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PROLOGUE
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IT WAS A FULL MOON night.

The city glowed with paper lanterns strung from lampposts and the walls of the houses all around. The streets were a riot of color, confetti and streamers blanketing the asphalt, adults and children clustered around booths in costume—witches, princesses, vampires, werewolves, and others so strange and elaborate that most culturally illiterate adults couldn’t begin to understand them—and music filled the night air with revelry and wonder.

Meanwhile, far from the party and the euphoric crowd, a little knight walked through a park alone, his clothes torn and caked with mud, his face bruised and smeared with tears.

Kids could be cruel. Innocent as they were, their sense of right and wrong could get twisted to the point where they saw no limits at all, treating cruel acts as just a “fun game.” You couldn’t blame them, of course. They were only mirroring other people’s behavior, from adults to other kids. It was understandable. But not to Thomas. To Thomas—or Tom—children were mean, and they hated him for no reason. All he wanted was to play and enjoy the festival with his new friends, like they’d agreed at school that afternoon. But as soon as a group of older boys tried to steal his candy, his so-called friends abandoned him to the gang, who made a point of chasing him through the streets. Tom ran and ran and ran, until he tripped at the edge of the park. The boys beat him, tore his costume, and left, laughing, dumping him on the muddy ground, crying from the pain. There was no one nearby to help him.

The park was empty, silent, without a single living soul in sight. Tom walked over to the swing, dropped his plastic shield there, sat down, and kept sobbing. He didn’t mind the solitude; he hated being seen acting like a baby. He was ten years old, a big boy. He couldn’t go home like this. Mom and Dad would get sad, and his older sister would be disappointed in herself for not protecting him. Tom didn’t want to ruin their night by getting into trouble again. So he tried to calm down and think of a way to clean himself up. He got up—there was a water fountain nearby. He started washing the mud and blood off his face and hair when he heard a snap.

Startled, Tom lifted his head and looked toward the woods on the other side of the park. The Blue Forest, desolate and dark, seemed to stare right back at him. A breeze cut through him, chilling his spine for a second. Another snap followed.

“Hello?” Tom called out. “Who’s there?”

No one answered.

Tom dried his face, unsheathed his toy sword, and gripped it tight, trying not to show fear. If it was those bullies again, he’d face them with a brave look. But the silence held. Tom stared at the shadows of the trees and the swaying branches, and he got the feeling that ghosts were everywhere, surrounding him, haunting him, calling him... somehow, Tom knew someone was there, waiting for him.

What if it’s not the bullies? he thought, straining his eyes, trying to see into the darkness. What if it’s the... the...

A cold gust hit him in the face.

“Tom...” a ghostly voice whispered in his ear. “Help me...!”

Tom flinched, looking behind him. No one was there but him.

Cold sweat broke out on his skin.

I-It’s her!

His eyes went wide.

It’s the Witch!

The boy stepped back, trembling at the mere thought of being taken away by the Witch of the Forest too.

“Tom... Tom...!”

“W-Who’s there?” the boy stammered, spinning around, searching for the source of the voice.

“Tom... help...!”

“What do you want?”

“Please... please, Tom...!”

Tom noticed how soft and childlike the voice sounded. It didn’t seem like a witch or some scary creature, and that eased his fear a little. Despite how strange the situation was, the voice didn’t sound like it wanted to hurt him—it sounded scared and fragile. So he thought about what he could do to help it.

“Where are you?” the boy shouted.

“Here... here...!” The voice began to fade, but Tom realized it was coming from the forest across the street.

Tom stared at the forest, his heart in his throat. His hands were shaking, his legs weak, about to give out—but Tom remembered his mother, and how she would never hesitate to help someone in danger. It was her job. She was a hero. And he was her son. He wouldn’t let her down.

Tom swallowed his fear and walked slowly toward the forest. He stopped, looked both ways, took a deep breath, and crossed the street. When he reached the other side, he didn’t stop. He kept walking, even with his heart racing, his hair standing on end, his feet heavy, and his mind repeating over and over how scary and dangerous this was and how he should have gone to get Mom to help. But, incredible as it seemed, he didn’t hesitate. He couldn’t hesitate anymore.

Tom entered the forest, the sound of his footsteps fading among the trees, and he merged into the darkness.
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CHAPTER 1
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Lost

April 2022...

ELIZA LIDDELL SHOT to her feet. A noise nearly burst her eardrums.

