times I called you! Why didn’t you answer the phone!
I thought that something happened to you and your brother! I
thought you were dead! I was so worried! How could you do this to
me!” he cried.

“Uh, Sorry?” I tried. Whatever stopped his
blubbering.

“Sorry!” he said offended, pushing me away
from him. He went on a rant I didn’t care to listen to as I pulled
myself out of a bush.

The only words I caught were “scared,”
“ungrateful,” “die an early death”—which was bull—and
“wrinkles.”

Why me? I asked God.

“So it was you calling us, and not Mom?” I
asked a bit relieved. If we missed that many calls from Mom our
lives were all bent. But if it was Dad, then Mom probably wouldn’t
care until she figured out what I had been up to.

If that was the case then I might not get
screwed twice over. Just once.

“What? Of course it was me!” he bawled.

I sighed in relief.

“How could anyone expect me to sit around
while my babies were out in the big world all alone! I was just
about to—”

That was enough. “Please don’t call me your
‘baby,’” I told him.

That sent him over. He looked at me like I
just slapped him, and stared at me.

Oh, great!

“I was so worried about you. How can you be
so cruel! Especially with everything that has been going on out
there! Do you know how guilty I felt? Sending my poor sons to do my
chores, just to have an entire town explode! I had no idea if you
were still there or if you were okay! How come no one answered my
calls? Then they put the entire Crowne on lockdown this evening! No
one in and no one out except for trackers, bounty hunters, and
chasers! I was sick with worry! I had no idea where you were! That
you were here! How come no one can pick up the pho-port and
call, huh? How—”

“What do you know?” I asked curiously.

I wanted to know how much info they were
circulating.

“Huh?” Dad asked, serious all of a sudden. “I
don’t know. Just that there was a security breach significant
enough to put every district on alert. They just sent a nationwide
service rendered I.P. I was just about to head out. Mind telling me
what you know?”

I guess that makes sense.

With spyders running everywhere, this had to
be the biggest barrier breach since barriers were invented.
Corona would need a huge extermination. Not to mention an
incident report. All the official know-it-alls from every country
would be right there trying to figure out how that happened and why
so they could be the ones to prevent it from ever happening
again.

What a mess.

And to think I was right there. And though I
didn’t understand how it happened, I did know why?

Trouble!

Instead of telling Dad all of this, I just
said, “Spyders swarmed Corona.”

I frowned when he smiled. Then he
laughed.

“What?”

Only Dad would find the humor in a
catastrophe.

“You can only laugh because you weren’t
there!” I told him.

“Oh, my gosh! You were there!” he exploded.
He said a few things that I’d never understand under his
laughter.

I crossed my arms watching him laugh. His
“caring father” cover completely blown.

And here I thought he was so worried. Maniac!

“Hey, Dad!”

Reynard came out from behind a shack in the
distance, his royal Jewel at his heels.

Shriva looked up at her other child and
abandoned Shard, seeing that Jewel was just as bad off as
Shard.

Jewel ignored Shriva and continued to follow
Rey.

“Reynard!” Dad shouted, just as he did with
me mere moments ago. He got up off the ground and ran to his
other child abandoning me, seeing that he preferred Reynard to me.
Only, unlike me, Reynard had no respect, so when Dad was on the
brink of hugging Rey, Rey snapped his foot up and tried to kick
Dad.

Dad, being the one who trained us, easily
dodged, but had to take a defensive stance against his own son.

In the distance, I heard Dad say, “Why must
we always do this!”

Why were we the ones who got stuck with such
an eccentric father?

“Something’s wrong with Jewel,” Rey said,
straight to the point.

I jogged up to them trying to make my
presence known to Rey. I tried to catch his eye, but he avoided
it.

The anger, the fear, started again.

“Shard too,” I added bitterly.

Rey pulled out a balled up handkerchief and
unwrapped it. I leaned over Jewel to see what was inside.

Several small, purple balls and one larger
ball with clear liquid and another ball with white dust floating
inside it rolled slightly around the handkerchief.

“I think she was poisoned by these.”

I just stared at him. The fact that he
ignored Shard already irked me, but the verity of him carrying this
knowledge with him the entire time made me angry. “You knew this
the entire time!”

