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        Mel’s going to be pissed when she sees it’s not for her.

        Remind her I’m writing a whole book for her and only dedicating this one to you.

      

      

      

      
        
        I love you baby.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Do Not Stand at My Grave and Weep

      

      

      

      
        
        Do not stand at my grave and weep

        I am not there. I do not sleep.

        I am a thousand winds that blow.

        I am the diamond glints on snow.

        I am the sunlight on ripened grain.

        I am the gentle autumn rain.

        When you awaken in the morning’s hush

        I am the swift uplifting rush

        Of quiet birds in circled flight.

        I am the soft stars that shine at night.

        Do not stand at my grave and cry;

        I am not there. I did not die.
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        DEATH

      

      

      

      
        
        “Life asked death, ‘Why do people love me but hate you?’ Death responded, ‘Because you are a beautiful lie and I am a painful truth.’”

      

      

      

      
        
        Author unknown

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 1


          

          
            Scarlet

          

        

      

    

    
      With each step, the city sucks a little more light from me. I have become a shriveled fraction of my former self. My insides allow sorrow and darkness to take hold. It grips my heart and weaves a thread through my core, sewing torn and broken pieces together again. I want to stop walking and lie down to die. But giving up is only an option for the broken. I am patchwork now. So, I keep walking.

      I am not sure why I follow the old woman and a boy named Marcus. We walk for twenty minutes in silence. I consider leaving, turning right when the others go left. Each step feels like moving lead. I am dead weight.

      I should have called the police myself. I should have stayed behind with Mom. When I think about what has happened, it feels like lies slipping off my tongue to speak my truth out loud. A tightness rises in me, choking out my ability to ruminate rationally. I don’t think I would even believe it if I had not witnessed it myself.

      The pizza delivery guy crouched over my cat’s slain body. He looked up at me with inhuman black eyes.

      I am going crazy.

      The scene plays over and over in my brain. Like a movie on repeat, I can’t shut it off. I was backing out of the bedroom, knocking things over along the way, stumbling into Mom as I clambered over the top of the couch to get away from the black-eyed man.

      Limp fur, black eyes, and Mom telling me to run.

      I don’t let myself think past that. I don’t want to remember.

      “Run.”

      It was the last word Mom ever spoke to me. She looked at me with chocolate brown eyes and pointed.

      “Run.”

      Mom’s voice was calm, collected. It wasn’t a question.

      “Run.”

      It wasn’t a demand either. I wanted Mom to grab my hand and drag us out of the house together.

      “Run.”

      It was a plea.

      All I want is her, whole and perfect. To be in her warm arms one more time. To hear her voice whisper me to a safe harbor. But I know one more time would never be enough. No amount of time would be.

      Her screams still echo in my mind.

      I can hear her begging for a savior, for someone to help her.

      But nobody came.

      My mom is dead, and it’s all my fault.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Robert

          

        

      

    

    
      My boss is an asshole. I walk into work two minutes late for my shift, and he jumps down my throat. I know, I should have a stronger work ethic or blah, blah, blah. What are two minutes in the big scheme of things? Let me argue for a moment that being a decent human being should weigh heavier on the scale of our lives.

      “Robert, that pizza’s not going to deliver itself. What the hell do you think you’re doing? Don’t make a habit of being late because I don’t have time for pissants,” Sunny says all this without taking a breath. Beads of sweat roll down the side of his round, red face.

      He should talk. He’s never here when we need him. He only shows up when you least expect him.

      One of these days, he’s going to have a heart attack from being such a pompous ass.

      I plaster my best brownnoser smile on. “I stopped to fill my tank before work instead of on the company dime,” I say. “It won’t happen again, sir.” Which is basically the truth. I stop before work and buy a Red Bull to get me through the late shift instead of stopping during a delivery. I like to keep my times down. Lower times equal better tips.

      “Don’t let it happen again, or I’ll find a new driver,” Sunny says. He doesn’t look away, so I stand there, waiting. “Take the damn pies, Robert,” he spits his words out, spraying me in the process.

      I wipe my face with the back of my sleeve and grab the stack of pizzas. Sunny goes back to his office. He’s probably jerking off to the thought of a new hire. Pervert can’t keep his hands to himself. It’s a wonder this place is still open.

      Speaking of new hires, I take the pies out front and go about putting them into insulated carriers. “Hey, I’m Robert,” I say with a smile. “How’s your first day going?”

      “Hi,” the new girl says. Her cheeks flush pink, setting off her golden eyes. “I’m okay.”

      “What a unique name,” I say.

