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Chapter One

“Prophecies are fickle and convoluted. People tried telling me that for centuries, but I still sought out the most renowned seers, Elven and Human alike. It wasn’t until I miscarried the twins and started having visions on my own did I realize how unreliable an art prophecy is.

Thankfully, the visions faded after I delivered Liam and Lucy because they caused me more stress than anything else.

I could tell Liam this a thousand times, but if he is anything like me, he won’t realize it until he experiences it. Let him follow his dreams until he discovers they are hardly probabilities, let alone definite futures. In the meantime, don’t worry over much of what he tells you. Seeing himself die the same way more than once makes it less likely to happen.”

—A letter from Niben to Seamus Evanstar, confined to the archives shortly after Liam died.

 

White graduation caps fell from the sky like flakes of vaporized Demon. High school was a beast, and I’d vanquished it like every monster I’d fought, with one exception—myself.

This moment deserved savoring.

Breathing deliberately, I slowed my perception of time until the caps seemed as if they were falling through cold honey on their way to the ground.

The late-spring sun beat down on me, but a breeze kept the temperature bearable. Some tassels lilted southeast—away from the towering clouds bruising the northwest sky. The weather wasn’t going to hold much longer, but I was okay with that. Thunderstorms awoke something wild in me—a pulse-racing, dance-around-like-no-one-can-see-you kind of wild—a rush of adrenaline almost as good as what I’d get from battling a Troll or sparring with Mel.

With my sense of time slowed down, the distant thunder sounded like a lion purring. The clouds glowed purple as lightning forked through them like an X-ray, temporarily revealing a mass of tentacles undulating in the clouds.

Mel, did you see that? I thought as loudly as I could, hoping my telepathic cousin would hear me.

I’d seen a lot of different Demons in the three months I’d been hunting them, but based on the stories and the Lexicon, the massive tentacled ones only materialized in oceans, and they certainly could not fly. Yet, every time lightning flashed, there they were, waving as if violent updrafts were a gentle breeze.

My heart sped up. My hands closed into fists. Mel didn’t reply.

I shut my eyes, opening my mind so I could feel all the energy around me. Most humans were blobs of buzzing heat, but Mel, a hybrid of human, Angel, and Elf, had a hotter, more intense aura with a spritz of simultaneously depressed and optimistically peppy texture. I found her near my Elven grandmother, who felt like a condensed thunderstorm.

Mel? Niben? Can you hear me? Did you see that?

Of course, there was a good chance they were both shielding. What telepath would have their mind open to other people’s thoughts when there were so many other people around?

One who hasn’t been able to properly shield in months. Mel’s melodic yet squeaky voice was a welcome presence in my mind. Shut down the hyper drive. You’re giving me a headache.

I exhaled over the course of ten seconds, willing my sense of time back to normal.

A garbled din of stretched-out voices morphed to something more akin to a clattering avalanche of pots and pans. A shoulder jostled mine. The corner of a graduation cap crashed into my head.

Erin? What had you wanted to tell me?

There were tentacles in the clouds, I thought at Mel, turning in the general direction I sensed her in.

I crashed into José, who, of course, stood right next to me.

“You okay?” he asked. Tears glistened in his midnight eyes and trickled down his sun-kissed cheeks. One snagged on the crooked tip of his nose. He clutched two graduation caps, his and mine, so tight that the scars on his knuckles were visibly stretched.

“Yeah. Are you?” I wondered if I should tell him what I’d seen. He’d been hunting Demons longer than me, but he also thrived on keeping school and the supernatural as two separate entities. And what if they hadn’t been tentacles? What if the storm had just appeared that way with the lightning in slow motion? I didn’t want to ruin his day if there wasn’t an actual threat.

“I’ll miss everyone.” He stuffed the caps under his arms and hugged me. While I wanted to celebrate because I’d made it out alive, he mourned the loss of a place that had been a haven to him for four years.

I leaned my head on his shoulder, listening to his heartbeat, trying to let his steady warmth calm the worry growing in my mind. José’s body was a rock in the sense that it was hard and athletic, but also because it anchored me when I felt as if my mind was running away.

Have you ever watched a storm with time slowed that much? asked Mel.

I shook my head before I remembered there were dozens of people between her and me. No. Do storm clouds in slow motion look like tentacles?

José kissed my hair and whispered, “Are you talking to Mel?”

I nodded.

“Is she okay?”

“She’s having trouble shielding. We should go meet up with her and the others anyway.” I stepped away from him and walked uphill.

Students, who wore white graduation robes, and their parents, who were dressed mostly in summer dresses, slacks, and collared shirts, were clumped all over Saint Patrick’s sprawling lawn.

José draped his arm over my shoulder as I wove around groups of people. The pressure was calming, lulling panic monsters back to sleep with its warm weight. I glanced up at the clouds. They were closer and darker. The wind sped up, stealing programs from a dozen people’s hands. The clouds lit up with lightning, but I didn’t see any tentacles.