He didn’t even bother looking at me. I
figured he had completely dismissed me, but he surprised me by
answering.

“I don’t know anything anymore.”

That makes two of us.

“Brrr. Chilly,” Dad said, grabbing one of the
purple balls and the big whitish one from Rey. He inspected the
purple one first. “Crushed into dust?” he mumbled.

“What is it?” Reynard asked.

I was glad I wasn’t the only one who didn’t
know.

Jewel whined, then growled at Shard. It upset
me.

Before we met that girl Jewel was the
only dragon other than Shriva who got along with him. Now even she
was at ends with him.

“It looks like either Wolf’s bane or Pixie
Dust,” Dad told us. Rey’s brow crinkled, and I frowned. “They’re
both dangerous poisons,” Dad enlightened us. “Whoever made these
were serious.”

Dad held the double-balled one up to the
sun.

“Hm?”

He squeezed it until the first ball busrt,
spilling the clear liquid, and held the ball with the white dust.
He turned it in his fingers a few times, then put it in front of
Shriva, who sniffed. She swiped at Dad’s retreating hand, and
Shriva recoiled.

“Just as I suspected.”

None of us had ever seen Shriva behave like
that.

“What?” Rey asked.

“Dust of Lilum,” Dad said.

He put his hand to his chin, contemplating
something.

“So?” Reynard asked.

“No,” Dad said.

“What does that even mean?” Reynard asked
impatiently.

“Oh. Haha. Lilum Dust. It’s sometimes used by
field medics for burns. However… in too small or too large doses
it’s fatal for dragons. Jewel, come here!” Dad ordered.

I could feel the power of his words trickling
over me. I almost went instead, but Jewel cut across me.

Dad was all serious again. Reynard
cursed.

Dad felt Jewel, pressing hard in some
places.

I turned to Reynard.

“Where did you get those?” I asked. No
answer.

Dad was done with Jewel and went over to
Shard. After squeezing Shard’s nostrils and opening his mouth, Dad
turned to us.

“Good news!” he said clapping his hands
together to get Rey’s attention. “Jewel and Shard will be fine.
Shard needs a flush, though. Other than that, with rest and a good
night’s meal they should be running at full capacity in no
time.”

I let out the breath that’s been trying to
come out since I lost Shard in Aureole. My legs could’ve fallen out
from under me, but I staked my legs to the ground.

Now as long as I could keep Rey quiet, Shard
would be okay.

“Come on, Girl,” Rey said, stalking off with
Jewel.

I followed swiftly, clicking so Shard would
know to follow.

“Hey, wait for me,” Dad called after us.
“What’s the rush, anyway? You just got back,” he said, jogging
behind us. “Why’re you kids always in such a hurry?”

We walked back to the outbuilding, with Dad
complaining the entire way. Shriva nitpicked over Shard, grooming
and nipping at him whenever they bumped each other. Jewel comforted
Rey, who was visibly troubled.

His arms were crossed, shoulders stiff, and
his back was straight as he heavily treaded in front of us with his
perma-frown. What was going on in his head was anyone’s guess.

When we arrived at the outbuilding, I
considered asking Dad about Pessand. If this whole horse thing had
been going on for months then Dad had made no mention of it. I
started to bring it up but Dad beat me to it.

“Hey, I’ll put the dragons away. There’s
something I need to do here. You guys look tired. Go home, get
cleaned up, eat, rest. Oh. And try to say hi to your mother or I’m
going to hear it, seeing as you’re my kids and I raised you so
poorly.

“No one’s missed either one of you more than
me but she was pretty lonely without you. So be nice. I’ll take
care of Jewel and Shard, so don’t worry. I need to talk to both of
you later, so I’ll see you. Oh! Is Al in the Python?” he asked,
turning away from us.

I turned to look for Reynard, but he had
disappeared, probably after Dad told us he’d take care of
everything. I nodded at Dad and ran after Rey.

We really needed to talk.

I ran outside, stifled by the heat. I caught
myself and looked around for Rey.

Found him.

He was headed for the vacation house rather
than the loft. Probably trying to avoid Mom.