      She flashes me a toothy grin. “Randi,” she says and puts her hand out.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Randi. If there’s anything I can do, don’t hesitate to ask. Don’t mind Sunny, though. I mean, don’t get me wrong, he’s an ass with loose hands. Worse when there’s a pretty face around,” I say.

      Randi flushes a deeper shade of red. “So far, it’s been okay. A lot of new information but nothing I can’t handle,” she says. “Besides, I wore my lucky sparkle jeans. I’m set.”

      “That you did,” I say, glancing down the length of her legs.

      “Reality is so much better when you add a bit of glitter and neon. Just ask the ‘80s,” Randi smiles, and it’s not only her pants sparkling.

      Blood leaves my head and rushes south. I give her a nervous laugh. She winks at me before turning back to her task. For the first time in a long time, I look forward to coming back here after deliveries.

      

      The directions read: second house on the left. There is no parking, so I set my flashers on and park in the middle of the street. I pop the trunk of my beast-mobile and nearly crap myself when there’s no pie in the back. Did I deliver an extra at the last house? Sunny will shit bricks and take the pizza out of my paycheck, not to mention there go my delivery times for the night. Ugh.

      “Looking for these?” whispers a voice.

      I flip around and face nothing but the night. “Hello?” I ask to the empty street. “Is anyone there?” My skin prickles, hot. Shake it off, Robert, shake it off. I walk to the passenger side and double-check the seats, looking for the order. Pizza does not simply disappear.

      “Open wide,” the voice says, calm and ominous.

      This time I’m confident someone is standing right beside me. I swing a fist to my left, but I stumble and catch air. I turn around, back to my car.

      The street is empty.

      Someone is holding me, squeezing my chest.

      I’m alone.

      My heart pounds in my ears, the only sound I can hear. I close my eyes, pushing away the fear. “Go away,” I say, and my voice is small—a squeak. The tightness moves up my chest to my throat. I’m grabbing at it, trying to get air—beating my hands against my car for anyone to hear me. For someone to help. I can feel my lungs compressing in on themselves. Black spots darken my vision. I feel dizzy.

      I gasp out for a breath.

      For anything to end my anguish.

      And it does.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Marcus

          

        

      

    

    
      A girl’s cry for help booms in a deserted alley near me. The sound bounces off the tall metallic structures of the city and pools into my ears.

      I hand off the endless bag of cold-cut sandwiches to my Abuela.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” Abuela pushes the tote back into my arms. “You’re not running off without me. Listen to your Abuela. You’re not Superman. Just because I take you with me doesn’t mean you get to run into burning buildings.”

      I know better than to backtalk, so instead, I roll my head back to the stars above me, blow out a breath, and count them in the Fibonacci sequence. One, one, two, three, five, eight, thirteen… By the time I reach three hundred thirty-seven, I feel my pulse slowing. I don’t have a bad temper. I have a problem ignoring people in evident pain. Abuela knows this better than anyone. Years and years of frustration have taught me small tricks to stay calm under these types of circumstances.

      Counting helps.

      Another scream rings out into the darkness. This time the sound takes root in my blood, wiggling its way into every painful inch of my body—dark flashes of violence and pain cloud my vision. Rats crawl on my skin, and maggots hatch in my mouth. If we don’t do something soon, I’m going to be sick. Loud thumping nearly drowns out the mental sobs. An earth-shattering cry makes me drop Abuela’s bag. Hoagies topple out onto the sidewalk. “Someone is hurt, Abuela. We have to go,” I plead. “We have to go now.”

      My hands start to shake. Butterflies hatch in my gut, turning carnivorous, and I can’t stand here for another minute. Can’t she see that someone is hurt? Screw the sandwiches, and let’s go! We’ll feed later when someone isn’t screaming for their life. Let me go, and you stay.

      I can’t voice any of this. It will only make Abuela send me home or, worse, put my training on hold. I don’t want to be sent back to Mundi. Not yet. Not while someone needs our help. Not while I’m still breathing. I’ve worked too hard to get to this point. I’m not about to walk away from it so quickly. It’s taken weeks to convince her to bring me along to feed the transient community.

      “Maldito chico,” Abuela curses damn boy at me.

      I know I’ve upset her, but I don’t care. She flips the bag upside down, emptying the sandwiches at the foot of a man. His clothes are dirty, ripped, and two sizes too big. The number of hoagies piled on the street corner contrasts with Abuela’s small Mary Poppins bag.

      “Pass these out to your kindred. I’ll know if you didn’t,” she says to the transient.