Her pencil case rolled off the desk with the thud of her knees and shattered on the floor, spilling all her spare pens, pencils, and erasers around her. The workbook and notebook—full of doodles and notes and torn-out pages—were open to the wrong subject, as far as she could tell from the board. Mocking laughter filled her ears; and in front of her desk, one hand on her hip and the other holding a folder, Ms. Faith stared at her with an inquisitive look.

Eliza didn’t bother stifling her yawn.

“Good morning, Ms. Faith,” she said, groggy, pulling off her glasses and wiping them. Her ears were still ringing from the sound of the folder slamming onto the desk.

“Good afternoon, Eliza,” the teacher replied, dripping with irony. “So glad you finally decided to join us.”

Her classmates laughed at her expense, but Eliza didn’t care. She put her glasses back on and tried to fix her hair.

“So, what’d I miss?” she asked, unfazed. “This is math, right?”

“Geometry.”

“Same thing. Anyway, did you ask me a question?”

“Indeed I did. Please, come up to the board.”

Eliza got up, walked to the whiteboard, and picked up a marker.

“Try to answer question three. Use the formulas we went over—before you fell asleep.”

Eliza couldn’t remember seeing Ms. Faith come into the room, or who had taught the last class. She stood in front of the board, wondering what the hell the point was in knowing the area and volume of some useless polygon. Pretending to care about solving that ridiculous problem, she shot a sidelong glance at the clock on the wall above.

Five more minutes, she thought with a snort.

“Forgot the formulas?” the teacher asked.

“Uh... unfortunately,” she admitted, shameless. “Better call on someone else to solve it.”

“No, no. We’ll do it together—that way I can clear up any doubts you and your classmates have.”

“But there are so many. I don’t even know where to start.”

“Of course you do. Where do we always start? Does anyone remember?” she asked the class.

“With the area,” one of the students in front answered. “We figure out the angle values first, then calculate the results.”

“Very good,” Ms. Faith praised. “I assume you already know how to do that, right? If I recall, you were awake when I covered that.”

“Oh, yeah, I remember. I just have to find the value of this x here, don’t I?” Eliza pointed at the letter. “Easy. But before that, can I ask you something?”

“Sure. What is it?”

“Why do I need to know this?”

“Because it’s going to be on the test.”

“Yeah, I know. But I mean in relation to my life. What do I get out of it?”

“The chance to graduate, get into whatever college you want, and land a good job.”

“What if I don’t want to go to college? Or what if the program I want has nothing to do with geometry? What if I don’t even need geometry to get into a decent university?”

“Eliza...” the teacher sighed.

“No, seriously. Why should I waste my time learning how to calculate the whatever-the-hell of some hypothetical 3D object, just so I can study what I actually want? That doesn’t seem fair or even logical. What’s the point of learning something we’re going to forget anyway? It makes no sense.”

“Learning new things isn’t a waste of time,” she argued. “General knowledge is essential for our intellectual and rational development. That’s how we exchange information and create connections—through our collective consciousness.” She looked proud of her own answer.

Eliza thought it over for a few seconds, then nodded, smiling.

“Yeah. Didn’t understand a word of that.”

Her attitude didn’t surprise the teacher one bit, who glanced at the clock and sighed again as the bell rang, ending the class.

Saved by the bell, the girl celebrated.

The students shot up all at once, backpacks on, and rushed out of the room like a herd of buffalo fleeing a wildfire. Eliza tried to make her escape too, but before she could slip away, Ms. Faith called her back.

“We’re not done yet, Eliza.”

“Can’t we leave this for tomorrow?” the girl grumbled as she turned around.

“If you handle this the way you handle your homework, we’ll never be done.”

“Then why start? I’m a failure at math.”

“You’re not a failure. Just too inattentive, uninterested, and distracted to actually apply yourself.”

“I apply myself enough. Isn’t that good enough?”

“Eliza...” Ms. Faith took a deep breath before continuing. “Are you okay?”

“Everything’s great,” she replied, looking away.

“Listen, I know this time of year is hard for you...”

“Please, don’t even start,” she cut in, abrupt. “Don’t lie to make me feel better, because it just makes me wanna throw up. I don’t want your pity.”

The teacher made a disgusted face, her eyes fixed on Eliza with sharp indignation, as if the girl had just spit in her own hand and slapped her with it. Eliza’s cheeks burned with shame.

“Sorry.”

“It’s okay,” she said, softening her expression. “I’m just asking, because unfortunately your grades aren’t in your favor; I barely grade your homework since I almost never receive it, your behavior in class has been questionable, your attitude toward teachers is disrespectful, and if you don’t do well on your final exams, you’ll have to repeat the year. Doesn’t that worry you?”