Good plan.

I started to sprint towards him, but was
stopped by, “Bran?”

My heart skipped over several times.

I jerked my head to the side and saw heaven
wrapped in lithe earthly perfection.

Long red hair tapered at the ends blazed in
the burning heat. Her skin was evenly bronzed by the sun. Sky blue
eyes stared, no, smiled at me from a face so symmetrical the gods
were in envy.

I couldn’t swallow, breathe, or talk.

God, help me.

“Brandon!” Sedona Mariccio called from beside
me. She squealed and ran up to me. “You’re back!”

Flustered and unable to speak I turned away
from her.

“Yeah. Hi,” was my clipped response.

It shocked me that she was even talking to
me. She hadn’t spoken to me, or even looked at me, since before
that “incident” with her sister. This had to be a poorly
timed miracle.

Oh, right!

I looked up at Rey. He was getting away from
me.

Would Sedona hate me for blowing her off
after she had just forgiven me? It was like getting wiped out by
that wave of hot cheese all over again.

She bit her lip like she often did when she
was flustered, and an awkward silence fell between us.

This was the perfect opportunity to dismiss
her and continue my mission.

I turned back to her and noticed the light
blue sundress she had on. I noticed how it curved nicely in nice
places and stopped just above her smooth knees. Blue just had to be
my favorite color.

Damn me.

“How have you been?” I asked her. “Did
anything happen while I was gone?”

She looked at me, and even the brightest sun
couldn’t beat the radiance her smile emitted.

“I can’t tell you how I’ve been until I’ve
told you everything that’s happened. Are you free right now?
You wanna a grab coffee and pekes?”

I smiled.

I deserve this, I told myself, even if
I knew I really didn’t.

Screw Rey. Screw Trouble. And screw every bad
thing.

It was past time I started doing something
just for me.
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DEEP breaths, I told myself as I walked onto a busy
street.

I never thought that every rotten thing in my
mind would explode out as much as it did now.

I felt hot inside, and my breathing amounted
to deep intakes of air and short puffs out. I had to keep my arms
crossed: I was wound so tight my arms would break something if I
let them loose.

Get your breathing under control. Breathing is
everything. It’s life. It’s control.

Easier said than done.

My emotions careened like a cannonball, and
at no target. All because of Storm. All because I didn’t understand
her. Couldn’t understand. Would never understand her.

I could feel the remaining purple balls
burning a hole in my pocket. I squeezed my arms too tight to
stand.

Poison! She tried to poison us!

Those little balls, the ones Storm fired at
us, the ones that I found in her bag, were poison!

Had she been trying to kill us? Did she know
that they would hurt Jewel and Shard? Is that why she went back in
the woods? It seemed that way more and more.

Who was that girl?

I had to get home. The sooner I got back to
my old life, the sooner I could forget her.

Only, I didn’t want to go back to my old
life.

I wanted a new life.

Maybe that’s why Storm had me going. She was
new.

Different.

That had to be it.

Why else would I like a morphreak like her?
She represented something new, and that just so happened to be what
I wanted. Something new.

But she was gone… Did that mean I should go back to
normal?

I couldn’t let that sink in.

Normal was always being wrong in the eyes of
my mother. Normal was a father I could never disappoint. Normal was
an endless string of clueless girls and meaningless relationships.
Normal was all work and no play just to learn that you’ve been
rejected. Normal was backstabbing siblings who took what was
rightfully mine. Normal was the hole we tricked ourselves into.

That I was neck deep in.

That I didn’t want to be stuck in.

Nothing about Storm was normal. I forced
myself into her world and it was crazy.

She was crazy. Crazy enough to try to poison
us. Me. She was crazy!

And as much as I hated to admit it: I loved
it. And like that stray you fall in love with the moment you see
it’s alone, I wanted to bring her home with me. Not that I was in
love with her or anything. She was way too young. What was she,
eleven, maybe even twelve? A five year gap. Yeah. She was way too
young.

Way too young to die.

I stared around for a moment, people shifting
aside to pass me.

The world hadn’t stopped spinning. Life just
moved on and I had to too. I had to, but I had no idea what to
do.