      The man’s shoes talk, no longer warming his toes and protecting them against the frigid night. He gives her a wide-eyed curt nod, “Yes, ma’am.”

      I know he’s scared of her, the sudden ice in my belly says so, but he’s too hungry to run. His emotions ripple through the air. I know the feedings are more than demon population control. They also help the homeless and hungry. This man is unshaven and unwashed for weeks. Underneath, he wears kind eyes like a badge of honor.

      “There will be more tomorrow,” she promises. I know Abuela will send more and help this man. She’ll do whatever she can. Change the world one person at a time is what she always says. It’s one thing to hear her words and another to see her in action.

      It stirs pride in me.

      Abuela gathers her bag and pauses to look at the man once more. The world is full of pain and suffering. He deserves just as much attention as the one who’s screaming. I know this. I know Abuela wants to say as much, but she refrains.

      For now.

      We walk around the corner and out of sight of the man.

      Another scream carried by the wind lands in my ears.

      “Your turn, Cane,” Abuela holds out her walking stick and lets it go. Cane hovers in the air, dancing in the light breeze. “Now find that poor soul. Seek,” the last word leaves her tongue as a slither. The hand-whittled timber starts to spin of its own accord, flying down the empty street ahead of both of us.

      A vision rattles my sight. This time it’s of a bloodied pizza. Adrenaline pumps through my veins, pushing my internal demand for action. Crunching metal, like a wreckage, blinds me to logic. I throw all caution to the wind and take off on foot. I’m running down the empty streets. My gut makes a choice before my brain can stop me.

      I glance back, and Abuela grabs the bottom of her long flowing handkerchief skirt, freeing her feet to run. She moves after Cane with swift motions, cutting through the night.

      “You’ve got sixty years on me, Abuela. I should be running laps around you. Not the other way around,” I say, laboring the words between breaths.

      “Maybe by the time you’re my age, you will learn the art of running. I doubt it will make it through that thick skull of yours, but I’ll hold out hope for you,” she says.

      We round one more street corner. The silence between screams is deafening. A deep thudding reverberates in my bones. It sends my head into dizzying swings.

      There she is.

      Cane is positioned between a girl and a meat suit, vertical, spinning at sixty-six miles per hour counterclockwise. Cane starts to glow. An energy field stretches beyond the girl, encompassing her and Cane in its white light.

      I move to Abuela’s side. She puts her arm out in front of me, forcing me to take a step backward. I want to move in front of the girl—an internal need to put me between her and the meat suit.

      “What do you want, hag?” the possessed boy says. He can’t be much older than I am, seventeen or eighteen.

      “Oh, the meat suit can speak. Good for you,” Abuela takes a step closer, and so do I.

      Dark trundles shadow his eyes. A red t-shirt with a Pizza Time logo clothes the stolen body. “I will have her first. Then I’ll have you for dessert,” The meat suit winks at Abuela, his voice silky.

      Abuela smiles, “Aw, you think I’m sweet. But first, Cane, let’s see if this demon has a heart.”

      Cane moves quicker than a melting snow-cone in hell. Flesh rips away from the body snatcher’s chest cavity leaving Cane embedded.

      “You were wrong. She wasn’t the one to worry about. I am,” a wicked smile plays at Abuela’s paper-thin lips. I start to understand why she didn’t want me to come, why she put off my street training for this long.

      Wide eyes blink back as a bloodied heart pulses its last beat.

      Silence falls in the alley. My stomach turns its lunch, and I think I might hurl. One, one, two, three, five, eight, thirteen… I take a deep breath to calm my stomach and look away from the pizza delivery guy, away from the demon.

      “Are you okay?” Abuela examines the girl.

      “M-mom ordered Pizza. It was just supposed to be pizza,” the girl is shaking her head. “It’s always a pizza. Or a car wreck, or something I’ve done. I’m cursed. I. Did. This. I…” a sob catches in her chest.

      “You look fine,” Abuela blows out a breath. “Were you in a car wreck?”

      The girl doesn’t hear Abuela. She takes a few slow breaths and looks around. “What’s a meat suit?” the words have just registered in her brain.

      “A demon dressed in the skin of a man. What’s your name, child?” Abuela asks.

      “Like a real person? A real demon? That can’t—” the girl trails off again.

      “Your name?” Abuela is losing what little patience she has left. She won’t last much longer.

      “But that thing killed my—you killed him—what about—” Each time she tries, her words fail to leave her tongue before being bombarded with the next question.

      Abuela’s irritation is starting to pulse, like hot flames licking my skin.