“Why should it? I won’t be here next year, and nobody at my new school needs to know I repeated,” she shot back, bored.

“What about your friends? You could ask them for help studying. I noticed you’ve been hanging out with Clarice again lately.”

“Oh, yeah. A lot. Look how nice she is.” She pointed to the Band-Aid on her right cheek. “Really a lovely person.”

“Is that why you’re not engaged in class anymore? Why you’re always alone?”

Eliza didn’t answer.

Ms. Faith waited, then sighed again.

“You can go,” she said. “But know this—if you need anything, if you want to talk... my door is always open.”

The woman smiled warmly. Eliza did her best to give her a grateful smile and left the room.

Stepping into the noisy hallway, the girl grabbed her phone and earbuds from her pocket, put them in, and cranked up the volume to drown out the chaos around her. The music seeped into her brain, filling her with peace and euphoria, spreading a sense of relief, calm, and adrenaline, sending chills straight to her core. She walked through the crowd with her head down, not meeting anyone’s eyes, trying to be as invisible as possible so she wouldn’t get caught by Clarice’s “little group”—evil incarnate. Pretty, smart, cunning, and cruel; the ultimate mean girl who found pleasure in other people’s suffering. Especially people like Eliza: lonely, quiet, and seemingly vulnerable. Mentally vulnerable.

Even though she was already sixteen, Eliza was a small girl, barely five feet tall, with dark hair that barely touched her shoulders, and dull black eyes hidden behind round, thin-rimmed glasses. She always wore a baggy red hoodie, long skirts down to her knees, black socks, and the same old pink sneakers. No earrings, no necklaces—just a silver bracelet with a single dangling charm: a little book with the letter E on its cover. Her backpack, covered in pins of her favorite movies and shows, weighed heavy on her shoulders from all the extra books she carried around to keep herself distracted wherever she went, so she wouldn’t feel alone. Put it all together, and you got an antisocial, grumpy nerd.

Eliza reached her locker, opened it, and started shoving her stuff inside quickly. The last class was already over; she needed to hurry if she wanted to get out of school unscathed.

As soon as she zipped her backpack, the locker door slammed shut, nearly catching her hand.

Too late.

“Hey there, Lizzy,” said the embodiment of chaos, Clarice. “You weren’t gonna leave without saying goodbye, were you?”

“As if. I was just wondering where you guys were.” Eliza didn’t even bother hiding the sarcasm.

The group—three girls and two guys—looked like they’d stepped out of a cliché teen movie. Two of the girls were beautiful, slim, and just as nasty as Clarice, and the guys were dumb, clueless “athletes” with zero tact or sensitivity; perfect puppets for someone with more than two brain cells to manipulate. Nothing like the delinquents who constantly gave her mom hell during her night patrols.

The tall, pretty girl with black hair and light eyes, dressed all in black with dark makeup and piercings in her ears and lips, gave her a sickly sweet, intimidating smile and shoved her against the lockers.

“So you know what this is about.” Clarice held up a wad of paper with the title: Pride and Prejudice, and a huge red zero. “What is this?”

“Your literature paper?”

“Yeah. My literature paper that you wrote!”

“What about it?”

“I thought I made it clear that I needed my grades without raising suspicion of cheating.”

“You did.”

“So how, Lizzy, do you explain this zero?”

“I don’t know? Was I not supposed to let the teacher think you wrote it? I just put myself in your shoes and thought about how you’d do the assignment.”

“And your brilliant conclusion,” Clarice grabbed her by the collar, “was to turn it in blank?”

“It’d be suspicious if you actually did it, right?” Eliza said with disdain, already knowing what was coming.

The gothic girl yanked her away from the lockers and threw her brutally to the floor. A shock shot through her back, traveled up her shoulders, and hit the back of Eliza’s head; for a second, she saw stars before her vision cleared.

“Not my fault you never check your assignments before turning them in,” she said, chin up, not losing her composure. “Two years of summer school didn’t teach you anything?”

Clarice stayed smiling, and in one swift move, stomped on Eliza’s right hand with her boot, making the girl scream.

No one dared to intervene. No teachers were around, and Clarice’s friends watched, hungry for violence.

“Aww, Lizzy,” Clarice said, crouching down. “You know I don’t like it when you try to play smart with me. We both know how this ends.”

She pressed down harder.

Eliza held back her scream.

“I don’t want to hurt you, but you don’t give me a choice. No matter how many times I warn you, it seems like it just doesn’t sink into that empty little head of yours that I always keep my promises. Honestly, I don’t know if you’re just stupid or a masochist.”