Mel’s voice popped back into my head. I don’t sense anything in the clouds, and neither does Niben. I guess she’s been restraining the storm for half the ceremony. Perhaps you were seeing her power mingled with it?

Maybe. Some tension unraveled from my chest. I’d heard stories about my grandmother, Niben, controlling storms, but I’d never seen her do it. In fact, I’d never witnessed her do any magic unless she was modeling something she wanted me to try. She’d come on a few hunts, but she’d just watched with her unblinking feline eyes and later quizzed me on what I did right and wrong. For all I knew, her fabled storm magic could resemble tentacles.

Her magic manifests as roots or vines. Don’t let her hear you compare it to tentacles.

Mel’s bell-like laugh tickled my ears. I followed the sound around a large family and found Mel giggling under my favorite oak tree wearing a white-and-blue-floral maxi dress that covered her feet and touched the ground.

Once upon a time, looking directly at my cousin with my Sight open, my ability to see around illusions would’ve left me seeing spots, but today, only a dull thin haze of white light surrounded her. Rippled pink scars covered half her face, and her hair, once down to her waist, was just starting to regrow.

“You made it. Congrats.” Mel pushed herself off the tree and hugged me, followed by Grandpa and Niben, who had been standing to the left of her.

“Where’d everyone else go?” I asked. Mike, my aunty Lucy (Mel’s mom), and my aunt Rita (my mother’s sister) had been here earlier.

“They decided to go in before the storm got too close,” said Mel. Mentally, she added, Mom and Niben kept debating how long it was safe to hold the storm off for.

Is there anything those two don’t argue about? I thought back to Mel.

I’m happy my mother and grandmother are talking at all. For years after your dad died, they didn’t. Mel winked at me and shrugged.

“Congratulations.” Grandpa hugged me. He was as dressed up as he ever got with khaki slacks and a short-sleeved blue button-up shirt. His ocean-colored eyes squinted, and his lips twisted into something halfway between a smile and a scowl: his “why can’t you people talk out loud so I can hear you” face.

Niben, who wore the same dress as Mel only with reddish-orange flowers, glowered at the thunderclouds. Her pointy ears, which appeared as normal ears to humans who couldn’t see around her glamour, twitched. The gusts pulled strands of red hair out of the two buns she’d braided it into. The strands flailed around like tentacles writhing in the wind.

Maybe I had just seen cords of her power in the clouds. Sometimes, when I saw magical things for the first time, I saw them how my brain could most easily process the latest shift to its reality. The tentacles could’ve been ropes of magic tethering the updrafts and downdrafts.

“That storm is moving in with a vengeance now. Shall we hurry up and take pictures before we are all drenched?” Niben turned her back on the thunderheads and pulled a bulky DSLR out of her bag. She loved photography. Apparently, it wasn’t a thing in Faerie, so when she was on Earth, she had to get her picture-taking fix.

“Are you still controlling the storm?” I asked as I stood next to José, watching it over Niben’s shoulder.

She adjusted the focus on her camera. “No. The longer I hold it off, the worse it will be when it hits, and I’ve already restrained that one far longer than I should have.”

The shutter clicked.

“Stand a little closer together, and, José, stop slouching.” She took a few more pictures and asked Mel to go stand where José had been.

I counted as I exhaled, gradually slowing my perception of time, staring at the cloud behind Niben.

Mel smiled at the camera. It’s only a storm.

I slowed my perception more, so when lightning flashed, the cloud remained lit up for a whole seven seconds. There was slow movement in it like drenched, dirty cotton balls shifting in a bag as someone dumped water in it.

Lightning forked again.

Something slithered near the bottom of the cloud and vanished.

*

The postgraduation reception, which was supposed to happen in the tent once the chairs were packed and the stage was broken down, had been moved to the gym. The tent would’ve been fine if it were merely a passing rainstorm, but the lightning was wild, and for a few minutes, hail pounded the roof.

I made it through the whole hour without snarling, jumping, panicking, hurting myself, or simply short-circuiting in the crowd of people and their voices echoing off the floor and walls. Without the foul-tasting Elf potions I used to manage anxiety, depression, and ADHD, I would’ve been clawing at my skin ten minutes after José pulled me away from the snack table to socialize.

An hour was enough.

The severe storm had faded to a steady rain and distant rumbles of thunder. I walked halfway to the tent and just stood in the middle of the field, letting warm rain drench my curls and clothes. People rushed out of the gym in groups. Some had umbrellas. Others fled to their cars.

“You want to go hang out in the tent?” José walked up to me with his graduation robe held over his head even though it didn’t do much to shield him. His khakis pants and polo shirt were nearly as drenched as mine.

I smiled. “You don’t have to leave your friends because I’m out here.”

“I’ll see them later.” He dropped the robe and rested his hand on the small of my back. The tingling shivers it evoked kept me from cringing at the thought of having to play nice with Jenny Dunn.