      “Yes,” I say, putting a stop to her questions and Abuela’s growing anger. “He was dead the instant the demon possessed his body. The mind dies, leaving behind the meat suit, as we so delicately call them. Now please, tell me your name. I’ll answer more questions after.”

      The girl sticks her chin out, “If you’re going to kill me, make it quick.”

      I’m completely and utterly taken aback. I don’t have time to respond before Abuela launches into threat mode.

      “I want to know your name, child. You can tell me, or I can rip it from your tongue if you’d rather join him,” Abuela points to the meat suit and takes a step toward the girl, head down, hands raised. “Cane,” it’s a command. The stave removes itself from the corpse, trickling drink of the reaper.

      She is serious, but I am quicker. I step between Abuela and the raven-haired girl. “Abuela,” I growl. I’ve never growled at her before. Something overtakes me. Something more profound and primordial claws at my chest, begging to come out.

      “Move, Marcus. If she doesn’t speak, then I’ll make her. Or she can die with the meat suit.”

      “Stop it. You’re not going to kill her,” I say. I take two giant steps and stand in front of the girl. Her creamy skin is shadowed only by fear. A hint of rose lingers in the air. Instinct makes me want to reach out and touch her, to comfort her. Her eyes dart between Abuela and me. She doesn’t speak. Her breathing is shallow, hands shaking, and I know she is terrified. I know it like I know the ice in my belly won’t thaw till she feels safe again.

      Emotions sit like fog in the morning, thicker than air, palpable. When she locks eyes with me, she doesn’t beg for her life. That’s what survivors of meat suits do. They beg for a reprieve. I wade through her emotions, trying to make sense of what she’s feeling. What her next move might be. Who she is.

      “I don’t know anything,” her voice cracks. “Torture won’t work on me.” The girl gulps air. “You might as well let her kill me. It would be a kindness,” she says with utter conviction.

      I reach my hand out to the girl, slow as if she were a beaten stray. She stands her ground, stiffens, and closes her eyes. A single tear falls to her left cheek. “I’m not going to let anything happen to you,” I say. I connect with her hand and lace my fingers with hers. When I do this, I can see her much clearer. Not quite as clear as if she opened herself to me. I can pick up basic identifying things about a person through touch. I scan through muddled thoughts. Loss. Repeated loss. Innocence. Red. No, not red. “You’re going to have to learn to trust me, Scarlet.”

      Scarlet drops my hand, recoiling, “How did you do that?”

      I turn to Abuela, “She’s not one of them.”

      My grandma may not always listen to me, but she trusts my telepathy. She’s the one who has trained me for the last ten years to hone it. I was seven and digging around in people’s heads. She pulled me out of public school, and homeschooled me until I could control the urge to dig and put up my own blocks. It prevented others like me from learning things about us which could put everyone in danger.

      “Scarlet,” Abuela rolls the name around her tongue, tasting the weight of it. “At least now we’re getting somewhere.”

      “Do I go to school with you? I didn’t tell you⁠—”

      I cut her off before she can finish her train of thought, “No, I don’t go to public school. Not in years.” When I talk to Scarlet, I maintain eye contact. I twist the black obsidian ring on my finger, but not out of habit. My voice is soft, and I project soothing emotions, “Cessabit. Scarlet, you’re going to have to trust me. I know I’ve given you no reason yet. But for your own safety, please consider it.”

      “I don’t have anywhere to go. My mom,” another sob rocks Scarlet, breaking her careful composure, “it’s all my fault.”

      I don’t know why my soothing spell isn’t working on her. I try again. “Cessabit,” I say. “Scarlet, it’s going to be.”

      Abuela interrupts me this time. “Did you summon a demon? Sign any contracts lately, soul swap for ten good years? Renege on a deal?” Abuela looks at Scarlet and sizes her up and down. “How old are you, child?”

      “I’m seventeen today,” Scarlet sniffles and wipes her cheeks with the back of her sleeve.

      “See, we’re talking now, and that makes us friends. Marcus, we’re leaving before another meat suit comes lurking around. Where there is one,” Abuela prompts me.

      “There is always another,” I finish. “Come on. You can come with us, Scarlet. Right, Abuela?” I look to Abuela for a sign she’s not going to leave Scarlet here. Alone.

      Abuela sighs, picks up her skirt, and walks down the street back toward Mundi. “Don’t make me regret this,” she waves a hand for us to follow.

      “What about my mom?” Scarlet asks.

      Abuela looks at me, and I shake my head. I can only hope her mom’s death was quick. The meat suit didn’t want her mom. He wanted Scarlet. A sacrifice of love. I can read as much from Scarlet’s emotions.