Her friends laughed and made disgusting pain-and-pleasure noises like complete idiots.

“Seriously, what do I do with you, Lizzy?”

“How about leave me alone and find another sucker to do your homework?” she shot back through clenched teeth.

“That was a rhetorical question.”

“You even know what rhetorical means? Now that’s what I call a miracle. Argh!”

The pressure increased. Eliza could swear she heard her bones crack. She really needed to shut her mouth.

A little more and she’d step on the bracelet.

“Fine, fine! You’re right! I’ll fix it! Just give me the next assignment and get off my hand, please!”

Clarice thought for a moment, then stepped off. Eliza brought her hand to her chest, afraid of getting stomped again and shielding the bracelet.

“The next assignment is due in two weeks. Here’s the topic.” Clarice pulled a crumpled piece of paper from her backpack and threw it on the floor. “Don’t try anything funny, or I’ll break your hands.”

“Noted.” Eliza picked up the paper and stood.

“Good girl.”

She turned to leave when one of the idiots decided to open his mouth.

“Hey, make her do mine too, Clare,” one of the guys said—tall, dark-haired, athletic, and visibly stupid.

“Don’t start, Ben,” Clarice snapped.

“Come on? Without the little brat to take care of, she’s got plenty of time now.”

Eliza stopped walking.

“Ben!” Clarice shouted.

“What?” the idiot asked.

The group exchanged uncomfortable looks.

“Dude... that was not cool,” the other guy said.

The next second, in the blink of an eye, Eliza pushed past Clarice and punched Ben square in the face, sending him flying to the floor.

And she didn’t stop there. While everyone was still recovering from the shock, she went at him, punching him over and over, not giving him a chance to defend himself, the fury blazing in her eyes.

Shouting erupted in the hallway; students crowded around to see what was happening and egg the fight on, while a few others—one or two, really—went to get a teacher to break it up. Clarice didn’t react; she just stood there, watching her boyfriend get beaten up by the daughter of a cop—trained in self-defense—with a certain amount of enjoyment. As for the rest of her crew, they just screamed, either for Eliza to stop or for Ben to fight back. He tried, but Eliza quickly pinned him down and had no intention of letting him go anytime soon.

Two teachers arrived in time to separate them, but they couldn’t stop Eliza from leaving a black eye and deep scratches across the boy’s irritatingly perfect face; later, he’d let out a high-pitched shriek of horror when he noticed three lines of blood on his left cheek, from his eye to his chin, marking him with three big, ugly scars for the rest of his life.

“Get this crazy bitch away from me!” Ben squealed in panic.

Eliza snarled in response, scaring him.

She was sent to the detention room—for the fourth time that month. Her mom was going to kill her.

Throwing her worry out the window, Eliza settled into a chair, pulled a book out of her bag—Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland—and picked up where she’d left off.
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THE SUN WAS JUST ABOUT to set when Eliza left school. The orange sky shifted from pink to a dark, purplish blue on the horizon, the crescent moon was visible up high, and the clouds were slowly fading. The streetlights came on along the sidewalk, earlier than they should, as always. Eliza walked with her earbuds in, hoping the bus stop would be empty and that she’d have time to keep reading on the bench. Reading on the bus made her nauseous.

Luckily for her, as she approached the stop, a bus was about to pull away. A group of passengers was boarding in a line, and it didn’t look like anyone had gotten off at that stop. The bus was too full, so she decided to wait for the next one.

The vehicle closed its doors and drove off. But the stop wasn’t completely empty. Sitting on the bench was a boy with black hair, around ten or eleven, wearing a white shirt, a blazer, black shorts, white socks, and dress shoes—like a character straight out of a movie set in the 1940s. He didn’t fit the scene; it could’ve been a matter of taste, fashion, or his parents‘ influence, but it was incredibly interesting compared to the rest of her boring, repetitive day.

She sat down next to him. The boy didn’t seem to notice her at first. He stayed still, lost in thought. He showed no nervousness or fear of being alone—just stared at nothing with his gray eyes full of disdain, as if nothing were more important than whatever was going on in his head; not the people, not the bus that had just left, not her presence. It was an image trapped in an infinite time loop—like the Mad Hatter and the March Hare, forever stuck in a crazy tea party, she thought—in a rare, mundane, yet peaceful and introspective moment for some random kid at some random bus stop.

Or maybe she was just delusional again.

Eliza shook her head and figured it was better to occupy her boredom with another chapter of Alice than to keep staring at the kid like a crazy person.

The calm and silence stretched between them, until Eliza noticed she’d been stuck on the same two pages for ten minutes and looked around again.