For most of senior year, José’s ex-girlfriend, Jenny Dunn, had bullied me every chance she got. But since I saved her life in March, she had been trying to not only earn my forgiveness but also become my friend. I forgave her, but I wasn’t sure I’d ever be her friend.

When José and I got to the tent, he draped the drenched robe over a chair and hugged me. Standing with my body touching his leached tension from every muscle. It reminded me of sinking into a hot bath on a cold night after a grueling sparring session. A few months ago, this feeling had terrified me; it had made me feel weak and powerless. Since then, I’d learned to trust José to not take things further than I wanted them to go. I’d also developed a better understanding of why I didn’t always want them to go further.

Between José and my therapist, I’d figured out I was somewhere on the ace spectrum, though I’d yet to figure out exactly where I fell. And although José was the epitome of hot, the core of my attraction to him came from the long friendship we’d had before it’d ever shifted to romantic. Don’t get me wrong, I love kissing him; however, being so psychically attracted to him didn’t necessarily equate to whether I was sexually attracted to him.

And my sexuality made up only one piece of the puzzle. The other part included the idea of sex immediately stopping me in my tracks. It wasn’t something I never wanted to have. I just couldn’t picture being so intimate with a partner if I didn’t 100 percent trust and love both my partner and myself. José had earned my love and trust, but sometimes, I still despised myself.

José pressed his forehead to mine and whispered, “I love you.”

“I know,” I said, resisting the urge to tell him he shouldn’t.

I listened to his heartbeat and felt his breath tickle my lips.

He cupped my cheeks in his hands. “Can I kiss you?”

My skin grew all warm and fuzzy as hormones chased my doubts away. I grinned. “Yes, but it’s your fault if Sister Marie dumps a bucket of holy water on us.”

“You’ll freeze it before it’s out of the bucket.” He gently pressed his lips to mine.

My face, no, my entire body hummed as I breathed him in, my lips moving with his. I wrapped my arms around him and pulled him closer. Everything else faded away until the clanking of chairs falling like dominoes ruined the moment. I leaped away from José and shifted my weight like I would if I were being attacked.

“I’m sorry,” said Jenny Dunn, backing away from me like I was a monster ready to lunge at her. “I didn’t mean too…I just…”

“It’s okay,” I said, relaxing my posture and smoothing out the involuntary snarl the clanging had evoked. “You scared me. I’m not good with noises.”

“That’s an understatement.” José squeezed my hand. He turned to Jenny. “What’s up?”

She watched the two of us, opening and closing her mouth. Tingling cold crept through my veins, and my stomach twisted into knots. It was the feeling I always got when something I dreamed, or something related to a dream, was going to happen.

Please tell me you didn’t dream something about tentacles. A Fallen Angel plotting an apocalypse is bad enough without storm-riding cosmic monsters. Mel’s voice was a jarring intrusion.

Not all my dreams are about Demon attacks, I reminded her. Where are you?

I just passed the tent on my way to the archives.

I’m going to shield, but stay close in case this goes south.

I’ll wait in the church. Let me know when it’s okay to head downstairs.

I closed my eyes, imagining myself in a spaceship’s cockpit, and raised my deflector shields to full strength as if I was expecting a mental attack. I knew something upsetting was going to happen, and Mel had enough to deal with. She didn’t need to feel fallout from whatever emotional bomb Jenny was about to detonate.

“I—I wanted to talk to José alone,” said Jenny.

I started to step away, but José moved with me instead of letting go of my hand. “If you want to say something to me, you can say it with Erin here.”

Chills slithered through me like frozen eels.

Jenny folded her arms and stared at his feet. “José, I think it would be better if they weren’t here for this.”

“I don’t want Erin to leave.” José’s voice crackled. He stared at the ground too, looking as small and defeated as Jenny.

It broke my heart every time I saw him that way. It woke the rage monsters that lived in my gut. I wanted to find the monster that was hurting him and fight it, but I was the only monster around.

“Please? Can we just talk you and me?” asked Jenny.

The déjà-vu ice eels slithered into my brain, slapping it with their tails. They turned to snakes, hissing at me for not connecting the dots before reverting to eels, but the electric kind. The weight Jenny had gained, the way her breasts were larger, her hips wider, and her tummy stuck out a little wasn’t only because she was finally beating an eating disorder.

“I don’t hide anything from Erin. Say what you need to say,” said José.

The only things he’d ever hidden from me were the existence of Demons and the true extent of his dad’s abuse. I would’ve been fine with less details of his sex life from before we started dating and about how the first time he slept with Jenny Dunn, he’d been wasted. Maybe he had been too drunk to remember a condom.

“I…I’m…” Jenny closed her mouth and her eyes. Tears dripped down her cheeks. “I’m…”

“A little over three months pregnant,” I said, fearful she would drag it out forever.

Jenny stared at me.

José squeezed my hand like he was delivering a baby. “Pregnant? By who?”