      “She’s gone, Scarlet,” Abuela says. “I’ll notify the authorities and a cleanup crew. If you are going to come with us, then we can’t stay here even a minute longer.”

      “I don’t understand,” Scarlet says.

      “Child, I promise to explain everything, but we must go, or I will regret all of this,” Abuela says.

      “You probably will,” Scarlet’s words are a wisp of a whisper, and I’m not sure I even heard them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 4


          

          
            Scarlet

          

        

      

    

    
      Before Mom’s death, my birthday was something to be celebrated. Now, my birthdays have become something to fear. After the first attack, I stopped dreaming about passing my driver’s license test or wearing party dresses. Teenage life goals were set aside in favor of surviving a day without bad things happening. Now dread chases me, fueling visions of dancing demons, giving them life to breathe and walk in the shadows of my day.

      That’s what it should be—my day.

      High school is an assembly of hellish teenagers who seem to make it their sole purpose in life to torture me regularly. Whether I wore the wrong clothes, said the wrong things, or breathed the wrong air. Forget boyfriends or even liking someone. Friendships are too much to ask for because something is wrong with me. Bad things happen to me, Scarlet Singer. If I had friends, I’d no doubt pull them into my mess.

      Does anyone deserve that?

      Mom was always enough for me. Even a surprise bouquet of seventeen rainbow-colored roses during fourth period didn’t lift the sobering veil hanging heavy today.

      I start to smell the flowers but stop. These flowers are dead. Their lives were cut too short. Death makes me cringe and rolls my belly. It shouldn’t. They’re just flowers. Even flowers deserve the right to live. I remove the card attached and read it.

      

      
        
        Dearest Scarlet,

        

        I would lasso the moon if it would make you smile, even if only for a second. I would fight your demons, just point the way. I would give you the world. Just say the word. You are talented, intelligent, and above all, you are good.

        I know this move has been challenging. This is just another test of your courage. You will figure it out, sweets. You only get to live this life one time. Make the most of every single day.

        Happy Birthday.

        I love you more than all the stars in the sky,

        

        —Mom

      

      

      

      My cheeks grow hot. Anxiety runs through my veins like a shot straight to the heart. I feel embarrassed over the extravagant roses. My favorite color since I could voice a choice has always been rainbow. I was four and dressing for preschool in one article of every color I could find. To this day, I love color. I need color like I need air to breathe. Unfortunately, black is the norm in these parts, and I think it’s also one of the reasons I don’t fit in. Mom always remembers the little things, though, and she knows how much a little color means to me. She always knows what to say to make me feel better too. For one brief flash, my heart feels full. But the flowers feel awkward in my arms, like they are drawing unwanted attention. A boy in the hall shoots a spit wad, and it lands in my bouquet, forcing my heart and mind to compromise and land somewhere in the middle.

      I slip the note into my journal and carry the bouquet tucked under my armpit—hands too full of textbooks to juggle my mixed-emotion roses. I shuffle behind the hordes of teenagers to my locker. I dump the flowers inside and grab my geometry textbook before going to math class. Remaining overlooked equates to staying safe. If staying safe means keeping my head low, I’ll keep my head low.

      Why can’t life be simple again? In middle school, back before the attacks, my biggest concern in life was whose nails were longer—mine or my best friend Sophie’s. We’d put our hands in equal positions on the back of the bus seat and try to gauge whose nails had grown the most in a week. Did we need to put fakes on? What color glitter could we find at the mall that weekend? Did our bright blue eye shadow make us stand out in a good way or a bad way? All that changed when I turned thirteen.

      I thought the move back to Northwest Washington was a safeguard from those who seek to harm me. It was the last place I felt protected. The last place I remember having true friends like Sophie. The last place with good memories of my father. Memories that don’t hurt. But Sophie moved, and Dad is gone. All I have left are memories.

      I used to think that mattered.

      After school lets out, I don’t go straight home. I know Mom won’t get off work till eight. I stay downtown in populated spaces. I can’t explain why populated places feel safer; they just do. Maybe it’s because I can blend better. With fewer people, I might stand out more. When I finally arrive home, the clock reads eight-ten. I secretly hope Mom will be there, waiting. I’ll convince her to leave. Maybe we’ll do a movie and dinner at one of those theaters with reclining seats instead of our ritual birthday pizza and an all-night Tetris marathon. Anything that means being around other people today. Because when I’m alone, the shadows take form, becoming goblins in the darkness vying for my attention. If I make eye contact, I fear I’ll never live to tell someone about it.