I guess I should go home and let things go
back to normal.

Great.

“You-whooo! Oh, Reynard!”

A pair of hands slipped past my neck, over my
eyes.

I almost jerked my elbow back. But when a
soft form slid against mine, I became slightly less tense. Just
enough not to elbow whatever ditz decided to invade my privacy.

“Guess whoooo?” A girl I probably should’ve
known whispered.

I had no idea?

“Uhh. Let me guess,” I stalled.

These kinda situations either had to be
handled either really delicately or very foully. Telling her that I
didn’t know her name would make me public enemy number one.
Pretending I didn’t know her name might earn me a break and
keep me in her good graces. Being an insensitive jerk; namely,
naming every girl name I knew, would make us fight, make her
rethink her entire life, and then send her full force into the next
jerk she’d meet, which might just be me again.

I held back my sigh.

I decided naming a cute, popular mascot
couldn’t go wrong. “Is it Mimi?”

She squealed and removed her hands.

“Yay! How did you know it was me?”

I tried not to shrug. I didn’t mean to guess
her name. “How could I not know? You didn’t think I’d forget did
you?”

Now where did I meet her? A girl named Mimi…
School?

She came around and kissed me full on the
lips. When she was done she smiled. She was actually very
pretty.

“No,” she said. Then she crossed her arms and
pouted. “It’s just that you leave a girl wanting more and waiting
forever. Not only that, but, I called you over and over
again, and, you, you never answered. I don’t like to be stood up,
even by guys as cute as you. But then I went to your house—”

I flinched at that. Mom had made it very
clear that under no circumstances were any girls to call, drop by,
or stalk our house in any way or form without Mom meeting them
first and having a civil discussion with them (which has yet to
happen).

It was just another thing I’d get chewed out
for.

Great.

“—and your mom said that you were out of
state running a family errand. Then I felt really bad because I
thought you were a pig and slammed you on my stream. I’m sorry. Can
you ever forgive me?”

“Uh, yeah,” I said reaching for my port.

I stopped paying attention to pings the
minute I was in the Python. Over a month ago. Who knows how many I
missed. I felt around, but my port was nowhere to be found.

“What’s wrong?” she asked, twirling a lock of
brown over-processed hair around a finger.

“Nothing. It’s just that I lost my port.”

I thought about it for a moment and realized
that this was normal in “Rey’s life.” That realization leeched all
the energy out of me.

“Hey, look. Mimi. I’m in the middle of
something right now. And I—”

“Oh, my god! I am too. I’m supposed to meet
Zete and Teez. Oh. And we just met too. It sucks that we’re so busy
right now. So I’ll tell you what. Tomorrow we’ll meet
at…Fairfield’s. At seven okay. It’s going to be so much fun, okay.
It’s a date.” She pecked me on my cheek and ran off. “Get a new
port so I can call you. I’ll see you, Rey. Tooda-loo!”

She was off before I could say anything or
wave goodbye. I just shook my head.

“Yeah, ‘cuz it’s not like I have any plans
tomorrow. My life revolves around you. The girl whose name I
couldn’t even remember. Mimi?”

I hope that isn’t short for anything.

But she was exactly what I was talking
about.

Dad was right. My generation was always in a
rush.

In the two minutes that me and Mimi
were talking, I learned that she was a stalker, that she’d
compromise her standards for a cute boy, that we had a date
tomorrow, and that I probably wouldn’t like her because I learned
nothing substantial about her that would make me fathom
meeting her again.

How did I meet her in the first place?

I sighed as I continued to walk.

A few years ago I would have enjoyed this for
whatever dumb reason.

A few months ago I would’ve taken advantage
of Mimi because it was something to do.

After catching Merin and Bran together a
couple months ago, I haven’t been able to enjoy relationships that
I know won’t go anywhere.

I walked down the block, the sky
darkening.

Maybe I was thinking about this all wrong. I
believed in fate. So maybe this was the world’s way of telling me
that I’m supposed to move on. Maybe Mimi was special and that if I
gave her a chance I’d fall in love with her. She seemed pretty
nice. Not like one of those sneaky girls who’d take advantage of
you and then smash your heart into a million tiny pieces.