I closed my eyes, dredging up a shard of dreamed future from my memory, one fleeting moment of peace between stretches of earth-shattering violence: Jenny smiling at a baby that had her glacial eyes with José’s dark hair and dimpled chin.

“José, it’s yours,” I said when I tired of waiting for Jenny to say it.

Jenny gaped at me like I had sprouted a glittering horn from my head. “Erin, how do you know all that?”

“You dreamed this, didn’t you?” José pulled me back to him, half laughing and half hyperventilating.

My hands curled into fists so tight my nails dug into my palms.

José kept talking. “I’m glad Erin said something because I thought this was going to be a completely different conversation. I’m an idiot, and the only thing I know about fathers is what they should never ever do. I don’t know if I will make a good dad, but I will never be like my father. I’m assuming if you’re this far along, you’re keeping it?”

“Dreamed? You’re a psychic?” Jenny stepped closer, visibly ignoring every single thing José said after he implied I had a premonition.

A hopeful smile clashed with her pained expression as she inched nearer. I flinched away, but there was nowhere to go because my back was literally pressed against José, who, despite his optimistic words, clutched me like a shield.

“I used to talk to a phone psychic, but Mom found out and made me stop. She said psychics were connected to Satan.” Jenny grinned inches away from my face.

My skin felt like electrified maggots. I wanted to rip it off, and if José weren’t holding my arms so tight, I might have. No meds and no half-truthful sessions with human therapists had equipped me to cope with this.

“They prefer to be called a prophet, not psychic,” said José.

“I prefer you not to tell anyone,” I growled through gritted teeth. I tried to step away from José, but his rigid arms were squeezing me tight.

Jenny was right in my face, staring at me like I was some kind of miracle freak. The creepy-crawly buzz trailed from my neck to my hands to my toes. I knew one way to make that stop. My heart raced. My feet frantically tapped the ground harder and harder until it was shaking both José and me.

José’s rigid muscles softened, but he didn’t let go of me. “Erin, I’m so sorry.” He took a few slow, deep breaths. “Jenny, you were right. We should talk alone. Can you give Erin some space? I need a minute with them before you and I talk.”

Half-dazed, Jenny nodded and went and sat down in a chair on the opposite end of the row.

“Erin, I’m sorry. That was the last thing I expected her to say. Are you okay?” José slid his hands off my biceps and wrapped his arms around me.

I was trapped, and my chest felt like it was going to explode. “Let go of me.”

His lips brushed my ear. “If I do, are you going to hurt yourself?”

If I answered that question honestly, he wouldn’t let me go, but I couldn’t breathe. I needed him to let go of me. I needed to hurt, but if I ran hard enough, if I went to the training room under the convent and vented my rage on one of Sister Marie’s punching bags, maybe I’d resist cutting.

“Erin, answer me.”

“They’re already hurting themself.” Mel walked into the tent in a soaked, bedraggled dress. She pointed at my hands, which were balled into fists at my side and probably bleeding. “Go talk to Jenny. I’ll make sure Erin doesn’t hurt themself worse.”

He let go.

I bolted.

“You know where to find us,” Mel yelled to José as she ran after me.

*

Mel hit a light switch, illuminating a room with a floor entirely covered in mats. My skin still buzzed, but the burning in my legs from the short sprint over here kept the urge to cut at bay. A punching bag hung from the ceiling in each corner. The walls were lined with weights, practice swords of many styles, staffs, boxing gloves, ropes, Pilates balls, yoga mats, and a couple duffle bags filled with workout clothes.

Mel opened one of the bags and threw a tank top and gym shorts at me. “Change out of your binder before you start hitting things.”

Still shaking, I turned my back to her while we changed into clothing more suitable for an intense workout. As much as I wanted to keep my binder on, I knew it wasn’t safe to exercise in it.

“Thank you,” I said to Mel, then aimed a right hook at a punching bag.

I swung at it again, not bothering to think of form.

Mel caught my wrist midswing. “You break bones when you go at punching bags like that. You’ve broken fingers, smashed up your knuckles, and one time you fractured your radius.”

I spun around, yanking my wrist from her grip, a snarl growing on my lips. “I did not.”

“You did, but you thought it was just sore.” Mel threw a bamboo practice sword at me—the ones she’d altered for lightsaber sparring matches on the beach.

I barely caught it. My nails dug into the hilt. “You’re saying I’ve broken my own bones, and instead of telling me and making me go to the hospital, you healed them even though it takes a shit ton of your Angel mojo?”

“Yes, and I don’t have enough ‘Angel mojo’ to heal you now.” Mel swung her modified Shinai at me so fast I had to jump backward because there was no way I would’ve blocked in time.

“You’re sparring with me” was all the warning she gave before whipping the sword toward my skull.

I blocked it. Barely. “Mel, I’m too upset. I could hurt you.”

She swung again. Her sword thundered against mine. “We always had the best matches when we were both out of our minds angry.”

“But, you—” I started before having to block a blow that could’ve knocked my teeth out.