The street was deserted. No one around. Not a single living soul looking for the boy, and the sun had already started sinking into the horizon, bringing the darkness that haunted all children. Well, except the one sitting beside her. To her surprise, the kid only looked annoyed as he checked his wristwatch, confirming that he was, in fact, waiting for someone. Or the next bus, which was already late.

The wooden bench creaked under her legs as she glanced behind her. On the wall holding up the wooden shelter over their heads, half-peeled posters swayed in the wind. Among various old ads and expired notices, smiling faces, full of innocence and joy, sadly stained and torn images, stared back at her beneath the same terrible, bolded word: MISSING. Right behind Eliza, the poster of a boy dressed as a knight seemed to mock her. The name was smudged, but she could clearly read the date of his last sighting.

October 31, 2021.

He wasn’t the first. He wouldn’t be the last.

Eliza closed the book and pulled out her earbuds.

“Hey. Uh, kid? You okay?” she asked softly. “Are you lost?”

The boy turned, startled by the sudden attention.

“No. I mean, yes. I mean... uh,” he seemed confused. “Sort of.”

“What do you mean, ‘sort of’?”

“My dad got on the bus, but I couldn’t keep up and got left behind. Now I’m waiting for him to come back and get me.”

“Oh, right,” she said, relieved. “Is he on his way?”

“I don’t know. He always tells me never to leave the spot if we get separated, so I guess he’s coming.”

“You guess? Do you know his number? I can lend you my phone to call him.”

“No need. He’ll show up eventually,” he answered, unconcerned. “He wouldn’t dare leave me here. Not with the monsters running loose.”

Eliza furrowed her brow at the last comment.

“Monsters?”

“Yeah. Monsters that follow us in the shadows, in plain sight, that want to hurt us and steal us from our parents. That most adults can’t see or pretend not to, and that sneak up on us, seemingly harmless, pretending to care about our safety,” the boy considered, staring at her. “Are you one of them?”

It was a look loaded with so much suspicion that Eliza didn’t dare laugh. Maybe it was a metaphor the kid’s parents used to keep him away from shady strangers. Pretty effective.

“No,” she stated. “Absolutely not.”

“That’s what a monster would say.”

“That’s what anyone would say.”

They stared at each other, but soon shifted their attention to the bus approaching the stop.

“You gonna be okay alone?” Eliza asked.

The boy turned, caught off guard by the question, and didn’t answer right away. The bus stopped in front of them and opened its doors. No one got off.

“I’m always fine. Don’t worry,” he assured her.

Eliza nodded, a little hesitant. She stood up, took a step forward, and stopped.

The sun had set. Darkness had taken the sky, and the city was lit by the lights of windows and streetlamps around her, but even so, there was no sense of safety. On the contrary, the poorly lit street gave her chills, and the illusion of being watched from all sides froze her muscles.

The driver stared at her.

The boy stared at her.

Eliza stepped back and sat down again.

The driver huffed, closed the doors, and drove off to the next stop.

“Was it the wrong bus?” the boy asked.

“No.”

“So why didn’t you get on?” he narrowed his eyes.

“Because... because I don’t think it’s right to leave a kid alone in the middle of nowhere at this hour. It’s too dark.”

“I’m not afraid of the dark and I don’t need help. And I don’t believe you either.”

“What?”

“You’re not worried about me. You’re just pretending to care so you don’t feel bad about ignoring a poor lost kid on the street.”

Eliza blinked. What the hell?

Her lack of response made him smile arrogantly. And to her surprise, it didn’t bother her.

“Okay. You’re right. You got me,” she confessed. “I’m being selfish, but that doesn’t mean I don’t honestly care about your safety. The truth is, I just don’t want to go home yet.”

That caught the boy’s attention, and he looked at her with curiosity. It spurred her to explain.

“I... had a fight with my parents. Lately, I’ve been doing badly at school. My teachers hate me, my grades keep dropping, and I’ve gotten into a lot of fights. And it’s not like I do it on purpose, it’s just... I feel so tired, so exhausted from all of it. From this... stupid normalcy, like nothing happened, like everyone’s already moved on while I’m left behind dealing with the consequences alone! I wish... I wish I could...” her voice faltered. She took a deep breath, several times, to calm down. “Sorry. I shouldn’t be telling you this. I don’t know why I did.”

“It’s okay,” the boy said. “I don’t mind.”

Eliza didn’t mind either. Just being heard was enough.

“Thanks. I feel a lot better now,” she laughed softly. “Does that mean I can stay here until your dad shows up?”