“Rey!”

I looked up to see Jodeci, Mr. Dalcoa’s, the
school principal’s, son. He was my coworker once and now my close
confidant. “How’s everything.”

I decided I would be honest. “It could be
better, how’re you?”

He smiled. “Busy! I’ll see you either when we
start school or you’re too broke not to work like me. Ciao,
amigo!”

I returned his smile, especially at his usual
unusual use of language.

All I could see after a moment was his bright
red uniform blending in the crowd of people.

Joining the rat race again didn’t sound too
bad either. Coa did tell me I was free to come back and work for
her anytime I felt like it. I think I would.

First I’d have to find my port.






Rather than the condo, or the loft, I arrived
at the vacation home because we hardly ever used it.

Right now I needed peace and quiet. I needed
a place without bad memories. A place where I could think.

The condo or the loft didn’t offer that. The
house in front of me did.

I stared at the house.

By Dad’s own design it was blocky. The only
house down the row that wasn’t round. The only house that stuck out
with all of its corners and sides.

It was also the only house without a patio,
without grass, without flowers, and with multiple colors.

Actually, the only things this property had
in common with other properties was the fact that it had a house, a
walkway, and a backyard. Other than that, our house stuck out.

It was a blue, green, black, orange, white,
and gray three story house. When Dad repainted it, he let us all
choose our favorite colors.

Dad chose an old French style of housing to
remind Mom of home. Mom’s room (kind of Dad’s room) had a balcony I
could see from here. I liked how the roof was both triangular and
flat at the top in places.

I used to sit up there with my cousin a lot.
So did Mom. Alone though.

Everything about our house, not that I
thought about it, spoke volumes about how much Dad loved Mom and
all that she’s given him. It even had a lot of space because that’s
what Mom needed to thrive.

I sighed and walked up the path and scanned
my way into the house.

Like I mentioned: lots of space.

The living room was huge! And beige, which
was one of Mom’s favorite colors, with bits of brown here and
there. Other than the sole couch and table, there wasn’t much else
to the living room.

I bypassed the living room to the hall, where
I went up the stairs and down that hall to my room. There were six
rooms in all on this floor.

Maiden’s and Bran’s, thank goodness, were on
the whole other side of the staircase at the far end of that hall.
Next to Bran’s room on the same side of the hall was Lilly’s room.
The room next to Maiden’s and the room across from mine were
guestrooms. The other room next to mine was a bathroom.

Downstairs was Mom’s and Dad’s room, another
guest suite, the living room, and the kitchen.

Upstairs was the attic, and there might’ve
been a cellar, but I think it caved in or something.

I walked in my room and looked at all the
pixmods I plastered over the walls in my youth.

Coliseum celebrities.

I think that was the only thing that hadn’t
changed about me since I was a kid. My dream to fight in the
Coliseum and rise through its ranks.

I looked at Argo Remere, who I’ve actually
met before, who was my biggest inspiration. He autographed his pic
and sent it to me.

He was no longer a Gladiator, no longer The
Bear, no longer a Raider, no longer a Royal Guard, and no longer a
member of the Courtesy Crew, but a man who could say he did it all
and lived his life.

He had a wife, several kids, a life, and a
past.

That’s what I was striving for.

Not his life exactly but close.

I frowned.

School would start in a couple weeks and all
my free time would be gone. Gone towards working for my future. All
my strength would go towards training, and all my wits would go
towards studying. You had to be smart, strong, and dedicated to be
a Gladiator and that’s what I’d be.

I kicked a ball out of my way and plopped on
my coliseum bed and closed my eyes. I didn’t think anything of the
sheets smelling clean, despite me not being here for a whole year.
Then I heard a click.

My eyes snapped open to a cross bow poised
above my bed, an arrow aimed at my head.

I rolled off my bed a millisecond sooner than
it shot and barely avoided the arrow that went straight through my
puffs and favorite griffin pillow.

I growled and pulled the arrow out of the
floor from under my bed.

Attached to the arrow was a note.