“What? I’m weak?” Her sword whipped at me.

I parried.

“Wounded?” She feigned a swing at my shoulder. She whacked my thigh.

I swallowed the mind-numbing rage that blow evoked.

Mel snarled and came at with a complicated series of attacks. “Everyone has been treating me like I’m glass that is going to shatter any moment. Grandpa has done a full switch and is babying me and sending you out to fight Demons with only José for backup.”

I only blocked half of them. “For someone who doesn’t want to have to heal me, you are being awfully aggressive.”

“Then stop reacting and fight back. You’d be dead if this were a real battle,” she said with her sword pressed against my throat.

She stalked over to the middle of the room. “I can feel what’s in your head. Take all that rage and confusion out on me and let me vent mine at you. I need this as much as you do. This is how we always worked through our shit.”

My breathing finally evened out, and my chest didn’t feel like it was enduring a never-ending series of heart attacks.

I grinned. “I might actually win this time.”

“Doubtful,” said Mel as she ran at me.

This time, I was ready for her.

*

By the time José found us, Mel and I were lying head to head on the mats, panting and laughing hysterically, surrounded by shards of bamboo.

“What the hell happened in here?” he said, starring down at the two of us with puffy red eyes. He scanned the fragments of the practice swords.

“Sparring match. Obviously.” I glanced at the shattered hilt of sword I’d practiced with for at least two years and started laughing.

José’s frown deepened as he spoke to Mel. “Hadn’t you brought those to Faerie and had Niben do something so this wouldn’t happen?”

“That was last year. Erin is stronger now.” Mel stretched her arms out, then rested her hands under her head.

José lowered himself to the ground beside me. “Does this mean you two will go more than a few days without having telepathic arguments?”

I grinned. “It means we’re going to have a lot of bruises tomorrow.”

“No, you are going to have a lot of bruises.” Mel rolled to her stomach and started stretching.

“So, Mel won?” José arched his eyebrows.

“Yes, but only I wasn’t shielding, and she wanted me to try reading her mind, which I cannot do.” I sat up and reached for my feet, savoring the burn of the stretch.

“Yet.” Mel grabbed her ankles and pulled them toward her head. “How’d the rest of the conversation with Jenny go?”

José ran his hands through his hair. “It was the most terrifying, awkward conversation I’ve ever had. I’m so scared I threw up my lunch as soon as I got away from her, but I’m also kind of happy, which makes me more scared, and, Erin, if I ever turn into my father…”

“You won’t turn into your father. You are nothing like him.” I took a few deep breaths, trying not to think about where he was going with that sentence.

José sat up, made eye contact, and held a hand out to me. “I don’t want this to be the end of us.”

I stared at his hand, at his scarred knuckles that for once in his life weren’t scabbed or bloody from fighting Demons and his father. I could take his hand and muddle through this with him. Or I could walk away.

The thought of doing the latter made it hard to breathe.

“Please. I’m sorry. I never should’ve been with her in the first place. You were my friend. She was bullying you before I started dating her, and I know that made it worse. What I did hurt both of you. But these past three months have been the happiest, and I don’t want it to end. I understand if this is too much, or if you need time but…”

“Can I kiss you?” I asked, cutting him off midsentence.

“Always.” His face lifted to a smile.

I tangled my fingers in his hair and kissed him until Mel started giggling.

My heart was beating fast when I pulled away. “José, if I left you, who’d protect you from all the other monsters out there?”

He squeezed my hand. “I should tell you what Jenny and I talked about. There are a ton more details to work out, but if you’re in this with me, I want to know what you think.”

“Yes, but not until after we go home, and I eat all the cookies you baked this morning,” I said.

He almost smiled, but then he glanced down at our hands.

Mel, sitting on the floor, studied José and me with a smirk on her lips and a glint of mischief in her eyes. “José is debating whether or not to tell you that Will and Jenny still want to go ahead with that postgraduation movie night you reluctantly agreed to.”

“We don’t have to go,” he said.

I squeezed his hand. “But we will. If we’re going to be part of this kid’s life, then I’m going to have to learn to deal with her. Plus, you want to go.”

“I just want a night out to be a normal eighteen-year-old. You’ve been training so hard, which is great, but also scary because you’re training with…” José clamped his mouth shut, but he mustn’t have stopped himself from thinking it because Mel leaped to her feet.

Mel snarled. “Fire. Erin, you lied to me.”

I stood up and crossed my arms. “Yeah, and how many times have you lied to me? How much are you still lying to me?”

“Why?” Mel gasped as she paced around the room, breathing harder with each circuit.

“I’m doing it because it’s a skill I need to learn. I lied because it gives you panic attacks about…the night you saved everyone.” I got in front of Mel and put my hands on her shoulders, recalling a memory of her winning a sparring match on the beach and projecting toward her. “Look at me. Focus on what I’m thinking.”