      I get home, and Mom’s already ordered a large pepperoni pizza, cheese bread, and cookie dough. All our favorites. She’s even rented a copy of my favorite movie on Amazon, Pride and Prejudice. The BBC one with Colin Firth, not the Keira Knightley one. Tetris is at the ready, and she asks me which I want to start with: the game or movie because the pie is on its way.

      None of that matters.

      I hold onto her smile before it’s gone when the doorbell rings. It’s the last time I’ll ever see it.

      We never get to eat our pizza. We don’t get to watch Colin rise out of the pond or laugh and giggle at his tight shirt. I don’t get to try defending myself at Tetris because she always beats me. None of it.

      More than anything, I wish I could remember Mom’s face, happy. With every cry for help, the good memories are slashed from my mind, replaced with hollow loss and blackness.

      “We’re here,” the old woman’s words seem to pull me out of my sorrow and back to the present.

      I look around, confused, “There’s nothing here but a gate. It’s an empty lot.” I start to feel dread slither inside my bones again. Had it ever really left? Was I fooled into following these people? This murderess…

      “She’s not exactly a murderess, you know. She did it to protect the world. You just happen to be the most direct benefactor in that minute,” the boy called Marcus says. As if she went out of her way to protect me. She was ready to cut my tongue out.

      “Why would you say that?” the old woman looks at him. She’s not angry per se, more annoyed, I think. I’ve seen her angry. I’d rather not bear witness to it again.

      “I was defending you, Abuela. She’s the one who called you a murderess, not me,” Marcus throws his hands up to the sky as if asking the gods above to understand him. The only thing I know about this boy is he’s missing his calling in the theater. So dramatic.

      “You were the one who said it, Marcus. I don’t appreciate such associations,” his Abuela says.

      I go four shades of pink.

      I don’t dare open my mouth. I don’t say, I thought it. I don’t let her know he’s right because I never actually said it. It would figure if he were a mental snoop to boot.

      “I am not,” Marcus mumbles.

      I freeze. I was kidding. I don’t actually think that people can read minds. It doesn’t change the creepy sensation crawling up my spine. I want to put distance between him and me. It’s probably only a coincidence, but still.

      “Rod,” the word slips out of the old woman’s mouth like a love song.

      “Yes, madam,” a voice from the shadows says back.

      “We’re home, dear Rod, please let us in,” her voice is soft, without the harshness I was expecting. The sharpness I witnessed in the alley when she threatened bodily harm to me and when she—I force the memories of the pizza guy down to a place I hope they will not resurface from.

      “Anything for you, my madam,” says Rod, the voice without a body.

      A waft of warm spices, herbs, and candle smoke reaches my nose. I look up in time to see her walk through the gate and disappear into the night.

      “Where did she go? There’s nothing,” I take a step backward.

      “It’s okay. I can show you,” Marcus says.

      I think he’s sincere, but I can’t help the snark which follows, “Ha. You’re just going to show me. Tell me all your secrets. I bet.” I cross my arms and turn to face him, “So, who are you?”

      “Marcus,” he says.

      “I’ve gathered that much,” I spit the words out like they leave a bad taste in my mouth. I don’t like how I sound or act. Somehow, I can’t help it. It’s out of me before I can reel them in.

      “You’d be dead if it weren’t for Abuela,” Marcus snaps back.

      I lower my voice because the truth hurts, “Maybe, would that be so bad?”

      His face falls, and he softens, “Do you really feel that way? You’re alive. Be thankful for that. It could be worse; they didn’t steal your body. You’ve still got a soul.”

      “You don’t get to talk to me about being thankful. I just lost the only family I’ve got,” my words bite at him, invisible thorns growing around me, protecting me. My words are harsh. I don’t know how to care anymore. “You can’t possibly know how this feels. Am I just supposed to trust total strangers? My life is gone. It’s—gone.” What does he expect from me? My mom’s… I can’t even think the words.

      Marcus goes rigid, “Sorry if I offended you, but you don’t know a damned thing about me. So, don’t pretend you do. Come or don’t come. I don’t care anymore.” Marcus stomps away.

      I watch him disappear into the void, through the iron gate, “I don’t know anything about him? About him? Who is he to talk to me about being thankful?”

      I pace back and forth in front of the empty lot. I let my sorrow boil into anger.

      Anger is easier.

      I can handle anger, “I don’t need him. I don’t need anyone.”

      Across the street, at the Antique Time Shop, ninety-two clocks strike midnight at precisely the same time. The dings, rings, and chimes sound off into the hollow emptiness of the night.