“Just keeping you on your toes, son. There
is no need for words, for the silence between us says how much you
appreciate all my hard work. I know that one day you will thank me
for my benevolence and until that day you will continue to subsist
every hardship your life will hamper you with.

-Love, with kisses and arrows,

Dad”






I narrowed my eyes and growled.

“The only hardship in my life is this crazy
family!”

I went up to the ceiling and disassembled the
trap, just in case it was rigged to go off again.a

“I can’t believe that Old Man is still trying
to kill us? Benevolent my ass!”

For good measure, I went around the room
checking for other traps. It was a good thing I did.

I found a poisoned spike bomb in my dresser,
a mace designed to pop up and hit me when I entered the closet, and
an electric net behind the curtains.

If this is him keeping us on our toes, then what
would he do when our special trial’s started this year.

Every year they were worse.

Every year I dreaded them more.

This time I plopped on the bed and waited a
whole ten minutes for the entire floor to explode. When it didn’t,
I closed my eyes and, for the first time since I left Aureole, fell
into a deep sleep.

Everything would be all right. It had to
be.

It had to be.






I blew out a few hot puffs of white stained
air.

My body quavered in violent tremors.

I wrapped my arms around me wishing that they
covered more. That they were longer.

Why is it so cold! Why is it colder than an arctic
freeze here? Where is here! How did I get here!

I looked around. I was in space. Freezing
cold space.

Then I was running. It wasn’t so cold anymore
as it was confusing. I went through one door, then another, then a
hundred more, never getting to the space I wanted to be.

Never getting away from…

It was gaining on me now. The rooms were
bigger. Where did all these monsters come from? How did blood get
all over me? These scratches wouldn’t come off of my flesh.

Now I was calm. Why was I so calm? Walking
through this Hell? Where was she leading me?

I went through the last door.

In this room everything was calm. Not just
me. Everything was empty. Not just me. I was empty.

This was it. What she wanted me to find
here.

Peace.

I was no longer running. No longer being
chased. There were no monsters here. I was safe. I was free from
the world. This is how the dream ended.

Going on in this peace forever.

But this time the dream didn’t end here.

Instead, a bed became visible as it rolled up
from the distance. It came closer and closer until it was right
before me.

In the bed a figure lay sleeping. The moment
I noticed her she jumped up and looked around. She was
beautiful.

Long silver hair that curled around her face
and a gold covered waist glowed in the darkness of the room. No,
all of her glowed, like the eerie light of the moon.

Her skin was palomino, and a single black
streak ran through both of her eyes. Her eyes that were silver like
steel but as electrifying as lightning.

She buzzed with an energy that restored
me.

That demanded that I get closer.

When she looked around several more times, I
felt a strong yearning to help her. To hold her.

I was right there and she wouldn’t notice me.
I touched her and I heard her gasp like glass shattering.

For the first time since she arrived, she saw
me. I held her captive, never wanting her to see anything but me
ever again.

“Who are you?” Her voice came out like
music.

A drug for my soul. Something for only
me.

Was mine.

I spoke, but because this was Peace, because
I was empty, no sound came out. She frowned and peace, Heaven,
turned mundane. Was this really Peace?

Her eyes left mine and she gasped again, more
terrified.

“Why are all these monsters everywhere? What
do they want?”

The hardest thing that I’ve ever had to do
was pull my eyes away from this divine being before me. I looked
around at all the emptiness. I saw no monsters. Monsters couldn’t
penetrate Peace. I shook my head no.

Her eyes caught mine, confusion and fear
overwhelming her features.

“You can’t see them?” she barely dared to
whisper.

I shook my head no once more and she frowned.
Her eyes left mine yet again, and I could bear it no longer.

I reached for her face and turned it back to
me. Then something snapped.

The light that emanated from her steadily
grew brighter, and, where my hand met her perfection, light,
warmth, and awareness poured into my being.

I let go of her mortified. How could I not
realize how dark it was? How tired I was. It was so cold I could
barely think. Breathe even less. I was so frozen it hurt.

Then I heard it. The roar of a thousand
evils.

My body, icy and petrified, refused to turn,
so I forcibly craned my neck to see what lied behind me.

Demons! Millions of demons. An endless
army of them! And they were all after me.
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