He shrugged.

“I guess so.”

“Thanks.”

She held out her hand.

“I’m Eliza. Nice to meet you.”

The boy looked at her hand, slightly confused.

“That’s your cue to introduce yourself back,” she joked. “I’d feel more comfortable knowing at least the name of the person next to me.”

He sighed, but extended his hand in return.

“Oryan. Likewise,” he relaxed his posture, easing the tension between them. “Now, not that I care, but can I ask why you’re fighting with your parents?”

“Well... let’s just say they offered a solution to my problems at school, and I strongly disagreed with the idea.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s stupid, and I don’t understand how they could even suggest it,” Eliza propped her face in her hands. “Seriously, what did they expect me to say? ‘Great idea, I’ve always wanted to live with my crazy aunt in some big, unfamiliar city miles away!?’ And they say it’s for my own good! My own good? Ha! Yeah, right!” she crossed her arms, sulking.

“Live? Are you telling me,” Oryan’s eyes widened. “they want to send you away? For good?”

“For good is an exaggeration. It’s only until I graduate. After that, I can choose to come back, or go to college there or somewhere else, or do other things... I don’t know. It’s complicated.”

“Can’t the school do anything?”

“It could. But it wouldn’t matter. When I say it’s complicated, it’s because it goes beyond school. It’s more... personal.”

“Oh. I see,” Oryan seemed uncomfortable. “I’ve fought with my dad lots of times before, so I know how hard it is to understand their decisions. But if you don’t want to leave, show them there’s no ‘apparent’ problem,” he emphasized the air quotes with his fingers. “and they’ll stop bothering you. Avoid arguments at home and act like everything’s getting better at school. It’s your education they’re worried about, right?”

“Uh, I guess so. That’s all they’re worried about...” the teenager muttered. “I think I can try following your advice.”

Yeah, take advice from some random ten-year-old. That’ll definitely work out, since he seems to have more brain cells than you, Eliza mocked herself internally.

Oryan nodded, saying nothing more, and they both fell into a peaceful silence.

Eliza put one earbud back in and switched the music to match the mild night air.

“Is that an earbud?” Oryan asked, sounding genuinely intrigued by the object.

Eliza blinked.

“Yeah...?” she answered slowly.

His bright eyes widened.

“I want to hear it. Give me one,” Oryan took one of the earbuds and carefully put it in his ear.

He froze on the seat with a look of fascination. His hands covered his ears, trying to block out other outside sounds so he could focus only on the music. And though he was still, his body visibly shivered and trembled with excitement, to the point where a huge, wide smile spread across his amazed face. Oryan was experiencing something completely new to him, Eliza realized, incredulous yet captivated by the boy’s pure ecstasy, and she smiled warmly at the scene. With closed eyes and an open mind, neither of them wanted that moment to end.

“Oryan!” a voice shouted from afar, pulling them out of their trance.

A tall, thin man with brown hair and dark eyes, wearing a suit and a brown overcoat, came running toward them. As soon as he saw him, Oryan pulled out the earbud, jumped off the bench, and went to him. Eliza also stood up and watched their interaction.

“Dad!” Oryan hugged the man, who stopped but didn’t hug him back.

Oryan pulled his face closer and whispered something in his ear. Seconds later, the man nodded and walked with him back to the stop, holding the boy’s hand.

“Hello. Eliza, right?” the man said. “I’m Mizael, Oryan’s father.”

“Hi,” she replied, frowning.

“I apologize for the delay. I got off at the wrong stop and had to walk here.”

“Why? You could’ve just taken a bus back.”

“I’m new to town and don’t usually ride public transportation,” Mizael admitted, embarrassed. “My car’s in the shop, but I had an important meeting today, so I decided to risk it. Which might not have been a good idea,” he added, seeing his son’s displeased look. “Sorry.”

“Don’t let it happen again,” Oryan said, reproachfully.

“Regardless,” Eliza crossed her arms and stared at the man. “Nothing justifies your lack of attention toward Oryan. You should never take your eyes off him in a crowd. What if something had happened? He could’ve gotten lost, been in an accident, kidnapped, or worse! It doesn’t matter if you’re upset, stressed, or tired, you keep a constant eye on your son from now on!” she ranted without mercy, making her dissatisfaction with Oryan’s father clear.

Mizael had the decency to look intimidated and ashamed by her speech, and lowered his head. Oryan barely stifled a laugh, earning an irritated huff from the man.

“I’ll be more careful. Anyway, I’d like to thank you for watching over him for me. It was very kind of you to keep him company until I arrived. I don’t know what I’d do if I lost him. How can I repay you?”