For a few minutes, she stared at me, tense and struggling to breathe. I closed my eyes, focusing on every detail of the memory, imagining images, smells, and feelings traveling down my arms, out through my hands, and up her neck to her brain like it was flowing through a telepathic HDMI cable. Finally, her breathing and heart rate slowed, and her shoulders relaxed.

She asked, “Do you need to siphon energy from fire?”

I put my hand on her scarred cheek. “I don’t want you to get hurt like this again. Niben says I’m a sponge for raw energy. Fire is only another form of it.”

José walked over and draped an arm over each of us, but he looked at Mel. “You don’t need to play at being Erin’s guardian Angel anymore. Let them watch your back for once.”

Mel just stared at him, and then she stared at me.

I really wished I could read her mind.

“It’s been a long day.” José closed his eyes. His arm grew heavy on my shoulder.

I worried that if one more thing happened, he’d fall apart. I was glad I hadn’t told him about the tentacles.


Chapter Two

“The Confluence is a place that exists outside of time. It is said to be a place for Angels, but some Angel-hybrids have allegedly traveled there through a combination of dreams and astral projection. Most describe it as standing on a transparent platform in outer space, surrounded by a cosmic river. Reports indicate that the river contains memories and potential futures. Most of the hybrids can view their past and see whatever potential futures the universe decides to show them. Approximately ten percent can control what they see, and of that ten percent, only one percent can access the pasts and potential futures of other beings.”

—The History of Hybrids, 3rd edition, published in 1984 by Amena Nasser. A copy is available in most archive locations.

 

“Erin, you don’t have to walk in there if you don’t want to.” José squeezed my hand.

I took a deep breath, hoping I didn’t sound like I was huffing and puffing in frustration. “I wouldn’t have come if I didn’t want to.”

“You’re good at a lot of things but lying isn’t one of them.” José crossed his arms and stopped in the middle of the sidewalk.

People rushed by us. Someone’s oversized purse brushed against my shoulder. I took a step toward the glass doors and gestured for José to follow me. “We don’t always have to do what I want. In fact, I think we’ve been doing too much of what I want and not enough of what you want.”

“I’ll be equally as happy if we go home and watch a movie, just the two of us,” he said.

I kept walking. “For someone who has had a lifetime of practice, you’re a horrible liar.”

I got to the movie theater door ahead of him and held it open.

“I never wanted to lie to you, but I didn’t have a choice,” he said as the door closed behind us.

“Mel didn’t have a choice. You did.”

José sighed like a balloon deflating. “I guess. Dad always found a reason to hit me anyway, so yeah, I guess I had a choice, one that might have alienated the only adult who ever made a small effort to protect me from him.”

His words were knives twisting in my gut. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”

“It’s okay,” he said.

“It’s not.” I squeezed his hand, wishing that Elven ADHD and antidepressant potions also stopped me from saying stupid, hurtful things. But meds couldn’t fix me being the monster everyone denied I was.

“José, we’re over here,” said Will.

Will, a lanky blond guy, sprawled in a faded-red armchair in the lounge outside the movie theater’s small bar. His dark, crisp jeans so tight I wondered if he could move. He wore a T-shirt with Cthulhu written below an image of a giant, evil octopus with its tentacles wrapped around the planet. Why did he have to be wearing something with tentacles on it? I really, really hoped that Lovecraft had completely made that up and not gotten inspiration from something that actually existed. Usually, if a supernatural creature existed in pop culture and reality, the real version was worse.

Will cocked his head. “Erin, why are you staring at my shirt?”

“Is that a Tardis?” I asked, hoping if he geeked out about Doctor Who, I’d stop thinking about tentacles.

“Seriously?” Will laughed so hard he almost knocked Jenny off her perch on the chair’s arm. She wore black leggings and a loose pink tunic that appeared to be made of the same soft, stretchy fabric as her leggings. She clutched a tub of popcorn but didn’t eat any.

José folded his arms and smirked at me.

Will winked at José. “I could go for a beer, especially if Erin is going to be teasing me about Doctor Who all night and making it obvious they’ve never watched a single episode in their entire life.”

“They’ll card you,” I said.

“This should be plenty of popcorn for all of us, but I’ll let you carry it.” Jenny handed me the big tub.

“Thanks.” This was a peace offering of the best kind.

“You don’t know that they’ll card me,” said Will. “José rarely gets carded. He could get us beer.”

“They’ll card both of you.” I winked at Jenny.

“Listen to Erin,” she said.

José gave me his puppy-dog eyes.

I shook my head. I hadn’t dreamed anything about tonight, but he didn’t need to know that.

“José is going to be a dad in six months. He needs a beer. I need one too because my girlfriend is having his baby,” said Will. He and Jenny had started dating shortly after José had broken up with her. It had started as her revenge plot, but now she and Will were falling in love. Unfortunately for me, that meant José and Will rarely hung out without me and Jenny.

“Now you’re being ass.” I couldn’t think of any better way to call him out. Were Sam here, she’d have some witty comment about the patriarchy or misogyny.