      “It’s over,” tears streaming down my face, my words turning into a sob. “It’s over.” I let my guard down, falling to the sidewalk, letting anguish rip through my insides like a wildfire. I pull my knees up to my chest, hugging them. Three hundred and sixty-four days of grace.

      Sitting against the steely gate, I let its sharp edges pierce my backside. It hurts, but I can control this pain. I’m not a masochist or a cutter, however, I can sympathize with both right now. The pain I can control is a different beast from the kind I can’t.

      Another waft of candle smoke hits my nose and rouses my tender body. How long have I been out? Did I fall asleep or just lull into myself for a while?

      “What are you still doing out here?” Marcus’s Abuela lifts the edge of her skirt and shuffles next to me on the sidewalk.

      Deep rainbow earth tones swirl in the fabric’s layers. The calming library smell is now coming from her. Although I know she’s a scary woman, the earthy perfume makes me want to trust her. I’ve seen what she can do, and there’s no reason I should.

      “I’ll leave. I didn’t mean to linger,” I say and start to get up.

      “Nonsense, child,” she pats my arm, “sit down. I meant, why haven’t you come inside?”

      I rest my head back on my knees and close my eyes. So many reasons come to the forefront of my brain. I don’t know who you are. I watched you kill a man. I feel alone and lost. It’s just as easy to be alone and lost out here as it is inside. I don’t say any of this. Instead, I give her the first words I can speak out loud.

      “I think I pissed Marcus off.”

      She lets out a bellow of a laugh, “Oh, don’t let him stop you. He’s as moody as a schoolgirl.”

      My eyes pop open, “Excuse me?” It wasn’t the answer I’d expected.

      “Oh, you know what I mean,” she waves away her words, although they still turn my cheeks crimson.

      I wasn’t moody.

      I’m not a moody person.

      “The wards work here, so you’re safe to sit on this hard cement for as long as your behind fancies. I’ve got a nice pillow-top bed with your name on it when you’re ready. If you’re hungry, I’d be happy to make you a sandwich as well,” she says. Her kindness is almost too much to bear.

      “Why are you kind to me? I don’t even know your name,” I say. I’m not about to call her Marcus’s Abuela for the rest of our acquaintance.

      She smiles at me, fiddling with her ring. It’s silver with an opal in the middle, like the vines of a tree holding the crystal. I can’t help but admire its age and curves. I feel warmth start in my belly, and it consumes me. For the first time in days, I feel safe.

      “You can call me Abuela if you like. I’m everyone’s grandma. Or you can call me Kara. Whichever you’re more comfortable with.”

      “Abuela? Are you Marcus’s grandma, or is he part of everyone too?”

      “Ah, yes. He is my pain in the ass, Nieto. I love my grandson even when he presses my buttons. Some days more than others,” Kara says. Her words are laced with frustration.

      “I’d like to think about calling you Abuela someday. I don’t have one. Can I call you Kara for now?” I say, and I find my words are true.

      I don’t have a grandma or anyone. I can’t call her Abuela yet. I don’t know her well enough. Besides, it’s generally hard to call a woman you witness murder a man, grandma, even if she was defending me. I always imagined a grandma would mean cat hair, tea time, and baked apple pies.

      “That’s fine, child,” Kara says. She gives me a soft smile, and I can feel my insides warm at our new friendship.

      “Thank you for—” the words are stuck behind the lump formed in my throat. I can’t seem to push them further without pushing tears to fall first. I don’t want to cry anymore and especially not in front of her. The tears well but don’t fall.

      “Now, no point in flooding our city,” Kara says. “It’s had enough turmoil for one night. We should avoid the oceans rising too.”

      “Would that be so bad?” I ask. “To wash it all clean and start over fresh,” I don’t realize the meaning of what I’ve said until the words have left my mouth.

      I don’t want to die. Not anymore. There’s a dark place inside of me, a little voice that begs to be heard. That little part of me wants to die. Wishes that bastard killed me instead of my mom. Or at least right along with her. It’s a small voice. Most of me wants to live. Most of me wants to wake up in the morning and have the pain ease a little.

      Most of me, anyway.

      Kara harrumphs. I stand and offer her help up. She takes it, and the two of us are standing at the gate once more. I don’t see a house, though. I don’t have a clue where Marcus or Kara went in the darkness.

      “If we had to start fresh with every cut, child, we’d never be able to show our battle scars,” Kara says.

      “Why are battle scars something to be proud of?” I ask.

      “They make us stronger and turn us into tougher versions of ourselves. We grow dragon scales each time we’re cut down. Every new scale makes us stronger, harder, and ready for whatever the world brings.” Kara’s eyes twinkle in the moonlight. The gray turns to a mist, and her eyes take on a blue haze.