“Just don’t get distracted around him, and we’re even,” she finished, a bit more relieved. “You’re lucky Oryan’s an observant and diligent kid. In his place, I’d be crying in despair.”

“Yeah. Oryan is a special boy,” he turned to Oryan, who elbowed him in the side.

At that moment, the sound of an engine caught the trio’s attention, and a bus pulled up at the stop. The doors opened; no one got off, and there were few passengers on board.

“I think that’s my ride,” Eliza said. “If I don’t get home soon, my mom will kill me. Take care, you two.”

“You too,” Mizael wished.

“Eliza!” Oryan called as she stepped onto the bus.

“Yeah?” she turned back.

The boy smiled slightly, his bright eyes fixed on her.

“I hope I see you again,” he said, pulling a smile from her.

“Me too.”

The doors closed.

[image: ]

ELIZA GOT HOME AND peered through the door. No one was in the hallway; she heard the TV from the living room, slipped in, and quietly closed the door. Tiptoeing, she peeked into the living room and only saw her father, Lewis, sitting, knitting something while listening to the soap opera. The rest of the room, combined with the kitchen in the back, was empty. Her mother Agatha’s car was still in the garage, so she was already home, probably locked in her office upstairs.

“Hi, Dad. I’m home,” Eliza whispered, dropping her backpack and sitting on the couch.

“Honey,” the dark-haired man hugged her tight. “Thank God. I was about to ask your mom to look for you. Why were you so late?”

“I... I got detention. Please don’t tell Mom! Not today!” she begged, hands clasped.

“Too late,” a voice said behind her.

Horrified, Eliza turned around.

A woman in a police uniform, red-haired with braided hair, stared at her with piercing black eyes.

The teenager tensed up, rigid in her seat.

“Teacher Faith called me earlier and told me what you did,” Agatha put her hands on her hips. “A week of detention. What were you thinking?”

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to...”

“Didn’t mean to assault a student for no reason again? Seriously, Eliza? Don’t you listen to what I say?”

“Honey...” Lewis tried to intervene, but his wife silenced him with a hand in front of her.

“You should’ve talked to a teacher! I didn’t teach you to defend yourself just so you could get into fights every week!”

“You know I don’t do it on purpose!” Eliza shot back, irritated. “What did you want me to do? Take all that shit lying down like a coward? I was just defending myself!”

“That doesn’t give you the right to fight back with violence every time! For God’s sake, Eliza! What’s going on? You’re not like this!”

“Like what? Out of control? Crazy? You don’t even know me!”

“That’s not true!”

“Then why are you sending me away? Because I’m a disappointment? A burden? Tired of me, is that it?” the girl felt her eyes well up.

“Don’t be ridiculous. You know I only want what’s best for you,” her mother said firmly.

“Sending me away won’t fix whatever you think you know about what’s happening to me, I promise. But if it helps you sleep better at night, then good for you, right?” she grabbed her backpack and left the room. “Good night.”

“We’re not done with this conversation, young lady,” Agatha followed her to the foot of the stairs. “Eliza? Eliza!”

The teenager ignored her, went upstairs, and slammed the door shut.

Letting out a frustrated sigh, Agatha stepped back into the living room and dropped onto the sofa next to her husband.

“Don’t say I made everything worse,” she said.

“It’s okay. I won’t,” Lewis shrugged and continued his crochet.

“Why won’t she listen to me? What am I doing wrong?”

“She had a rough day, honey. Give her some time to calm down and try talking again. Talking,” he emphasized the last word.

“I do talk,” she retorted, indignant.

“Talking is different from lecturing, Aggie,” he squeezed her hand in comfort. “I know Eliza’s behavior hasn’t been great, but punishing her won’t help us understand why. She needs to feel supported to open up to us.”

Agatha felt a pang in her chest. Her daughter didn’t trust her anymore? Was she being too hard? Was that why Eliza had been so distant these past few months? How would she fix this? Maybe her sister was right, and she was too strict and demanding to handle a rebellious teenager’s emotional instability.

She lay down on her husband’s lap, squeezing his hand back.

“I don’t know what to do,” she lamented.

“I don’t know either, but that’s okay. We’ll figure it out together,” he promised with a weak smile.

She smiled back and closed her eyes.

​
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CHAPTER 2
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Bad Omen

THE NEXT MORNING, ELIZA woke up starving. Her stomach wouldn’t stop aching, but she’d rather stay in bed than go to school. After turning off the alarm, she went back to sleep, ignoring the growling in her gut.