But Sam was in a psychiatric hospital. I’d committed perjury to keep her out of jail after she’d tried to shoot Jenny and got me instead. Jenny, who was grateful for me saving her life and feeling guilty about bullying me, agreed to tell the police the same story I did: Sam aimed the gun in the direction I had been fighting Jenny’s assailant. She missed.

The police didn’t realize Jenny had brought the unregistered gun to the scene. Everyone stayed out of jail. It was perfect until Sam attempted suicide.

“Erin, are you still with us?” asked José.

“I miss Sam,” I whispered and leaned my head on José’s shoulder while hugging my tub of popcorn.

José pressed his lips to the top of my head. I savored thirty seconds of peace.

“Erin, do you know how the movie is going to end?” asked Jenny.

I glared at José as I answered Jenny. “I don’t know everything.”

“I know the movie is going to start soon,” said José, walking toward the person checking tickets.

I followed him. Jenny edged up beside me and whispered in my ear. “Do you know what gender my baby is going to be?”

“No. I do not know what gender is going to be assigned to your baby any more than I know if that assigned gender will be the right one.” I sped up while she slunk back to Will.

Just a few feet away from the relative safety of the actual theater, a chill danced across my arms. Anxiety buzzed in my chest. I observed my surroundings, trying to connect this place to a dream, but I couldn’t. Still, something didn’t feel right.

José jogged to catch up. “Erin, what’s wrong?”

“I just got super anxious.”

Behind José, Jenny leaned her head on Will, tears leaking out of her eyes.

José frowned. He draped his arm across my back, eyes widening in surprise when his hand tripped on the hilt of my sword. “Why are you armed? Did you dream about something other than us getting carded?”

I glanced down at my worn Chucks. “I lied. I didn’t dream anything about tonight, but I had a weird feeling when we were leaving the house.”

Perhaps I should’ve mentioned the tentacles from the thunderstorm in case they weren’t manifestations of Niben’s power as Mel implied. Instead, I apologized for lying.

He hugged me while the others caught up. “Should we leave?”

“No.” I was probably mixing up emotions, but if something was going to attack the theater, I needed to be there to stop it.

I took out my phone and typed a text to Mel: I have a bad feeling about this.

I hit send.

*

My skin pricked when we got into the theater. It was old and small and hadn’t been renovated with the big spacious chairs like some of the cinemas outside the city. Still, I had the aisle seat. José sat next to me, Will next to him, and Jenny next to Will, but my skin buzzed how it would if I were sandwiched between strangers and off all my meds.

My phone vibrated with a message from Mel: What is “this?”

I wrote: A future I didn’t dream? Tentacles you think I didn’t see.

I deleted it and sent: It could be because I’m at the movies with Jenny. I shouldn’t have bothered you. It’s nothing.

Mel had probably just gotten home. I didn’t want her to drive all the way back up here from Cambridge, Massachusetts, based on what was most likely anxiety.

It’s never nothing. I’ll alert Sister Marie and Karen.

“I agree with her,” said José, glancing over my shoulder.

“You always do,” I muttered.

“Whether you believe it or not, she loves you, and I love you.”

“I know,” I said in a normal volume before dropping my voice to a whisper. “But you shouldn’t.”

José sighed.

“Did they Han Solo you?” asked Will.

“They do that several times a day.” José laughed. It was convincing, but the harsh edges told me it was fake even if no one else realized. His and Will’s banter gradually got louder and more obnoxious until the movie started, and Jenny shushed them.

For a while, I let myself get swept away in snarky dialogue and unrealistic fight scenes that made me want to push my newfound abilities. Questions shot through my mind. How fast could I move? How high could I jump? Was that flip off the wall necessary? Could I do it if I wanted to? Could I call lightning from a storm and not only from wires? If I kept practicing, how much control could I gain over elements like fire and water?

Eventually, even the weird questions faded, and I was completely caught up in the action. Suspense wasn’t what kept my attention; the heroes always prevailed in these movies. I only had to guess how and at what cost. Honestly, I was entranced because the scenes were colorful, loud, and graceful—more dance performance than an actual battle.

I literally jumped to my feet with my fists up in a defensive position when José poked me. I sat back down in a second but not before a few people grumbled at me.

“Will said Jenny wants to know if she can wear your sweatshirt,” said José.

Jenny already had his sweatshirt on.

José’s Elf Stone glowed green in the dark. He was using his Sight. What was he looking for?

“I want to use yours as a blanket,” she stage-whispered across the boys.

I shook my head. I didn’t want to use glamour to hide my sword, and I was freezing. When I exhaled, I saw my breath.

“I’m too cold,” I said.

“Maybe we should go complain to the manager. Someone must have put the AC on the wrong setting,” said Jenny.

A person behind us shushed her. I leaned toward José, whispering, “ACs don’t make it this cold.”

People complained to one another in hushed voices.

José squeezed my hand. “Do you see anything?”