      “Do you have dragon scales?” I ask, hesitant.

      “Lots and lots, child. More than most, I’d guess. Each scale makes me a better, stronger person. We are all given a hand of cards in life. Some are better than others. It’s what we do with those cards that make us the person we are. You can choose to wallow in self-pity, or you can choose to fight back. I always pick the fight.” Kara is not a tall person, but just now, she seems to tower over me. Her confidence fills me up, and I feel like I can go on a little more.

      “Thank you,” I say. Her speech sends chills radiating down my back. I mull her words over in my head. Dragon scales sound almost manageable.

      “No need to thank me, child. You’ll see it for yourself one day,” Kara says. “For now, let’s get moving.”

      “It’s an empty lot,” I say, looking for the entry to a home that I wonder exists at all.

      “Well, dear child, magic is in the eye of the beholder. You see an empty lot, while I see my glorious home standing before us. Here, let me show you,” Kara holds a hand out to me.

      I hesitate, looking at the gesture before taking a quivering breath. It’s now or never, Scarlet. You either decide to trust this woman, or you leave it all behind, facing your demons alone. What if she’s right? What if demons are real? She seems to know a lot more. Would it be so bad to surround myself with people who can help?

      Decided, I grab Kara’s hand and try not to shake in the process.

      Kara’s free hand moves her cane in a circular motion. At first, I don’t understand what she’s saying. By the third time, I think I’ve caught her saying, “Oculorum.”

      The words no sooner leave her mouth before I stiffen under Kara’s grip. My whole world tilts on end, uprooted by the very fabric of my existence as I know it to be.

      “Holy shit,” I say, unable to believe my eyes. Magic is real.

      Kara flicks me in the ear, “Language.”

      I wince and rub my stinging lobe, “Really? Didn’t you just kill a guy?”

      “Demon,” she corrects. “And I won’t have foul language, dear.”

      “Sorry, ma’am,” I start.

      “Sorry, Kara. None of this ma’am nonsense,” she says, that twinkle still present in her eyes.

      “I’m sorry, Kara. But how? Where? I don’t understand,” I say.

      “Pretty fantastic if I do say so myself,” Kara winks and steps forward.

      The gate is no longer the length of the empty lot; it’s a small door-sized iron fence that swings open and shut with ease—something you might see in someone’s yard. What’s behind the gate defies all scientific reason. Where an empty lot stood before is now a sprawling mansion of a home. Redbrick makes up a building with a dozen archways. The house alone is more than double the lot’s original size and is currently challenging any reasonable explanation my brain can conjure.

      “I—I don’t know how to process this information. What did you do to me?” I pull away from her, suddenly fearful she’s placed some hex on me. I have to fight the itch in the back of my mind telling me to run. Although, to be fair, that itch hasn’t always led me down the straight and narrow.

      “I didn’t do anything to you. More like I let you see something that exists already. My job does not allow me to simply live among the fray. It requires a certain amount of secrecy. These wards have been up for hundreds of years. They stretch just past this gate.”

      “Wards? You said that before.” I rub my eyes. “Like magic?”

      “Not like magic. I’m talking about magic.”

      “Okay.” Silence hangs in the air. I’m not dumb. I know magic isn’t real, and demons are like fairytales designed to scare children. Except, I am now swayed to the argument that demons are real, and magic seems to exist despite my reservations. “So, this old college—” I say.

      “In Fine Mundi was never a college. It was a bed and breakfast at one point, or the equivalent about a hundred years ago. Never a college, though,” Kara says.

      “What did you call it?” I ask.

      “Mundi,” she says.

      “Mundi? Why?”

      “In Fine Mundi means at the end of the world. Poetic, eh?” Kara is smiling.

      “Is it?”

      “Is what?” Kara says.

      “Is the world ending?”

      Kara gives a raspy chortle, “Oh no, child. Not while I still breathe, it won’t. Do you want to go in and see her?”

      I only hesitate for a second. In truth, where else am I going to go? “I’d like that.” I don’t follow her into the enormous house. Instead, I stand at the gate. “Kara?”

      “Yes, Scarlet?”

      “Thank you. For you know….” I can’t say it. Not yet. My head hangs, and I rub my hand along the iron gate, testing its sturdiness, wondering if it can protect me. I prick my finger on a rough edge and pop my finger into my mouth.

      “Of course, child. You’ll see, the world will sort itself out. It always does.”

      “Sure…” I say. But I don’t believe her.
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