She got ten minutes of peace before the door swung open.

“Eliza,” her father called. “Get up, kiddo. You’re gonna be late again.”

“Mmm... no,” the girl grumbled, burying herself under the covers.

“Come on. Your mom already left.” He pulled open the curtains, letting sunlight flood the room. “Your coffee’s gonna get cold if you don’t come downstairs soon.”

Still, Eliza didn’t move a muscle.

Lewis left the room, knowing she’d be down soon enough, and headed back to the kitchen.

In bed, Eliza wrestled with herself over whether she’d rather skip class and get chewed out for it later, or go to school, deal with Clarice’s ugly mug, and maybe dodge another fight with her mom. Neither option sounded appealing enough, since no one was gonna leave her alone no matter what she chose. But doing nothing wasn’t exactly a viable option either, so she gave up on being stubborn and dragged herself up, sulking. She threw on her clothes, grabbed her backpack, and left the room.

“Finally. Good morning,” Lewis greeted her, drinking coffee at the table.

Eliza dropped her backpack and sat down in front of a plate of bread with cheese and ham and a cup of coffee. She took a sip before she started eating.

“Sleep well?” her father asked.

“As far as I remember... no,” she answered, covering her mouth with one hand as she chewed.

“No? No interesting dreams?”

“There was one.” She swallowed a big bite. “I dreamed I was sleeping and nobody came to wake me up. It was great. Right up until I heard your voice.”

“If you’d rather have your mom wake you from now on...”

“I’m kidding! I’m kidding!” the girl begged. “I don’t wanna get yelled at first thing in the morning.”

Lewis hid a sad smile and took a deep breath. Eliza knew what was coming next.

“You know,” he started slowly, “she’s not mad at you. She’s just worried.”

“I know...”

“And the things you said yesterday...”

“I’ll apologize!” she interrupted, impatient. “I didn’t mean those things, I just... I was just tired. It won’t happen again.”

“That’s not the point. Listen, I know it hasn’t been easy moving on after... after what happened. I know the move is gonna be a big step for you—for us—and I know how it sounds in your head, but I swear neither your mom nor I would do this if we didn’t think it would help you deal with whatever’s bothering you so much.” Lewis reached for one of her hands, looking at her with tired eyes. “We love you more than anything, Eliza. If there’s something you want to tell me, please, don’t hesitate. Help me help you.”

Despite being touched by her father’s sweet words, Eliza didn’t answer. She looked down at the table, shoved the rest of the bread into her mouth, chewed it slowly, and washed it down with coffee, along with the tears threatening to spill.

“Honey...”

“Done.” Eliza stood up, took her plate and cup to the sink, washed and dried everything, and went to the bathroom to brush her teeth.

Lewis massaged his temples, frustrated with another dead end, and regretted bringing it up. Why did he think this time would be any different?

He put his plate in the sink, packed Eliza’s lunch, and slipped it into her backpack.

His daughter came back a few minutes later and grabbed her backpack off the table.

“Bye,” she said without looking back.

“Wait! Did you—”

“I took it!”

“Okay. Take care, sweetheart.” The door closed, leaving him in the uncomfortable silence.

Eliza ran, putting as much distance between her and the house as possible, and only stopped to catch her breath almost two blocks later.

Pathetic. Just pathetic, she thought, leaning against a lamppost.

Why had she run away this time? Her dad was way more understanding and open than her mom, and he always had the best advice. There was no reason to avoid him. Lewis wasn’t the one trying to ship her off to live with Agatha’s weird sister, Aunt Agnes, and he was the only one who could make her mom change her mind, if Eliza ever told him what she really thought about all this. But she couldn’t even do that. So she did what she did best: run, like her absence would solve the problem. Eliza rolled her eyes at herself and headed toward the bus stop.

Walking through the quiet streets, littered with brown leaves and dead trees, Eliza kept her mind busy planning her upcoming trip. For the first time in her life, she’d leave her hometown and go chase adventure and personal growth, in her mother’s words. Everything would be new. The houses, the people, the sky, the sea... she’d never seen the sea. Maybe her aunt would take her to the beach or out on a boat? Thinking about that lifted her mood a little.

As she passed a little yellow house, humble-looking and inviting, decorated with wind chimes everywhere, surrounded by a low white wall with a blooming garden and a marble fountain full of perched birds, a tall figure with thick black hair adorned with red beads, a round silver medallion around her slender neck, wearing a blue dress with loose sleeves and a black shawl, stopped watering the flowers, adjusted her half-moon glasses, and waved at the girl.
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