Opening my Sight, I stood up and considered the theater. Regular humans and their food filled every seat. Emergency Exit signs glowed red over closed doors. I opened my mind, mentally feeling past the bodies humming with a normal amount of heat to the empty hall leading to the exit to another hall where more humans buzzed with life. The walls thrummed with the electricity powering the lights, projectors, sound system, climate control, popcorn machines, and other appliances.

“Nothing seems unusual except for the fact that I’m freezing, my skin is crawling, and my gut is churning,” said José.

“I don’t see anything either,” I said.

Jenny squeaked. “Erin, something bad is going to happen, isn’t it?”

My phone buzzed even though it was set to silent.

“Mel?” asked José.

I held the phone up so we could both see the message: I went to The Confluence. The time stream changed… IT’S STARTING!!!!

So many swears fought to come out of my mouth at once that I coughed instead of cursing. A time stream was what most people would think of as a timeline, but to someone like Mel, who saw time as a fast-moving, swiftly changing river with infinite tributaries, a stream seemed more accurate than a line.

“What’s starting?” asked José.

“The damned apocalypse,” I said, not caring who heard now. I started typing a reply to Mel as crazed giggles burbled up from my gut. I eyed José. “Jenny having your kid is kind of irrelevant if we’re all going to die.”

“Erin, what’s going on?” Jenny leaned over Will, staring at me expectantly.

I answered with panicked laughter.

The emergency door by the screen opened, and air rushed outside into a void even colder than the air inside. The power went out, plunging the theater into darkness, killing any chance I had of drawing electricity from the wall. A storm of complaints and questions erupted around me. The only light in the whole theater came from my phone.

Jenny stood up. “You’re serious. This is the apocalypse.”

“Shut up and sit down,” I hissed.

Jenny obeyed.

José took his phone out. Thanks to Mike, Mel’s genius fiancé, the shielding he put on the phones to prevent me from accidentally draining their batteries or frying them when I was throwing electricity around shielded them from whatever took out the power.

I pocketed my phone. “Call for help.”

Fire flashed near the door. A gunshot rang out. Jenny and everyone else screamed. A buzzing life turned still and cold. More bangs followed in rapid succession. More people died. I leaped to my feet.

José grabbed me and pulled me down as more bullets ripped through the theater. “What the hell are you doing?”

“Trying to save us,” I hissed as my breath came too quickly, and my heart beat too fast. I needed to breathe. I needed to stop the shooters and stop the dying.

I counted as I inhaled, forcing my breaths to go slower each time.

“Erin, they’re firing automatic weapons.”

“It doesn’t matter what they are. I need to stop them.” I closed my eyes, drowning out the screams, the whimpers, the prayers, and the rapid fire until I only heard the beat of my heart.

I leaped up, opening my eyes. Bullets soared toward me faster than I expected with my perception of time slowed so much. Three people fired from the front of the theater with a Puppet Master, a Demon resembling an oversized, bleached Gumby, looming over them, controlling them with inky strings. More dark energy trailed from the heat-sucking void outside. Two black streaks climbed toward my face at a steep angle. I slid down inches before one had the chance to rip through my skull. Someone screamed behind me, and their life force winked out of existence.

“No,” I gasped, shaking, breathing harder than normal.

Someone died because I dodged a bullet.

The person next to them wailed, full of raging grief that shattered my soul. Another gradually faded, clawing for every breath until they were gone. I balled up on the floor. I needed to do something, but I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t move.

“Erin!” José climbed on top of me, pinning my shoulders to the floor. “Focus. What did you see?”

“Puppet Master controlling the shooters,” I gasped.

“Shit.”

“Let me up,” I growled, still shaking.

“So you can get yourself killed?” José’s voice was steady, but drops of sweat beaded on his forehead.

I grit my teeth. “People are dying.”

“Let Erin go.” Jenny crawled over to us.

“Jenny, shhh,” hissed Will as if being quiet could save her.

Jenny ignored him. “You were standing right near Sam when she pulled the trigger. You got to me before the bullet. I know it sounds impossible, but you did. You can do it again, right?”

I nodded.

José lightened the pressure on my shoulders but didn’t get off me. “You need to slow your perception of time until you’re supersonic if you want to reach the shooters. You can safely sustain that for thirty-three seconds real time.”

“That is plenty of time. When the bullets stop, get Jenny and Will to the Jeep. Arm yourself. Wait for me in the car,” I said, hoping the Jeep’s wards would keep them safe until I returned.

“What if you don’t come back?”

I focused on my breathing, on gradually slowing my perception of time.

“I’ll wait ten minutes once I get them in the car, and then I’m coming for you,” he said, and then he started counting to help me focus.

The syllables of each number stretched out. I counted the seconds between each. I listened to blood swoosh in my veins and how each of my heartbeats came slower. When the space between sixty and sixty-one grew so long that I got frustrated and gave up counting, I slithered out from under him in half the time it took him to blink, unsheathed my sword, and slid it to him because I knew there were more Demons lurking around.
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